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he recovery of the old spiritual knowledge and 

experience in all its splendour, depth and fullness is 

its fi rst, most essential work; the fl owing of this spiri-

tuality into new forms of philosophy, literature, art, 

science and critical knowledge is the second; an origi-

nal dealing with modern problems in the light of the 

Indian spirit and the endeavour to formulate a greater 

synthesis of a spiritualised society is the third and 

most diffi  cult. Its success on these three lines will be 

the measure of its help to the future of humanity.

CWSA 20: 15                                         Sri Aurobindo
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When therefore it is said that India shall rise, it is the Sanatana 

Dharma that shall rise. When it is said that India shall be great, it 

is the Sanatana Dharma that shall be great. When it is said that 

India shall expand and extend herself, it is the Sanatana Dharma 

that shall expand and extend itself over the world. It is for the 

dharma and by the dharma that India exists…. 

What is this religion which we call Sanatana, eternal? It is the 

Hindu religion only because the Hindu nation has kept it, because 

in this peninsula it grew up in the seclusion of the sea and the Hi-

malayas, because in this sacred and ancient land it was given as a 

charge to the Aryan race to preserve through the ages. But it is not 

circumscribed by the confi nes of a single country, it does not belong 

peculiarly and for ever to a bounded part of the world. That which 

we call the Hindu religion is really the eternal religion, because it is 

the universal religion which embraces all others. If a religion is not 

universal, it cannot be eternal. A narrow religion, a sectarian reli-

gion, an exclusive religion can live only for a limited time and a lim-

ited purpose. This is the one religion that can triumph over material-

ism by including and anticipating the discoveries of science and the 

speculations of philosophy. It is the one religion which impresses on 

mankind the closeness of God to us and embraces in its compass 

all the possible means by which man can approach God. It is the one 

religion which insists every moment on the truth which all religions 

acknowledge, that He is in all men and all things and that in Him 

we move and have our being. It is the one religion which enables us 

not only to understand and believe this truth but to realise it with 

every part of our being. It is the one religion which shows the world 

what the world is, that it is the lila of Vasudeva. It is the one religion 

which shows us how we can best play our part in that lila, its sub-

tlest laws and its noblest rules. It is the one religion which does not 

separate life in any smallest detail from religion, which knows what 

immortality is and has utterly removed from us the reality of death.

CWSA 8: 10-12                                           Sri Aurobindo
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The Soul of India

Ekamevadwitiyam, One without a second

It is necessary to emphasise this synthetic character and em-

bracing unity of the Indian religious mind, because otherwise we 

miss the whole meaning of Indian life and the whole sense of In-

dian culture. It is only by recognising this broad and plastic char-

acter that we can understand its total eff ect on the life of the 

community and the life of the individual. And if we are asked, “But 

after all what is Hinduism, what does it teach, what does it prac-

tise, what are its common factors?” we can answer that Indian 

religion is founded upon three basic ideas or rather three funda-

mentals of a highest and widest spiritual experience. First comes 

the idea of the One Existence of the Veda to whom sages give dif-

ferent names, the One without a second of the Upanishads who is 

all that is and beyond all that is, the Permanent of the Buddhists, 

the Absolute of the Illusionists, the supreme God or Purusha of 

the Theists who holds in his power the soul and Nature, — in a 

word the Eternal, the Infi nite. This is the fi rst common foundation; 

but it can be and is expressed in an endless variety of formulas 

by the human intelligence. To discover and closely approach and 

enter into whatever kind or degree of unity with this Permanent, 

this Infi nite, this Eternal, is the highest height and last eff ort of its 

spiritual experience. That is the fi rst universal credo of the religious 

mind of India.

CWSA 20: 193-94

Manifold approaches to the One and the Infi nite 

Admit in whatever formula this foundation, follow this great 

spiritual aim by one of the thousand paths recognised in India or 

even any new path which branches off  from them and you are at 

the core of the religion. For its second basic idea is the manifold 

way of man’s approach to the Eternal and Infi nite. The Infi nite is 

full of many infi nities and each of these infi nities is itself the very 



All India Magazine, September 2022

Eternal. And here in the limitations of the cosmos God manifests 

himself and fulfi ls himself in the world in many ways, but each 

is the way of the Eternal. For in each fi nite we can discover and 

through all things as his forms and symbols we can approach the 

Infi nite; all cosmic powers are manifestations, all forces are forces 

of the One. The gods behind the workings of Nature are to be seen 

and adored as powers, names and personalities of the one God-

head. An infi nite Conscious-Force, executive Energy, Will or Law, 

Maya, Prakriti, Shakti or Karma, is behind all happenings, whether 

to us they seem good or bad, acceptable or inacceptable, fortu-

nate or adverse. The Infi nite creates and is Brahma; it preserves 

and is Vishnu; it destroys or takes to itself and is Rudra or Shiva. 

The supreme Energy benefi cent in upholding and protection is or 

else formulates itself as the Mother of the worlds, Luxmi or Durga. 

Or benefi cent even in the mask of destruction, it is Chandi or it 

is Kali, the dark Mother. The One Godhead manifests himself in 

the form of his qualities in various names and godheads. The God 

of divine love of the Vaishnava, the God of divine power of the 

Shakta appear as two diff erent godheads; but in truth they are the 

one infi nite Deity in diff erent fi gures. One may approach the Su-

preme through any of these names and forms, with knowledge or 

in ignorance; for through them and beyond them we can proceed 

at last to the supreme experience.

CWSA 20: 194-95

The Divine within each man

The third idea of strongest consequence at the base of Indian

religion is the most dynamic for the inner spiritual life. It is that 

while the Supreme or the Divine can be approached through a uni-

versal consciousness and by piercing through all inner and outer 

Nature, That or He can be met by each individual soul in itself, 

in its own spiritual part, because there is something in it that is 

intimately one or at least intimately related with the one divine Ex-

istence. The essence of Indian religion is to aim at so growing and 
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so living that we can grow out of the Ignorance which veils this 

self-knowledge from our mind and life and become aware of the 

Divinity within us. These three things put together are the whole 

of Hindu religion, its essential sense and, if any credo is needed, 

its credo.

CWSA 20: 195

One God and the many gods

Indian religion founded itself on the conception of a timeless, 

nameless and formless Supreme, but it did not feel called upon, 

like the narrower and more ignorant monotheisms of the younger 

races, to deny or abolish all intermediary forms and names and 

powers and personalities of the Eternal and Infi nite. A colourless 

monism or a pale vague transcendental Theism was not its begin-

ning, its middle and its end. The one Godhead is worshipped as 

the All, for all in the universe is he or made out of his being or his 

nature. But Indian religion is not therefore pantheism; for beyond 

this universality it recognises the supracosmic Eternal. Indian 

polytheism is not the popular polytheism of ancient Europe; for 

here the worshipper of many gods still knows that all his divinities 

are forms, names, personalities and powers of the One; his gods 

proceed from the one Purusha, his goddesses are energies of the 

one divine Force. Those ways of Indian cult which most resemble 

a popular form of Theism, are still something more; for they do 

not exclude, but admit the many aspects of God. Indian image-

worship is not the idolatry of a barbaric or undeveloped mind; for 

even the most ignorant know that the image is a symbol and sup-

port and can throw it away when its use is over.

CWSA 20: 192

Gods and goddesses  

The Vedic gods and goddesses conceal from the profane by 

their physical aspect their psychic and spiritual signifi cance. The 

Puranic trinity and the forms of its female energies have on the con-

trary no meaning to the physical mind or imagination, but are philo-
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sophic and psychic conceptions and embodiments of the unity and 

multiplicity of the all-manifesting Godhead. The Puranic cults have 

been characterised as a degradation of the Vedic religion, but they 

might conceivably be described, not in the essence, for that remains 

always the same, but in the outward movement, as an extension 

and advance. Image worship and temple cult and profuse ceremo-

ny, to whatever superstition or externalism  their misuse may lead, 

are not necessarily a degradation. The Vedic religion had no need 

of images, for the physical signs of its godheads were the forms of 

physical Nature and the outward universe was their visible house. 

The Puranic religion worshipped the psychical forms of the Godhead 

within us and had to express it outwardly in symbolic fi gures and 

house it in temples that were an architectural sign of cosmic signifi -

cances. And the very inwardness it intended necessitated a profu-

sion of outward symbol to embody the complexity of these inward 

things to the physical imagination and vision. The religious aesthe-

sis has changed, but the meaning of the religion has been altered 

only in temperament and fashion, not in essence. The real diff er-

ence is this that the early religion was made by men of the highest 

mystic and spiritual experience living among a mass still impressed 

mostly by the life of the physical universe: the Upanishads casting 

off  the physical veil created a free transcendent and cosmic vision 

and experience and this was expressed by a later age to the mass in 

images containing a large philosophical and intellectual meaning of 

which the Trinity and the Shaktis of Vishnu and Shiva are the central 

fi gures: the Puranas carried forward this appeal to the intellect and 

imagination and made it living to the psychic experience, the emo-

tions, the aesthetic feeling and the senses.              CWSA 20: 373

Yoga of the Vedic Rishis

But the greatest power of the Vedic teaching, that which 

made it the source of all later Indian philosophies, religions, sys-

tems of Yoga, lay in its application to the inner life of man. Man 

lives in the physical cosmos subject to death and the “much 



All India Magazine, September 2022

falsehood” of the mortal existence. To rise beyond this death, to 

become one of the immortals, he has to turn from the falsehood 

to the Truth; he has to turn to the Light and to battle with and 

to conquer the powers of the Darkness. This he does by commu-

nion with the divine Powers and their aid; the way to call down 

this aid was the secret of the Vedic mystics. The symbols of the 

outer sacrifi ce are given for this purpose in the manner of the 

Mysteries all over the world an inner meaning; they represent a 

calling of the gods into the human being, a connecting sacrifi ce, 

an intimate interchange, a mutual aid, a communion. There is a 

building of the powers of the godheads within man and a forma-

tion in him of the universality of the divine nature. For the gods 

are the guardians and increasers of the Truth, the powers of the 

Immortal, the sons of the infi nite Mother; the way to immortality 

is the upward way of the gods, the way of the Truth, a journey, 

an ascent by which there is a growth into the law of the Truth,

.Man arrives at immortality by breaking beyond 

the limitations not only of his physical self, but of his mental and 

his ordinary psychic nature into the highest plane and supreme 

ether of the Truth: for there is the foundation of immortality and 

the native seat of the triple Infi nite. On these ideas the Vedic 

sages built up a profound psychological and psychic discipline 

which led beyond itself to a highest spirituality and contained 

the nucleus of later Indian Yoga.

 CWSA 20: 202-03

The Upanishads

The Upanishads are the supreme work of the Indian mind, and 

that it should be so, that the highest self-expression of its genius, 

its sublimest poetry, its greatest creation of the thought and word 

should be not a literary or poetical masterpiece of the ordinary kind, 

but a large fl ood of spiritual revelation of this direct and profound 

character, is a signifi cant fact, evidence of a unique mentality and 

unusual turn of spirit. The Upanishads are at once profound reli-
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gious scriptures, — for they are a record of the deepest spiritual 

experiences, — documents of revelatory and intuitive philosophy of 

an inexhaustible light, power and largeness and, whether written in 

verse or cadenced prose, spiritual poems of an absolute, an unfail-

ing inspiration inevitable in phrase, wonderful in rhythm and expres-

sion. It is the expression of a mind in which philosophy and religion 

and poetry are made one, because this religion does not end with a 

cult nor is limited to a religio-ethical aspiration, but rises to an infi nite 

discovery of God, of Self, of our highest and whole reality of spirit 

and being and speaks out of an ecstasy of luminous knowledge and 

an ecstasy of moved and fulfi lled experience, this philosophy is not 

an abstract intellectual speculation about Truth or a structure of 

the logical intelligence, but Truth seen, felt, lived, held by the inmost 

mind and soul in the joy of utterance of an assured discovery and 

possession, and this poetry is the work of the aesthetic mind lifted 

up beyond its ordinary fi eld to express the wonder and beauty of 

the rarest spiritual self-vision and the profoundest illumined truth 

of self and God and universe. Here the intuitive mind and intimate 

psychological experience of the Vedic seers passes into a supreme 

culmination in which the Spirit, as is said in a phrase of the Katha 

Upanishad, discloses its own very body, reveals the very word of its 

self-expression and discovers to the mind the vibration of rhythms 

which repeating themselves within in the spiritual hearing seem to 

build up the soul and set it satisfi ed and complete on the heights 

of self-knowledge.                             

CWSA 20: 329-30

Hierarchy of the Worlds

This inner Vedic religion started with an extension of the psy-

chic signifi cance of the godheads in the Cosmos. Its primary no-

tion was that of a hierarchy of worlds, an ascending stair of planes 

of being in the universe. It saw a mounting scale of the worlds 

corresponding to a similar mounting scale of planes or degrees 

or levels of consciousness in the nature of man. A Truth, Right 
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and Law sustains and governs all these levels of Nature; one in 

essence, it takes in them diff erent but cognate forms. There is for 

instance the series of the outer physical light, another higher and 

inner light which is the vehicle of the mental, vital and psychic 

consciousness and a highest inmost light of spiritual illumination. 

Surya, the Sun-God, was the lord of the physical Sun; but he is 

at the same time to the Vedic seer-poet the giver of the rays of 

knowledge which illumine the mind and he is too the soul and en-

ergy and body of the spiritual illumination. And in all these powers 

he is a luminous form of the one and infi nite Godhead. All the Ve-

dic godheads have this outer and this inner and inmost function, 

their known and their secret Names. All are in their external char-

acter powers of physical Nature; all have in their inner meaning a 

psychic function and psychological ascriptions; all too are various 

powers of some one highest Reality, , the one infi nite Ex-

istence. This hardly knowable Supreme is called often in the Veda 

“That Truth” or “That One”, tat satyam, tad ekam. This complex 

character of the Vedic godheads assumes forms which have been 

wholly misunderstood by those who ascribe to them only their 

outward physical signifi cance. Each of these gods is in himself a 

complete and separate cosmic personality of the one Existence 

and in their combination of powers they form the complete univer-

sal power, the cosmic whole, . Each again, apart from 

his special function, is one godhead with the others; each holds 

in himself the universal divinity, each god is all the other gods.              

CWSA 20: 201-202                                            Sri Aurobindo

That which to the Western mind is myth and imagination is here 

an actuality and a strand of the life of our inner being, what is 

there beautiful poetic idea and philosophic speculation is here 

a thing constantly realised and present to the experience. 

CWSA 20: 327                                                      Sri Aurobindo
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The Mind of India

Language of the gods

The ancient and classical creations of the Sanskrit tongue 

both in quality and in body and abundance of excellence, in their 

potent originality and force and beauty, in their substance and art 

and structure, in grandeur and justice and charm of speech and 

in the height and width of the reach of their spirit stand very evi-

dently in the front rank among the world’s great literatures. The 

language itself, as has been universally recognised by those com-

petent to form a judgment, is one of the most magnifi cent, the 

most perfect and wonderfully suffi  cient literary instruments de-

veloped by the human mind, at once majestic and sweet and fl ex-

ible, strong and clearly-formed and full and vibrant and subtle, and 

its quality and character would be of itself a suffi  cient evidence 

of the character and quality of the race whose mind it expressed 

and the culture of which it was the refl ecting medium. The great 

and noble use made of it by poet and thinker did not fall below 

the splendour of its capacities. Nor is it in the Sanskrit tongue 

alone that the Indian mind has done high and beautiful and per-

fect things, though it couched in that language the larger part 

of its most prominent and formative and grandest creations. It 

would be necessary for a complete estimate to take into account 

as well the Buddhistic literature in Pali and the poetic literatures, 

here opulent, there more scanty in production, of about a dozen 

Sanskritic and Dravidian tongues.

CWSA 20: 314-15

Itihasas or historical tradition

One of the elements of the old Vedic education was a knowl-

edge of signifi cant tradition, Itihasa, and it is this word that was 

used by the ancient critics to distinguish the Mahabharata and 

the Ramayana from the later literary epics. The Itihasa was an an-

cient historical or legendary tradition turned to creative use as a 



All India Magazine, September 2022

signifi cant mythus or tale expressive of some spiritual or religious 

or ethical or ideal meaning and thus formative of the mind of the 

people. The Mahabharata and Ramayana are Itihasas of this kind 

on a large scale and with a massive purpose. The poets who wrote 

and those who added to these great bodies of poetic writing did 

not intend merely to tell an ancient tale in a beautiful or noble 

manner or even to fashion a poem pregnant with much richness 

of interest and meaning, though they did both these things with 

a high success; they wrote with a sense of their function as ar-

chitects and sculptors of life, creative exponents, fashioners of 

signifi cant forms of the national thought and religion and ethics 

and culture. A profound stress of thought on life, a large and vital 

view of religion and society, a certain strain of philosophic idea 

runs through these poems and the whole ancient culture of India 

is embodied in them with a great force of intellectual conception 

and living presentation. The Mahabharata has been spoken of as a 

fi fth Veda, it has been said of both these poems that they are not 

only great poems but Dharmashastras, the body of a large religious 

and ethical and social and political teaching, and their eff ect and 

hold on the mind and life of the people have been so great that 

they have been described as the bible of the Indian people. That 

is not quite an accurate analogy, for the bible of the Indian people 

contains also the Veda and Upanishads, the Purana and Tantras 

and the Dharmashastras, not to speak of a large bulk of the reli-

gious poetry in the regional languages. The work of these epics 

was to popularise high philosophic and ethical idea and cultural 

practice; it was to throw out prominently and with a seizing re-

lief and eff ect in a frame of great poetry and on a background of 

poetic story and around signifi cant personalities that became to 

the people abiding national memories and representative fi gures 

all that was best in the soul and thought or true to the life or real 

to the creative imagination and ideal mind or characteristic and 

illuminative of the social, ethical, political and religious culture of 

India. All these things were brought together and disposed with ar-
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tistic power and a telling eff ect in a poetic body given to traditions 

half legendary, half historic but cherished henceforth as deepest 

and most living truth and as a part of their religion by the people. 

Thus framed the Mahabharata and Ramayana, whether in the origi-

nal Sanskrit or rewritten in the regional tongues, brought to the 

masses by Kathakas, — rhapsodists, reciters and exegetes, — be-

came and remained one of the chief instruments of popular educa-

tion and culture, moulded the thought, character, aesthetic and 

religious mind of the people and gave even to the illiterate some 

suffi  cient tincture of philosophy, ethics, social and political ideas, 

aesthetic emotion, poetry, fi ction and romance. That which was 

for the cultured classes contained in Veda and Upanishad, shut 

into profound philosophical aphorism and treatise or inculcated in 

dharma-shastra and artha-shastra, was put here into creative and 

living fi gures, associated with familiar story and legend, fused into 

a vivid representation of life and thus made a near and living power 

that all could readily assimilate through the poetic word appealing 

at once to the soul and the imagination and the intelligence.

CWSA 20: 345-47

The Mahabharata

The Mahabharata especially is not only the story of the Bhara-

tas, the epic of an early event which had become a national tradi-

tion but on a vast scale the epic of the soul and religious and ethi-

cal mind and social and political ideals and culture and life of India. 

It is said popularly of it and with a certain measure of truth that 

whatever is in India is in the Mahabharata. The Mahabharata is the 

creation and expression not of a single individual mind, but of the 

mind of a nation; it is the poem of itself written by a whole people. 

It would be vain to apply to it the canons of a poetical art applicable 

to an epic poem with a smaller and more restricted purpose, but 

still a great and quite conscious art has been expended both on its 

detail and its total structure. The whole poem has been built like 

a vast national temple unrolling slowly its immense and complex 
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idea from chamber to chamber, crowded with signifi cant groups 

and sculptures and inscriptions, the grouped fi gures carved in di-

vine or semi-divine proportions, a humanity aggrandised and half 

uplifted to super humanity and yet always true to the human mo-

tive and idea and feeling, the strain of the real constantly raised 

by the tones of the ideal, the life of this world amply portrayed but 

subjected to the conscious infl uence and presence of the powers 

of the worlds behind it, and the whole unifi ed by the long embod-

ied procession of a consistent idea worked out in the wide steps 

of the poetic story. As is needed in an epic narrative, the conduct of 

the story is the main interest of the poem and it is carried through 

with an at once large and minute movement, wide and bold in the 

mass, striking and eff ective in detail, always simple, strong and epic 

in its style and pace. At the same time though supremely interesting 

in substance and vivid in the manner of the telling as a poetic sto-

ry, it is something more,—a signifi cant tale, Itihasa, representative 

throughout of the central ideas and ideals of Indian life and culture. 

The leading motive is the Indian idea of the Dharma. Here the Ve-

dic notion of the struggle between the godheads of truth and light 

and unity and the powers of darkness and division and falsehood 

is brought out from the spiritual and religious and internal into the 

outer intellectual, ethical and vital plane. It takes there in the fi gure 

of the story a double form of a personal and a political struggle, the 

personal a confl ict between typical and representative personalities 

embodying the greater ethical ideals of the Indian Dharma and oth-

ers who are embodiments of Asuric egoism and self-will and misuse 

of the Dharma, the political a battle in which the personal struggle 

culminates, an international clash ending in the establishment of a 

new rule of righteousness and justice, a kingdom or rather an em-

pire of the Dharma uniting warring races and substituting for the 

ambitious arrogance of kings and aristocratic clans the supremacy, 

the calm and peace of a just and humane empire. It is the old 

struggle of Deva and Asura, God and Titan, but represented in the 

terms of human life.                                             CWSA 20: 347-48
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The Ramayana

The Ramayana is a work of the same essential kind as the 

Mahabharata; it diff ers only by a greater simplicity of plan, a more 

delicate ideal temperament and a fi ner glow of poetic warmth and 

colour. The main bulk of the poem in spite of much accretion is 

evidently by a single hand and has a less complex and more obvi-

ous unity of structure. There is less of the philosophic, more of the 

purely poetic mind, more of the artist, less of the builder. The whole 

story is from beginning to end of one piece and there is no deviation 

from the stream of the narrative. At the same time there is a like 

vastness of vision, an even more wide-winged fl ight of epic sublim-

ity in the conception and sustained richness of minute execution in 

the detail. The structural power, strong workmanship and method 

of disposition of the Mahabharata remind one of the art of the In-

dian builders, the grandeur and boldness of outline and wealth of 

colour and minute decorative execution of the Ramayana suggest 

rather a transcript into literature of the spirit and style of Indian 

painting. The epic poet has taken here also as his subject an Itihasa, 

an ancient tale or legend associated with an old Indian dynasty and 

fi lled it in with detail from myth and folklore, but has exalted all into 

a scale of grandiose epic fi gure that it may bear more worthily the 

high intention and signifi cance. The subject is the same as in the 

Mahabharata, the strife of the divine with the titanic forces in the 

life of the earth, but in more purely ideal forms, in frankly supernat-

ural dimensions and an imaginative heightening of both the good 

and the evil in human character. On one side is portrayed an ideal 

manhood, a divine beauty of virtue and ethical order, a civilization 

founded on the Dharma and realising an exaltation of the moral ideal 

which is presented with a singularly strong appeal of aesthetic grace 

and harmony and sweetness; on the other are wild and anarchic and 

almost amorphous forces of superhuman egoism and self-will and 

exultant violence, and the two ideas and powers of mental nature 

living and embodied are brought into confl ict and led to a decisive 

issue of the victory of the divine man over the Rakshasa. All shade 
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and complexity are omitted which would diminish the single purity 

of the idea, the representative force in the outline of the fi gures, the 

signifi cance of the temperamental colour and only so much admit-

ted as is suffi  cient to humanise the appeal and the signifi cance. The 

poet makes us conscious of the immense forces that are behind our 

life and sets his action in a magnifi cent epic scenery, the great impe-

rial city, the mountains and the ocean, the forest and wilderness, 

described with such a largeness as to make us feel as if the whole 

world were the scene of his poem and its subject the whole divine 

and titanic possibility of man imaged in a few great or monstrous 

fi gures. The ethical and the aesthetic mind of India have here fused 

themselves into a harmonious unity and reached an unexampled 

pure wideness and beauty of self-expression. The Ramayana em-

bodied for the Indian imagination its highest and tenderest human 

ideals of character, made strength and courage and gentleness and 

purity and fi delity and self-sacrifi ce familiar to it in the suavest and 

most harmonious forms coloured so as to attract the emotion and 

the aesthetic sense, stripped morals of all repellent austerity on one 

side or on the other of mere commonness and lent a certain high 

divineness to the ordinary things of life, conjugal and fi lial and ma-

ternal and fraternal feeling, the duty of the prince and leader and the 

loyalty of follower and subject, the greatness of the great and the 

truth and worth of the simple, toning things ethical to the beauty of 

a more psychical meaning by the glow of its ideal hues. The work of 

Valmiki has been an agent of almost incalculable power in the mould-

ing of the cultural mind of India: it has presented to it to be loved 

and imitated in fi gures like Rama and Sita, made so divinely and with 

such a revelation of reality as to become objects of enduring cult 

and worship, or like Hanuman, Lakshmana, Bharata the living human 

image of its ethical ideals; it has fashioned much of what is best and 

sweetest in the national character, and it has evoked and fi xed in it 

those fi ner and exquisite yet fi rm soul tones and that more delicate 

humanity of temperament which are a more valuable thing than the 

formal outsides of virtue and conduct.                       CWSA 20: 349-51
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The Master-Idea

The master idea that has governed the life, culture, social ide-

als of the Indian people has been the seeking of man for his true 

spiritual self and the use of life — subject to a necessary evolution 

fi rst of his lower physical, vital and mental nature  — as a frame and 

means for that discovery and for man’s ascent from the ignorant 

natural into the spiritual existence. This dominant idea India has 

never quite forgotten even under the stress and material exigencies 

and the externalities of political and social construction. But the 

diffi  culty of making the social life an expression of man’s true self 

and some highest realisation of the spirit within him is immensely 

greater than that which attends a spiritual self-expression through 

the things of the mind, religion, thought, art, literature, and while 

in these India reached extraordinary heights and largenesses, she 

could not in the outward life go beyond certain very partial realisa-

tions and very imperfect tentatives, — a general spiritualising sym-

bolism, an infi ltration of the greater aspiration, a certain cast given 

to the communal life, the creation of institutions favourable to the 

spiritual idea. Politics, society, economics are the natural fi eld of 

the two fi rst and grosser parts of human aim and conduct recog-

nised in the Indian system, interest and hedonistic desire: Dharma, 

the higher law, has nowhere been brought more than partially into 

this outer side of life, and in politics to a very minimum extent; 

for the eff ort at governing political action by ethics is usually little 

more than a pretence. The coordination or true union of the col-

lective outward life with Moksha, the liberated spiritual existence, 

has hardly even been conceived or attempted, much less anywhere 

succeeded in the past history of the yet hardly adult human race. 

Accordingly, we fi nd that the governance by the Dharma of India’s 

social, economic and even (though here the attempt broke down 

earlier than in other spheres) her political rule of life, system, turn of 

existence, with the adumbration of a spiritual signifi cance behind, 

— the full attainment of the spiritual life being left as a supreme aim 

to the eff ort of the individual — was as far as her ancient system 

could advance. This much endeavour, however, she did make with 
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persistence and patience and it gave a peculiar type to her social 

polity. It is perhaps for a future India, taking up and enlarging with a 

more complete aim, a more comprehensive experience, a more cer-

tain knowledge that shall reconcile life and the spirit, her ancient 

mission, to found the status and action of the collective being of 

man on the realisation of the deeper spiritual truth, the yet unre-

alised spiritual potentialities of our existence and so ensoul the life 

of her people as to make it the Lila of the greater Self in humanity, 

a conscious communal soul and body of Virat, the universal spirit.

CWSA 20: 397-98

The Master – key

Spirituality is indeed the master-key of the Indian mind; the 

sense of the infi nite is native to it. India saw from the beginning, —

and, even in her ages of reason and her age of increasing ignorance, 

she never lost hold of the insight, — that life cannot be rightly seen 

in the sole light, cannot be perfectly lived in the sole power of its 

externalities. She was alive to the greatness of material laws and 

forces; she had a keen eye for the importance of the physical sci-

ences; she knew how to organise the arts of ordinary life. But she 

saw that the physical does not get its full sense until it stands in 

right relation to the supra-physical; she saw that the complexity of 

the universe could not be explained in the present terms of man or 

seen by his superfi cial sight, that there were other powers behind, 

other powers within man himself of which he is normally unaware, 

that he is conscious only of a small part of himself, that the invisible 

always surrounds the visible, the suprasensible the sensible, even as 

infi nity always surrounds the fi nite. She saw too that man has the 

power of exceeding himself, of becoming himself more entirely and 

profoundly than he is, — truths which have only recently begun to 

be seen in Europe and seem even now too great for its common 

intelligence. She saw the myriad gods beyond man, God beyond 

the gods, and beyond God his own ineff able eternity; she saw that 

there were ranges of life beyond our life, ranges of mind beyond our 

present mind and above these she saw the splendours of the spirit. 
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Then with that calm audacity of her intuition which knew no fear 

or littleness and shrank from no act whether of spiritual or intel-

lectual, ethical or vital courage, she declared that there was none 

of these things which man could not attain if he trained his will and 

knowledge; he could conquer these ranges of mind, become the 

spirit, become a god, become one with God, become the ineff able 

Brahman. And with the logical practicality and sense of science and 

organised method which distinguished her mentality, she set forth 

immediately to fi nd out the way. Hence from long ages of this in-

sight and practice there was ingrained in her her spirituality, her 

powerful psychic tendency, her great yearning to grapple with the 

infi nite and possess it, her ineradicable religious sense, her ideal-

ism, her Yoga, the constant turn of her art and her philosophy.

CWSA 20: 6-7

Strong intellectuality

But this supreme spirituality and this prolifi c abundance of the 

energy and joy of life and creation do not make all that the spirit of 

India has been in its past. It is not a confused splendour of tropical 

vegetation under heavens of a pure sapphire infi nity. It is only to 

eyes unaccustomed to such wealth that there seems to be a confu-

sion in this crowding of space with rich forms of life, a luxurious 

disorder of excess or a wanton lack of measure, clear balance and 

design. For the third power of the ancient Indian spirit was a strong 

intellectuality, at once austere and rich, robust and minute, power-

ful and delicate, massive in principle and curious in detail. Its chief 

impulse was that of order and arrangement, but an order founded 

upon a seeking for the inner law and truth of things and having in 

view always the possibility of conscientious practice. India has been 

preeminently the land of the Dharma and the Shastra. She searched 

for the inner truth and law of each human or cosmic activity, its 

dharma; that found, she laboured to cast into elaborate form and 

detailed law of arrangement its application in fact and rule of life. 

CWSA 20: 8-9
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The two ideals

The ideals of the Indian mind have included the height of self-

assertion of the human spirit and its thirst of independence and 

mastery and possession and the height also of its self-abnegation, 

dependence and submission and self-giving. In life the ideal of opu-

lent living and the ideal of poverty were carried to the extreme of 

regal splendour and the extreme of satisfi ed nudity. Its intuitions 

were suffi  ciently clear and courageous not to be blinded by its own 

most cherished ideas and fi xed habits of life. If it was obliged to 

stereotype caste as the symbol of its social order, it never quite 

forgot, as the caste-spirit is apt to forget, that the human soul and 

the human mind are beyond caste. For it had seen in the lowest 

human being the Godhead, Narayana. It emphasised distinctions 

only to turn upon them and deny all distinctions. If all its politi-

cal needs and circumstances compelled it at last to exaggerate the 

monarchical principle and declare the divinity of the king and to 

abolish its earlier republican city states and independent federa-

tions as too favourable to the centrifugal tendency, if therefore it 

could not develop democracy, yet it had the democratic idea, ap-

plied it in the village, in council and municipality, within the caste, 

was the fi rst to assert a divinity in the people and could cry to the 

monarch at the height of his power, “O king, what art thou but 

the head servant of the demos?” Its idea of the golden age was a 

free spiritual anarchism. Its spiritual extremism could not prevent it 

from fathoming through a long era the life of the senses and its en-

joyments, and there too it sought the utmost richness of sensuous 

detail and the depths and intensities of sensuous experience. Yet 

it is notable that this pursuit of the most opposite extremes never 

resulted in disorder; and its most hedonistic period off ers nothing 

that at all resembles the unbridled corruption which a similar ten-

dency has more than once produced in Europe. For the Indian mind 

is not only spiritual and ethical, but intellectual and artistic, and 

both the rule of the intellect and the rhythm of beauty are hostile 

to the spirit of chaos. In every extreme the Indian spirit seeks for a 

law in that extreme and a rule, measure and structure in its applica-

tion. Besides, this sounding of extremes is balanced by a still more 

ingrained characteristic, the synthetical tendency, so that having 
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pushed each motive to its farthest possibility the Indian mind re-

turns always towards some fusion of the knowledge it has gained 

and to a resulting harmony and balance in action and institution. 

Balance and rhythm which the Greeks arrived at by self-limitation, 

India arrived at by its sense of intellectual, ethical and aesthetic 

order and the synthetic impulse of its mind and life.

CWSA 20: 11-12

Swadharma, Swarat, Samrat

The man who most fi nds and lives from the inner self, can most 

embrace the universal and become one with it; the Swarat, inde-

pendent, self-possessed and self-ruler, can most be the Samrat, 

possessor and shaper of the world in which he lives, can most too 

grow one with all in the Atman. That is the truth this developing 

existence teaches us, and it is one of the greatest secrets of the old 

Indian spiritual knowledge. 

Therefore to live in one’s self, determining one’s selfexpression 

from one’s own centre of being in accordance with one’s own law 

of being, swadharma, is the fi rst necessity. Not to be able to do 

that means disintegration of the life; not to do it suffi  ciently means 

languor, weakness, ineffi  ciency, the danger of being oppressed by 

the environing forces and overborne; not to be able to do it wisely, 

intuitively, with a strong use of one’s inner material and inner pow-

ers, means confusion, disorder and fi nally decline and loss of vital-

ity. But also not to be able to use the material that the life around 

off ers us, not to lay hold on it with an intuitive selection and a 

strong mastering assimilation is a serious defi ciency and a danger 

to the existence. To a healthy individuality the external impact or 

entering energy, idea, infl uence may act as an irritant awakening 

the inner being to a sense of discord, incompatibility or peril, and 

then there is a struggle, an impulse and process of rejection; but 

even in this struggle, in this process of rejection there is some re-

sultant of change and growth, some increment of the power and 

material of life; the energies of the being are stimulated and helped 

by the attack.

CWSA 20: 49
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Non-dogmatic, inclusive Religion

The rites, ceremonies, system of cult and worship of Hinduism

can only be understood if we remember its fundamental charac-

ter. It is in the fi rst place a non-dogmatic inclusive religion and 

would have taken even Islam and Christianity into itself, if they 

had tolerated the process. All that it has met on its way it has 

taken into itself, content if it could put its forms into some valid 

relation with the truth of the supraphysical worlds and the truth 

of the Infi nite. Again it has always known in its heart that reli-

gion, if it is to be a reality for the mass of men and not only for a 

few saints and thinkers, must address its appeal to the whole of 

our being, not only to the suprarational and the rational parts, 

but to all the others. The imagination, the emotions, the aesthetic 

sense, even the very instincts of the half subconscient parts must 

be taken into the infl uence. Religion must lead man towards the 

suprarational, the spiritual truth and it must take the aid of the 

illumined reason on the way, but it cannot aff ord to neglect to 

call Godwards the rest of our complex nature. And it must take 

too each man where he stands and spiritualise him through what 

he can feel and not at once force on him something which he can-

not yet grasp as a true and living power. That is the sense and 

aim of all those parts of Hinduism which are specially stigmatised 

as irrational or antirational by the positivist intelligence. But the 

European mind has failed to understand this plain necessity or has 

despised it. It insists on “purifying” religion, by the reason and not 

by the spirit, on “reforming” it, by the reason and not by the spirit. 

And we have seen what were the results of this kind of purifi cation 

and reformation in Europe. The infallible outcome of that ignorant

doctoring has been fi rst to impoverish and then slowly to kill re-

ligion; the patient has fallen a victim to the treatment, while he 

might well have survived the disease.  

CWSA 20: 147-48
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The conception of Man

The dignity given to human existence by the Vedantic thought 

and by the thought of the classical ages of Indian culture exceed-

ed anything conceived by the Western idea of humanity. Man in 

the West has always been only an ephemeral creature of Nature 

or a soul manufactured at birth by an arbitrary breath of the whim-

sical Creator and set under impossible conditions to get salvation, 

but far more likely to be thrown away into the burning refuse-heap 

of Hell as a hopeless failure. At best he is exalted by a reasoning 

mind and will and an eff ort to be better than God or Nature made 

him. Far more ennobling, inspiring, fi lled with the motive-force of 

a great idea is the conception placed before us by Indian culture. 

Man in the Indian idea is a spirit veiled in the works of energy, 

moving to self-discovery, capable of Godhead. He is a soul that 

is growing through Nature to conscious self-hood; he is a divinity 

and an eternal existence; he is an ever-fl owing wave of the God-

ocean, an inextinguishable spark of the supreme Fire. Even, he is 

in his uttermost reality identical with the ineff able Transcendence 

from which he came and greater than the godheads whom he wor-

ships. The natural half-animal creature that for a while he seems to 

be is not at all his whole being and is not in any way his real being. 

His inmost reality is the divine Self or at least one dynamic eternal 

portion of it, and to fi nd that and exceed his outward, apparent, 

natural self is the greatness of which he alone of terrestrial beings 

is capable. He has the spiritual capacity to pass to a supreme and

extraordinary pitch of manhood and that is the fi rst aim which is 

proposed to him by Indian culture. Living no more in the fi rst crude 

type of an undeveloped humanity to which most men still belong, 

 he can even become a free perfected 

semi-divine man, mukta, siddha. But he can do more; released 

into the cosmic consciousness, his spirit can become one with 

God, one self with the Spirit of the universe or rise into a Light and 

Vastness that transcends the universe; his nature can become one 

dynamic power with universal Nature or one Light with a transcen-
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dental Gnosis. To be shut up for ever in his ego is not his ultimate 

perfection; he can become a universal soul, one with the supreme 

Unity, one with others, one with all beings.               CWSA 20: 156-57

Two main truths

The Indian mind whether in the government of life or in the 

discipline of spirituality kept always in sight two main truths of 

our existence. First, our being in its growth has stages through 

which it must pass: if there are sometimes leaps forward, yet most 

of its growth is a developing progression; the swiftest race has its 

stadia. Then again, life is complex and the nature of man is com-

plex; in each life man has to fi gure a certain sum of its complexity 

and put that into some kind of order. But the initial movement 

of life is that form of it which develops the powers of the natural 

ego in man; self-interest and hedonistic desire are the original 

human motives, — . Indian culture gave a large rec-

ognition to this primary turn of our nature. These powers have 

to be accepted and put in order; for the natural ego-life must 

be lived and the forces it evolves in the human being must be 

brought to fullness. But this element must be kept from making 

any too unbridled claim or heading furiously towards its satisfac-

tion; only so can it get its full results without disaster and only 

so can it be inspired eventually to go beyond itself and turn in 

the end to a greater spiritual Good and Bliss. An internal or ex-

ternal anarchy cannot be the rule; a life governed in any absolute 

or excessive degree by self-will, passion, sense-attraction, self-

interest and desire cannot be the natural whole of a human or 

a humane existence. The tempting imagination that it can and 

that this is the true law is a lure with which the Western mind 

has played in characteristic leanings or outbursts; but this turn 

unjustly called Paganism, — for the Greek or Pagan intelligence 

had a noble thought for law and harmony and self-rule, — is alien 

to the Indian spirit. 

CWSA 20: 161-62                                                                   Sri Aurobindo
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The Life of India

Dharma and ethics

The idea of the Dharma is, next to the idea of the Infi nite, its 

major chord; Dharma, next to spirit, is its foundation of life. There 

is no ethical idea which it has not stressed, put in its most ideal and 

imperative form, enforced by teaching, injunction, parable, artistic 

creation, formative examples. Truth, honour, loyalty, fi delity, cour-

age, chastity, love, long-suff ering, self-sacrifi ce, harmlessness, for-

giveness, compassion, benevolence, benefi cence are its common 

themes, are in its view the very stuff  of a right human life, the es-

sence of man’s dharma. Buddhism with its high and noble ethics, 
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Jainism with its austere ideal of self-conquest, Hinduism with its 

magnifi cent examples of all sides of the Dharma are not inferior in 

ethical teaching and practice to any religion or system, but rather 

take the highest rank and have had the strongest eff ective force. For 

the practice of these virtues in older times there is abundant inter-

nal and foreign evidence. A considerable stamp of them still remains 

in spite of much degeneracy even though there has been some de-

pression of the manlier qualities which only fl ourish in their fullest 

power on the soil of freedom. The legend to the contrary began in 

the minds of English scholars with a Christian bias who were mis-

led by the stress which Indian philosophy lays on knowledge rather 

than works as the means of salvation. For they did not note or could 

not grasp the meaning of the rule well-known to all Indian spiritual 

seekers that a pure sattwic mind and life are presupposed as the fi rst 

step towards the divine knowledge — the doers of evil fi nd me not, 

says the Gita. And they were unable to realise that knowledge of the 

truth means for Indian thought, not intellectual assent or recogni-

tion, but a new consciousness and a life according to the truth of the 

Spirit. Morality is for the Western mind mostly a thing of outward 

conduct; but conduct for the Indian mind is only one means of ex-

pression and sign of a soul-state. Hinduism only incidentally strings 

together a number of commandments for observance, a table of 

moral laws; more deeply it enjoins a spiritual or ethical purity of the 

mind with action as one outward index. It says strongly enough, al-

most too strongly, “Thou shouldst not kill,” but insists more fi rmly 

on the injunction, “Thou shalt not hate, thou shalt not yield to greed, 

anger ormalice,” for these are the roots of killing. And Hinduism ad-

mits relative standards, a wisdom too hard for the European intel-

ligence. Non-injuring is the very highest of its laws, 

; still it does not lay it down as a physical rule for the war-

rior, but insistently demands from him mercy, chivalry, respect for 

the non-belligerent, the weak, the unarmed, the vanquished, the pris-

oner, the wounded, the fugitive, and so escapes the unpracticality 

of a too absolutist rule for all life.                             CWSA 20: 148-49
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The Indian conception of life

The Indian conception of life starts from a deeper centre and 

moves on less external lines to a very diff erent objective. The pecu-

liarity of the Indian eye of thought is that it looks through the form, 

looks even through the force, and searches for the spirit in things 

everywhere. The peculiarity of the Indian will in life is that it feels 

itself to be unfulfi lled, not in touch with perfection, not permanently 

justifi ed in any intermediate satisfaction if it has not found and does 

not live in the truth of the spirit. The Indian idea of the world, of Na-

ture and of existence is not physical, but psychological and spiritual. 

Spirit, soul, consciousness are not only greater than inert matter and 

inconscient force, but they precede and originate these lesser things. 

All force is power or means of a secret spirit; the Force that sustains 

the world is a conscious Will and Nature is its machinery of executive 

power. Matter is the body or fi eld of a consciousness hidden within 

it, the material universe a form and movement of the Spirit. Man him-

self is not a life and mind born of Matter and eternally subject to 

physical Nature, but a spirit that uses life and body.

CWSA 20: 154-55

Graded evolutionary hierarchy

Dharma is fi xed in its essence, but still it develops in our con-

sciousness and evolves and has its stages; there are gradations of 

spiritual and ethical ascension in the search for the highest law of 

our nature. All men cannot follow in all things one common and 

invariable rule. Life is too complex to admit of the arbitrary ideal 

simplicity which the moralising theorist loves. Natures diff er; the 

position, the work we have to do has its own claims and standards; 

the aim and bent, the call of life, the call of the spirit within is not 

the same for everyone: the degree and turn of development and 

the capacity, , are not equal. Man lives in society and by 

society, and every society has its own general dharma, and the in-

dividual life must be fi tted into this wider law of movement. But 

there too the individual’s part in society and his nature and the 
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needs of his capacity and temperament vary and have many kinds 

and degrees: the social law must make some room for this variety 

and would lose by being rigidly one for all. The man of knowledge, 

the man of power, the productive and acquisitive man, the priest, 

scholar, poet, artist, ruler, fi ghter, trader, tiller of the soil, crafts-

man, labourer, servant cannot usefully have the same training, can-

not be shaped in the same pattern, cannot all follow the same way 

of living. All ought not to be put under the same tables of the law; 

for that would be a senseless geometric rigidity that would spoil 

the plastic truth of life. Each has his type of nature and there must 

be a rule for the perfection of that type; each has his own proper 

function and there must be a canon and ideal for the function. 

There must be in all things some wise and understanding standard 

of practice and idea of perfection and living rule,—that is the one 

thing needful for the Dharma. 

CWSA 20: 162-63

Arya, — the ideal of Man

The universal embracing dharma in the Indian idea is a law of 

ideal perfection for the developing mind and soul of man; it com-

pels him to grow in the power and force of certain high or large 

universal qualities which in their harmony build a highest type of 

manhood. In Indian thought and life this was the ideal of the best, 

the law of the good or noble man, the discipline laid down for the 

self-perfecting individual, . This ideal 

was not a purely moral or ethical conception, although that ele-

ment might predominate; it was also intellectual, religious, social, 

aesthetic, the fl owering of the whole ideal man, the perfection of 

the total human nature. The most varied qualities met in the Indian 

conception of the best, , the good and noble man, . In 

the heart benevolence, benefi cence, love, compassion, altruism, 

long-suff ering, liberality, kindliness, patience; in the character cour-

age, heroism, energy, loyalty, continence, truth, honour, justice, 

faith, obedience and reverence where these were due, but power 



All India Magazine, September 2022

too to govern and direct, a fi ne modesty and yet a strong indepen-

dence and noble pride; in the mind wisdom and intelligence and 

love of learning, knowledge of all the best thought, an openness to 

poetry, art and beauty, an educated capacity and skill in works; in 

the inner being a strong religious sense, piety, love of God, seeking 

after the Highest, the spiritual turn; in social relations and conduct 

a strict observance of all the social dharmas, as father, son, hus-

band, brother, kinsman, friend, ruler or subject, master or servant, 

priest or warrior or worker, king or sage, member of clan or caste: 

this was the total ideal of the Arya, the man of high upbringing and 

noble nature. 

CWSA 20: 163-64

The Fourfold order of Society

The ancient Chaturvarnya must not be judged by its later dis-

integrated degeneration and gross meaningless parody, the caste 

system. But neither was it precisely the system of the classes 

which we fi nd in other civilisations, priesthood, nobility, merchant 

class and serfs or labourers. It may have had outwardly the same 

starting-point, but it was given a very diff erent revealing signifi -

cance. The ancient Indian idea was that man falls by his nature 

into four types. There are, fi rst and highest, the man of learning 

and thought and knowledge; next, the man of power and action, 

ruler, warrior, leader, administrator; third in the scale, the economic 

man, producer and wealth-getter, the merchant, artisan, cultivator: 

these were the twice-born, who received the initiation, Brahmin, 

Kshatriya, Vaishya. Last came the more undeveloped human type, 

not yet fi t for these steps of the scale, unintellectual, without force, 

incapable of creation or intelligent production, the man fi t only for 

unskilled labour and menial service, the Shudra. The economic or-

der of society was cast in the form and gradation of these four 

types. The Brahmin class was called upon to give the community its 

priests, thinkers, men of letters, legists, scholars, religious leaders 

and guides. The Kshatriya class gave it its kings, warriors, governors 
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and administrators. The Vaishya order supplied it with its produc-

ers, agriculturists, craftsmen, artisans, merchants and traders. The 

Shudra class ministered to its need of menials and servants. As far 

as this went, there was nothing peculiar in the system except its 

extraordinary durability and, perhaps, the supreme position given 

to religion, thought and learning, not only at the top of the scale, — 

for that can be paralleled from one or two other civilisations, — but 

as the dominant power. 

CWSA 20: 170-71

Varnas, —  not birth but inner temperament

For the real greatness of the Indian system of the four varnas 

did not lie in its well-ordered division of economic function; its 

true originality and permanent value was in the ethical and spiri-

tual content which the thinkers and builders of the society poured 

into these forms. This inner content started with the idea that the 

intellectual, ethical and spiritual growth of the individual is the 

central need of the race. Society itself is only the necessary frame-

work for this growth; it is a system of relations which provides it 

with its needed medium, fi eld and conditions and with a nexus 

of helpful infl uences. A secure place had to be found in the com-

munity for the individual man from which he could at once serve 

these relations, helping to maintain the society and pay it his debt 

of duty and assistance, and proceed to his own self-development 

with the best possible aid from the communal life. Birth was ac-

cepted in practice as the fi rst gross and natural indicator; for hered-

ity to the Indian mind has always ranked as a factor of the highest 

importance: it was even taken in later thought as a sign of the na-

ture and as an index to the surroundings which the individual had 

prepared for himself by his past soul-development in former exis-

tences. But birth is not and cannot be the sole test of Varna. The 

intellectual capacity of the man, the turn of his temperament, his 

ethical nature, his spiritual stature, these are the important factors. 

There was erected therefore a rule of family living, a system of indi-
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vidual observance and self-training, a force of upbringing and edu-

cation which would bring out and formulate these essential things. 

The individual man was carefully trained in the capacities, habits 

and attainments, and habituated to the sense of honour and duty 

necessary for the discharge of his allotted function in life. He was 

scrupulously equipped with the science of the thing he had to do, 

the best way to succeed in it as an interest,  artha, and to attain to 

the highest rule, canon and recognised perfection of its activities, 

economic, political, sacerdotal, literary, scholastic or whatever else 

they might be. Even the most despised pursuits had their educa-

tion, their law and canon, their ambition of success, their sense of 

honour in the discharge and scruple of well-doing, their dignity of 

a fi xed standard of perfection, and it was because they had these 

things that even the lowest and least attractive could be in a cer-

tain degree a means of self-fi nding and ordered self-satisfaction.

CWSA 20: 172-73

The spiritual aim

The whole root of diff erence between Indian and European cul-

ture springs from the spiritual aim of Indian civilisation. It is the 

turn which this aim imposes on all the rich and luxuriant variety of 

its forms and rhythms that gives to it its unique character. For even 

what it has in common with other cultures gets from that turn a 

stamp of striking originality and solitary greatness. A spiritual aspi-

ration was the governing force of this culture, its core of thought, 

its ruling passion. Not only did it make spirituality the highest aim 

of life, but it even tried, as far as that could be done in the past 

conditions of the human race, to turn the whole of life towards 

spirituality. But since religion is in the human mind the fi rst native, 

if imperfect form of the spiritual impulse, the predominance of the 

spiritual idea, its endeavour to take hold of life, necessitated a cast-

ing of thought and action into the religious mould and a persis-

tent fi lling of every circumstance of life with the religious sense; 

it demanded a pervadingly religiophilosophic culture. The highest 
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spirituality indeed moves in a free and wide air far above that lower 

stage of seeking which is governed by religious form and dogma; 

it does not easily bear their limitations and, even when it admits, it 

transcends them; it lives in an experience which to the formal reli-

gious mind is unintelligible. But man does not arrive immediately at 

that highest inner elevation and, if it were demanded from him at 

once, he would never arrive there. At fi rst he needs lower supports 

and stages of ascent; he asks for some scaff olding of dogma, wor-

ship, image, sign, form, symbol, some indulgence and permission of 

mixed half-natural motive on which he can stand while he builds up 

in him the temple of the spirit. Only when the temple is completed, 

can the supports be removed, the scaff olding disappear. The reli-

gious culture which now goes by the name of Hinduism not only 

fulfi lled this purpose, but, unlike certain credal religions, it knew its 

purpose. It gave itself no name, because it set itself no sectarian 

limits; it claimed no universal adhesion, asserted no sole infallible 

dogma, set up no single narrow path or gate of salvation; it was 

less a creed or cult than a continuously enlarging tradition of the 

Godward endeavour of the human spirit. An immense many-sided 

many staged provision for a spiritual self-building and self-fi nding, 

it had some right to speak of itself by the only name it knew, the 

eternal religion, . It is only if we have a just and 

right appreciation of this sense and spirit of Indian religion that 

we can come to an understanding of the true sense and spirit of 

Indian culture.

CWSA 20: 178-79

Four necessities of human life

Indian religion placed four necessities before human life. First, 

it imposed upon the mind a belief in a highest consciousness or 

state of existence universal and transcendent of the universe, from 

which all comes, in which all lives and moves without knowing it 

and of which all must one day grow aware, returning towards that 

which is perfect, eternal and infi nite. Next, it laid upon the individu-

al life the need of self-preparation by development and experience 
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till man is ready for an eff ort to grow consciously into the truth of 

this greater existence. Thirdly, it provided it with a well-founded, 

well-explored, many-branching and always enlarging way of knowl-

edge and of spiritual or religious discipline. Lastly, for those not 

yet ready for these higher steps it provided an organisation of the 

individual and collective life, a framework of personal and social 

discipline and conduct, of mental and moral and vital development 

by which they could move each in his own limits and according to 

his own nature in such a way as to become eventually ready for the 

greater existence. The fi rst three of these elements are the most 

essential to any religion, but Hinduism has always attached to the 

last also a great importance; it has left out no part of life as a thing 

secular and foreign to the religious and spiritual life. 

CWSA 20: 181

Stupendous vitality

When we look at the past of India, what strikes us next is her 

stupendous vitality, her inexhaustible power of life and joy of life, 

her almost unimaginably prolifi c creativeness. For three thousand 

years at least, — it is indeed much longer, — she has been creating 

abundantly and incessantly, lavishly, with an inexhaustible many-

sidedness, republics and kingdoms and empires, philosophies and 

cosmogonies and sciences and creeds and arts and poems and 

all kinds of monuments, palaces and temples and public works, 

communities and societies and religious orders, laws and codes 

and rituals, physical sciences, psychic sciences, systems of Yoga, 

systems of politics and administration, arts spiritual, arts worldly, 

trades, industries, fi ne crafts, — the list is endless and in each item 

there is almost a plethora of activity. She creates and creates and is 

not satisfi ed and is not tired; she will not have an end of it, seems 

hardly to need a space for rest, a time for inertia and lying fallow. 

She expands too outside her borders; her ships cross the ocean and 

the fi ne superfl uity of her wealth brims over to Judaea and Egypt 

and Rome; her colonies spread her arts and epics and creeds in the 

Archipelago; her traces are found in the sands of Mesopotamia; her 
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religions conquer China and Japan and spread westward as far as 

Palestine and Alexandria, and the fi gures of the Upanishads and 

the sayings of the Buddhists are reechoed on the lips of Christ. 

Everywhere, as on her soil, so in her works there is the teeming of a 

superabundant energy of life. 

CWSA 20: 7-8

Synthesis and fusion

It is to be observed that the Puranas and Tantras contain in 

themselves the highest spiritual and philosophical truths, not bro-

ken up and expressed in opposition to each other as in the debates 

of the thinkers, but synthetised by a fusion, relation or grouping in 

the way most congenial to the catholicity of the Indian mind and 

spirit. This is done sometimes expressly, but most often in a form 

which might carry something of it to the popular imagination and 

feeling by legend, tale, symbol, apologue, miracle and parable. An 

immense and complex body of psychospiritual experience is em-

bodied in the Tantras, supported by visual images and systematised 

in forms of Yogic practice. This element is also found in the Puranas, 

but more loosely and cast out in a less strenuous sequence. This 

method is after all simply a prolongation, in another form and with 

a temperamental change, of the method of the Vedas. The Puranas 

construct a system of physical images and observances each with 

its psychical signifi cance. Thus the sacredness of the confl uence 

of the three rivers, Ganga, Yamuna and Saraswati, is a fi gure of an 

inner confl uence and points to a crucial experience in a psycho-

physical process of Yoga and it has too other signifi cances, as is 

common in the economy of this kind of symbolism. The so called 

fantastic geography of the Puranas, as we are expressly told in the 

Puranas themselves, is a rich poetic fi gure, a symbolic geography of 

the inner psychical universe. The cosmogony expressed sometimes 

in terms proper to the physical universe has, as in the Veda, a spiri-

tual and psychological meaning and basis.

CWSA 20: 374
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Adhikara bheda

All beings are to the Indian mind portions of the Divine, evolv-

ing souls, and sure of an eventual salvation and release into the 

spirit. All must feel, as the good in them grows or, more truly, the 

godhead in them fi nds itself and becomes conscious, the ultimate 

touch and call of their highest self and through that call the at-

traction to the Eternal and Divine. But actually in life there are in-

fi nite diff erences between man and man; some are more inwardly 

evolved, others are less mature, many if not most are infant souls 

incapable of great steps and diffi  cult eff orts. Each needs to be 

dealt with according to his nature and his soul stature. But a gen-

eral distinction can be drawn between three principal types vary-

ing in their openness to the spiritual appeal or to the religious 

infl uence or impulse. This distinction amounts to a gradation of 

three stages in the growing human consciousness. One crude, ill-

formed, still outward, still vitally and physically minded can be led 

only by devices suited to its ignorance. Another, more developed 

and capable of a much stronger and deeper psycho-spiritual ex-

perience, off ers a riper make of manhood gifted with a more con-

scious intelligence, a larger vital or aesthetic opening, a stronger 

ethical power of the nature. A third, the ripest and most devel-

oped of all, is ready for the spiritual heights, fi t to receive or to 

climb towards the loftiest ultimate truth of God and of its own 

being and to tread the summits of divine experience.                             

CWSA 20: 220-21

Saints and heroes

India has not only had the long roll of her great saints, sages, 

thinkers, religious founders, poets, creators, scientists, scholars, le-

gists; she has had her great rulers, administrators, soldiers, conquer-

ors, heroes, men with the strong active will, the mind that plans and 

the seeing force that builds. She has warred and ruled, traded and 

colonised and spread her civilisation, built polities and organised 

communities and societies, done all that makes the outward activi-
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ty of great peoples. A nation tends to throw out its most vivid types 

in that line of action which is most congenial to its temperament 

and expressive of its leading idea, and it is the great saints and reli-

gious personalities that stand at the head in India and present the 

most striking and continuous roll-call of greatness, just as Rome 

lived most in her warriors and statesmen and rulers. The Rishi in 

ancient India was the outstanding fi gure with the hero just behind, 

while in later times the most striking feature is the long uninter-

rupted chain from Buddha and Mahavira to Ramanuja, Chaitanya, 

Nanak, Ramdas and Tukaram and beyond them to Ramakrishna and 

Vivekananda and Dayananda. But there have been also the remark-

able achievements of statesmen and rulers, from the fi rst dawn of 

ascertainable history which comes in with the striking fi gures of 

Chandragupta, Chanakya, Asoka, the Gupta emperors and goes 

down through the multitude of famous Hindu and Mahomedan 

fi gures of the middle age to quite modern times. In ancient India 

there was the life of republics, oligarchies, democracies, small king-

doms of which no detail of history now survives, afterwards the 

long eff ort at empire building, the colonisation of Ceylon and the 

Archipelago, the vivid struggles that attended the rise and decline 

of the Pathan and Mogul dynasties, the Hindu struggle for survival 

in the south, the wonderful record of Rajput heroism and the great 

upheaval of national life in Maharashtra penetrating to the lowest 

strata of society, the remarkable episode of the Sikh Khalsa. An ad-

equate picture of that outward life still remains to be given; once 

given it would be the end of many fi ctions.                  

CWSA 20: 246                                             Sri Aurobindo



All India Magazine, September 2022

The Body of India

The Body of India

A people’s philosophy and higher thinking give us its mind’s pur-

est, largest and most general formulation of its consciousness of life 

and its dynamic view of existence. Its religion formulates the most in-

tense form of its upward will and the soul’s aspirations towards the 

fulfi lment of its highest ideal and impulse. Its art, poetry, literature 

provide for us the creative expression and impression of its intuition, 

imagination, vital turn and creative intelligence. Its society and politics 

provide in their forms an outward frame in which the more external life 

works out what it can of its inspiring ideal and of its special character 

and nature under the diffi  culties of the environment. We can see how 

much it has taken of the crude material of living, what it has done with 

it, how it has shaped as much of it as possible into some refl ection of 

its guiding consciousness and deeper spirit. None of them express the 

whole secret spirit behind, but they derive from it their main ideas and 

their cultural character. Together they make up its soul, mind and body. 

In Indian civilisation philosophy and religion, philosophy made dynamic 

by religion, religion enlightened by philosophy have led, the rest follow 

as best they can. This is indeed its fi rst distinctive character, which it 

shares with the more developed Asiatic peoples, but has carried to an 

extraordinary degree of thoroughgoing pervasiveness. When it is spo-

ken of as a Brahminical civilisation, that is the real signifi cance of the 

phrase. The phrase cannot truly imply any domination of sacerdotal-

ism, though in some lower aspects of the culture the sacerdotal mind 

has been only too prominent; for the priest as such has had no hand in 

shaping the great lines of the culture. But it is true that its main mo-

tives have been shaped by philosophic thinkers and religious minds, 

not by any means all of them of Brahmin birth. The fact that a class 

has been developed whose business was to preserve the spiritual tra-

ditions, knowledge and sacred law of the race,— for this and not a 

mere priest trade was the proper occupation of the Brahmin,—and 

that this class could for thousands of years maintain in the greatest 

part, but not monopolise, the keeping of the national mind and con-



All India Magazine, September 2022

science, and the direction of social principles, forms and manners, is 

only a characteristic indication. The fact behind is that Indian culture 

has been from the beginning and has remained a spiritual, an inward-

looking religio-philosophical culture. Everything else in it has derived 

from that one central and original peculiarity or has been in some 

way dependent on it or subordinate to it; even external life has been 

subjected to the inward look of the spirit.

CWSA 20: 106-08

The unity of India

But spiritual unity is a large and fl exible thing and does not insist 

like the political and external on centralisation and uniformity; rather 

it lives diff used in the system and permits readily a great diversity and 

freedom of life. Here we touch on the secret of the diffi  culty in the 

problem of unifying ancient India. It could not be done by the ordi-

nary means of a centralised uniform imperial State crushing out all that 

made for free divergence, local autonomies, established communal lib-

erties, and each time that an attempt was made in this direction, it has 

failed after however long a term of apparent success, and we might 

even say that the guardians of India’s destiny wisely compelled it to fail 

that her inner spirit might not perish and her soul barter for an engine 

of temporary security the deep sources of its life. The ancient mind of 

India had the intuition of its need; its idea of empire was a uniting rule 

that respected every existing regional and communal liberty, that un-

necessarily crushed out no living autonomy, that eff ected a synthesis 

of her life and not a mechanical oneness. Afterwards the conditions 

under which such a solution might securely have evolved and found its 

true means and form and basis, disappeared and there was instead an 

attempt to establish a single administrative empire. That endeavour, 

dictated by the pressure of an immediate and external necessity, failed 

to achieve a complete success in spite of its greatness and splendour. 

It could not do so because it followed a trend that was not eventu-

ally compatible with the true turn of the Indian spirit. It has been seen 

that the underlying principle of the Indian politico-social system was 

a synthesis of communal autonomies, the autonomy of the village, of 

the town and capital city, of the caste, guild, family, kula, religious com-
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Jhunjhunu advt

munity, regional unit. The state or kingdom or confederated republic 

was a means of holding together and synthetising in a free and living 

organic system these autonomies. The imperial problem was to syn-

thetise again these states, peoples, nations, eff ecting their unity but 

respecting their autonomy, into a larger free and living organism.  

CWSA 20: 431-32

A confederated unity

The Mahabharata is the record of a legendary or, it may be, a his-

toric attempt to establish such an empire, a or kingdom of 

the Dharma. There the ideal is pictured as so imperative and widely ac-

knowledged that even the turbulent Shishupala is represented as mo-

tiving his submission and attendance at the Rajasuya sacrifi ce on the 

ground that Yudhisthira was carrying out an action demanded by the 

Dharma. And in the Ramayana we have an idealised picture of such a 

Dharmarajya, a settled universal empire. Here too it is not an autocratic 

despotism but a universal monarchy supported by a free assembly of 

the city and provinces and of all the classes that is held up as the ideal, 

an enlargement of the monarchical state synthetising the communal 

autonomies of the Indian system and maintaining the law and consti-

tution of the Dharma. The ideal of conquest held up is not a destruc-

tive and predatory invasion annihilating the organic freedom and the 

political and social institutions and exploiting the economic resources 

of the conquered peoples, but a sacrifi cial progression bringing with 

it a trial of military strength of which the result was easily accepted 

because defeat entailed neither humiliation nor servitude and suff ering 

but merely a strengthening adhesion to a suzerain power concerned 

only with establishing the visible unity of the nation and the Dharma. 

The ideal of the ancient Rishis is clear and their purpose: it is evident 

that they saw the military and political utility and necessity of a unifi ca-

tion of the divided and warring peoples of the land, but they saw also 

that it ought not to be secured at the expense of the free life of the 

regional peoples or of the communal liberties and not therefore by a 

centralised monarchy or a rigidly unitarian imperial State.

CWSA 20: 435-36                                                   Sri Aurobindo
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Our Gra  tude and consecra  on to the 
Mother and Sri Aurobindo

Sri Aurobindo Society, Nairobi Centre, Kenya

t every moment all the unforeseen, the unexpected, the 

unknown is before us — and what happens to us depends 

mostly on the intensity and purity of our faith.

*

hatever happens we must remain quiet and trust 

the Divine’s Grace.

CWM 14: 80, 93                                                           The Mother






