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For Ardeshir









A Note on Place Names


In this book, we employ the old names of Calcutta, Pondicherry and other places, reflecting their usage during the lifetimes of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother.










Introduction


A Divine Vision


Sri Aurobindo is one of India’s greatest philosophers. The breadth and depth of his intellect have few comparisons. The range of his readings was vast – from Greek, Latin and Sanskrit texts to books in English, French and other languages. His thinking and concepts went even further. His philosophy contains a blueprint of the whole world and everything within: its origin, present and future. His life, too, was extraordinary.


Aurobindo Ghose was born Aravinda Acroyd Ghose in Calcutta (now Kolkata), in British India, on 15 August 1872. At seven years of age, he moved to England with his two older brothers, studying first at St Paul’s School, London, followed by Cambridge University. As a young man, he returned to India in 1893 and then worked in the princely state of Baroda until 1906. During this period, he became involved in the Freedom Movement against the British, who ruled most of India at the time. He had also begun certain yoga practices already, and it was while being imprisoned for his activities in the Indian freedom movement from 1908 to 1909 that he experienced a profound, divine vision. Less than a year after his release, he left British India for the small French-controlled territory of Pondicherry, present-day Puducherry, in South India. Away from the British authorities’ reach, it was here he decided to give up politics and develop his own philosophy.


By 1920, Sri Aurobindo was joined by a Frenchwoman named Mirra Alfassa Richard, ‘the Mother’. Together, they founded an ashram in 1926, where Sri Aurobindo blessed his followers by giving them ‘darshan’ three or four times a year. While the Mother was in charge of running the ashram, Aurobindo led a life of seclusion, immersing himself in extensive reading, the study of ancient texts and writing.


*


Sri Aurobindo’s entire body of work is compiled in thirty-seven volumes entitled the Collected Works. Broadly, his writings can be categorized into poetry and drama, translations and commentaries of ancient texts, works relating to India, social and political analyses, autobiographical fragments and letters offering guidance. While all these feature aspects of his philosophy, The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga and the 24,000-line epic poem, Savitri, are his primary philosophical works. His writings about historical and political developments are covered in The Human Cycle and related texts, as well as in his talks and discussions. These conversations, too, were recorded, and later compiled and published by his close associates like A. B. Purani, Nirodbaran and Champaklal.


The Mother’s insights on Sri Aurobindo’s works, as well as her answers to questions from her students, are captured in another seventeen volumes. Yet another thirteen volumes titled The Mother’s Agenda feature her conversations with a key disciple, Satprem. Furthermore, numerous books by both close associates and others provide explorations into the lives and teachings of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother.


The philosophy of Sri Aurobindo encompasses two fundamental aspects: the theory of spiritual evolution and working to improve the world – in fact, to make it a veritable heaven on earth. While scientists assert human beings are the product of evolution, Sri Aurobindo further emphasizes that their evolution is ongoing and humans are continuously progressing towards a higher state of being. This process is not merely physical; it also involves the evolution of human life and mind towards an ultimate spirituality and a greater universality. He said that the light and power of the spirit, the ‘Supermind’, presiding over human evolution, can potentially transform human consciousness and remould life on earth. This evolution is bound to take place, but being aware of it and having a commitment to the Divine and spirituality would enhance the process.


In some Eastern religions, like Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism, one of the key beliefs is to ultimately achieve moksha, or nirvana, meaning liberation from the cycle of life and death. Moksha, in many schools of thought, implies uniting with the Divine or living in the presence of the Divine. Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy presents a different view, focusing on transforming both the world and individual consciousness. According to this view, the union or contact with the Divine is just the first step – the main aim is to bring the Divine to the earth. Therefore, the second key aspect of his thought is that the ultimate purpose of life is not moksha or nirvana but rather introducing divine consciousness on earth.


Expanding further, Sri Aurobindo explains that life, with its myriad experiences of sorrow and joy, beauty and ugliness, has a single aim – to achieve union with the Divine. How is such union then attained? Once united with divine consciousness, what happens to the individual? Does individuality disappear, merging into a universal consciousness, or does something else occur? Many religions and texts across the world have delved into this issue, seeking to find answers. Drawing from ancient texts such as the Vedas, Upanishads and Bhagavad Gita – while also going beyond them – Sri Aurobindo provides his own answers. The paths of jnana (knowledge), bhakti (devotion and surrender) and karma (action and work) are all mentioned in the Bhagavad Gita and combined in Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga, a unique and distinctive philosophy. While yoga generally refers to achieving union with the Divine, the goal of Integral Yoga is not only to connect with divine consciousness, which embodies Truth, Light and Bliss, but to bring down this consciousness into the whole being, so that it permeates every aspect of the person, including the body and mind.


Reaching such a state is not an easy task; it requires a long and devoted sadhana (spiritual practice), but even when it is reached, and a union with the divine consciousness is attained, there is more to be done. This union is only the first step; the next is to direct the divine light and truth towards the world. Sri Aurobindo did not believe that any religion of the past or present contained the whole truth. In his words:




Truth cannot be shut up in a single book, Bible or Veda or Koran, or in a single religion. The divine being is eternal and universal . . . All religions have some truth in them, but none has the whole truth; all are created in time and finally decline and perish.1





On another occasion, writing about himself in the third person, he said: ‘It is not his object to develop any one religion or to amalgamate the older religions or to found any new religion.’2 The aim is ‘inner self-development by which each one who follows it can in time discover the One Self in all and evolve a higher consciousness than the mental, a spiritual and Supramental consciousness, which will transform and divinize human nature’.3


Sri Aurobindo’s spiritual awareness had begun to grow from his youngest days, further enriched upon his return to India. However, his mature philosophy developed only after he moved to Pondicherry, and his insights continued to evolve throughout his life. His goal was to unite with the Divine, and then bring the divine light and guidance into worldly activities. He attempted to explain to others how to achieve this.


To transcend both the world and the individual ego, one needed an understanding of both. Sri Aurobindo meticulously analysed in his works not only this and other worlds but also different levels of existence and the individual. While he did not prescribe fixed methods, he gave suggestions and hints on how to open up to a different way of life – one infused with a new transformative energy.


Following Sri Aurobindo’s death on 5 December 1950, the Mother carried forth his work, running the ashram, establishing the international city of Auroville and continuing with her own sadhana of bodily transformation until her own death in 1973.


Despite the existence of several biographies and considerable literature on Sri Aurobindo’s world-changing philosophy, his teachings have not received the recognition they deserve within India’s intellectual thought. Perhaps this stems from the emphasis on his early political activities and vision for India. As he’d acknowledged himself, his mature philosophy had moved far beyond its roots in ancient Hindu texts. In fact, his philosophy can be seen as a unity of Eastern and Western streams of thought. Against the backdrop of Sri Aurobindo’s life, this book aims to offer an understanding of the core principles underlying his universal ideas, thereby making them better known and accessible. As Sri Aurobindo himself had said, nothing he did was for himself or any group; his philosophy was for the whole of humanity.


Sri Aurobindo had said that no one could write his biography, since his life was not lived in the external world. Nevertheless, the first two chapters of this book provide a brief overview of his external life. To address discrepancies or variant accounts, Sri Aurobindo’s own autobiographical notes have been referenced. The Mother, given her pivotal role during his lifetime, holds a prominent place in chapter 2 and a subsequent chapter about her. The book delves into Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy as revealed through his writings to serve as an essential guide to understanding his philosophical concepts and his vision of the future.










1


The Early Years


Aravinda Acroyd Ghose, the third child and third son of Krishnadhan Ghose and Swarnalata, was born on 15 August 1872 in Calcutta.1 By the nineteenth century, the East India Company, a trading company founded in 1600, had established control over parts of the subcontinent through a series of alliances and wars with the local rulers. Following a widespread revolt in 1857, however, the British crown assumed direct authority and Calcutta became the centre of British power and culture, which influenced the Indian middle class in many ways. Krishnadhan Ghose was no exception.


Born in 1844 to Kali Prasad Ghose and Kailaskamini, Krishnadhan had faced a difficult life. His father had died when he was twelve years old, and his mother, following tradition, left to live out her life as a widow in Benares (now Varanasi). Despite these circumstances, Krishnadhan and his brother studied at an English-medium school and somehow continued there, with the help of friends. After completing school, he joined Calcutta Medical College to study to become a doctor. In 1866, he took charge of the government dispensary in Bhagalpur, in present-day Bihar. His brother, Bhama Chandra Ghose, on the other hand, would be employed as a head clerk in Bhagalpur. Later in life the two brothers would grow distant.2 By 1864, he had married Swarnalata (born 1852), then twelve years old. While Ghose was from an orthodox family, Swarnalata was the daughter of Raj Narayan Bose, a prominent member of the Brahmo Samaj – a reformist group started by Ram Mohan Roy in 1828. She had been educated at home and was married young, as was customary in those times. Raj Narayan, although a Brahmo Samaji, also championed national or Bengali culture and language.2 Krishnadhan, too, had been drawn to the ideology of Brahmo Samaj, one of his chief reasons to marry Swarnalata. Within a few years of marriage, two sons were born to the couple, Benoybhusan, in 1867, and Manmohan, in 1869. Manmohan was named after Manmohan Ghose, a good friend of Krishnadhan. Strangely, Manmohan Ghose’s wife was also called Swarnalata.


Leaving his wife and two children behind, Krishnadhan went abroad for further studies in January 1870 and joined King’s College in Aberdeen, Scotland, where he completed an MD in 1871. By this time in Great Britain, Darwinian ideas were gaining ground, and Krishnadhan was deeply influenced by them. He returned almost an atheist, having lost interest in the Brahmo Samaj, and with a fleeting belief in the superiority of the British. Another prominent member of the Brahmo Samaj, and a friend, Keshub Chandra Sen, had travelled to England at the same time, along with other Brahmo members. Later, Keshub would establish a different branch of the Brahmo Samaj, combining ideas of several religions and a belief in evolutionary spirituality drawn from Darwin’s concepts.


Among their friends in England was Annette Akroyd, who came to India in December 1872 to pursue her mission to improve women’s’ education. Soon after, Krishnadhan and Swarnalata’s third child and son, Aurobindo, was born.3 Krishnadhan, who admired Annette, added the name Akroyd, with a variation to the spelling, as a second name for his son.4 The ideas of his father, grandfather and their friends also had a subtle influence on Sri Aurobindo.


Krishnadhan had violated the rules of the caste-dominated society in which he lived by going abroad and studying medicine. Refusing the prayaschitta or repentance rituals recommended for him, he ignored the requirements of his community, cutting himself off from it. He joined government service after returning by the end of 1871 and got posted as an assistant surgeon at Rangpur, in present-day Bangladesh. By February 1873, he’d become the civil surgeon for the district and grown popular for his hard work, organizational acumen and empathy. Outbreaks of malaria were frequent in the area at that time, and its causes unknown.5 Krishnadhan, noticing a higher concentration of malaria patients in swampy areas, initiated the building of canals to drain the swamps. The first, completed in 1877, would later be called the ‘Ghose canal’. Living alongside him in Rangpur, the beautiful and talented Swarnalata grew to be very well-liked, earning the moniker ‘The Rose of Rangpur’ from the locals. She comfortably socialized with the British residents, rode horses and also wrote short stories.


But Swarnalata’s emotional and psychological difficulties had already begun to manifest around the time of her first child’s birth, and unfortunately continued to gradually worsen. Due to diseases being rampant in Rangpur, she was sent to Calcutta to stay with Krishnadhan’s friend Manmohan Ghose until the birth of her third child. In Rangpur Krishnadhan and Swarnalata had been good friends with the district collector, William Glazier, and the district judge, Henry Beveridge, who married Annette Akroyd in 1875. As there was no good school in Rangpur, in 1877, when Aurobindo was five years old, Krishnadhan sent his three sons to Loretto House, a boarding school in Darjeeling run by Irish nuns. The boys spent two years at the school before their father decided to send them to England. They were already fluent in English, since even at their home in Rangpur they only spoke in English, with some Hindustani thrown in while speaking to the servants. In October 1877 another child, a girl named Sarojini, was born and, before her, they had one child who did not survive. At the end of 1878, Krishnadhan and Swarnalata set off for England with their four children, arriving early in 1879. Krishnadhan wanted to leave his three sons there and also hoped to seek professional advice regarding Swarnalata’s health. In January 1880, another son was born to them in England, Barindra Kumar, though he was initially named Emmanuel Matthew Ghose, after Swarnalata’s doctor, Matthew.


Krishnadhan, and later Swarnalata, Sarojini and Barindra eventually returned to India, leaving the three boys in the care of William and Mary Drewitt in Manchester. William H. Drewitt, a pastor and relative of the Rangpur district collector Glazier, agreed to take care of the boys in exchange for £360 a year from Krishnadhan to cover their expenses. William’s mother, Elizabeth, and Mary’s sister, Edith Fishbourne, stayed with the couple.


It is said that Krishnadhan wanted his sons to grow up like English boys and have no contact with Indians, and also that he wanted them to join the Indian Civil Service (ICS), the administrative service through which the British ruled India. The Service was founded in 1853, and though theoretically open to Indians, it was extraordinarily difficult for them to qualify. The entrance examination was held in England, and the maximum age to sit for it was reduced to nineteen by 1876, down from the initial age of twenty-three.6


There must have been multiple reasons for Krishnadhan to leave his sons in England, apart from his desire for them to qualify for the ICS. He wanted to do his best for them – provide them with the best possible education, free from the shackles of restricting traditions. It is possible that he also sought to remove them from Swarnalata’s disturbing moods, which now ranged from unreasonable joy to fits of terrible anger. Perhaps influenced by Keshub’s evolutionary spirituality, Krishnadhan, as he later explained to his brother-in-law, wanted to give the world ‘children of a better breed’, starting with his own, while also helping other less-advantaged children.7


The Drewitts seem to have been kind to the children, focusing on their education without trying to convert them to Christianity. To get them admission to school, William himself taught the boys for two years, his instruction including Latin, a necessary requirement. His wife also assisted in their education. In 1881 Benoy and Manmohan were enrolled in the Manchester Grammar School, while Aurobindo, then nine years old, continued to be taught at home. He studied Latin, French, history, geography and arithmetic.


But William resigned his pastorship in 1881 and emigrated to Australia by 1884, with his mother, Elizabeth Drewitt, staying back and moving to London with the three boys in her care. In September 1884 Manmohan and Aurobindo enrolled at St Paul’s School in London, while Benoy completed school in Manchester. St Paul’s focus was on academics over sports, which suited Aurobindo well, as he was never athletically inclined. His subjects included Greek, Latin, French and English literature, along with history, divinity and mathematics. Aurobindo received high praise from all his teachers due to his brilliant mind and ability to excel in any subject he put his mind to. In addition to what was required for his studies, he read widely. He joined the debating and the literary societies, though it would seem he did not make any good friends, being somewhat silent and also younger than his classmates. Manmohan, who later became a poet, started writing poetry, and Aurobindo emulated him. A poem he wrote at the age of ten was also published in a local magazine.


Upon completing school in 1887, Manmohan won a scholarship to Christchurch, Oxford, while Aurobindo, who graduated in 1889, was awarded a scholarship to King’s College, Cambridge, after securing the first position in the scholarship exam. The last two years had been difficult for the brothers, as funds from home had almost dried up. Elizabeth Drewitt, who was a fervent Christian, had angrily moved out of the flat she shared with the boys when Manmohan made certain disparaging statements about Christianity. So, in 1887 Benoy and Aurobindo shifted into a room at the Kensington Branch of the Liberal Club, where Benoy worked for James Cotton, the club’s secretary. James was the brother of Krishnadhan’s friend Henry Cotton, an official in the ICS. The little money sent by Krishnadhan was needed by Manmohan at Oxford, even though he had a scholarship. Benoy and Aurobindo somehow managed on Benoy’s meagre earnings of five shillings a week, enduring with inadequate warm clothing and almost a starvation diet. Aurobindo would describe the eating situation later, saying, ‘During a whole year 1888–89 a slice or two of sandwich bread and butter and a cup of tea in the morning and in the evening a penny saveloy formed the only food’.8 In these last two years, Aurobindo was more interested in extracurricular reading than his school subjects but worked hard in the final year.


In October 1890, Aurobindo joined Cambridge; the same year in June, he sat for the ICS entrance examination that lasted thirteen days, and ranked eleventh out of 250 candidates. This was only the entrance, and further steps were needed to actually qualify, including two years’ undergraduate study at an English university. At Cambridge he had to study for both the ICS and the Bachelor of Arts exam, known as the Tripos. Fortunately, he received a scholarship that gave him a stipend of £80 a year, along with free accommodation and tuition. The ICS, too, granted him a stipend of £300, half during his course and half on completion. With these, he support his own needs as well as those of his brothers. The two courses ran parallel, and had different subjects, with law, political economy, Bengali and Sanskrit among those for the ICS, and classical and English literature studies for the Tripos. He did not make much headway in his own native language, Bengali, but was able to teach himself some Sanskrit by studying a passage from the Mahabharata.


Despite being financially constrained, Aurobindo was happy in his years at Cambridge, particularly with the intellectual stimulation that broadened his worldview. He enjoyed his studies and formed new friendships, despite his essentially solitary nature. One such friend was Keshav Ganesh Deshpande, who was studying at St John’s College, and their friendship would continue in India. Even after his years in England, Aurobindo did not particularly like living there and instead felt inspired by France and the ideals of the French Revolution. He had already become interested in Indian independence and vowed to work for the cause, joining the Indian majlis (assembly) at Cambridge where he gave some nationalistic speeches. Founded on 1 January 1891, the Cambridge majlis was a forum where Indians aired their views,9 and its other notable members would later include Jawaharlal Nehru, Muhammad Ali Jinnah and Subhas Chandra Bose.


Although Aurobindo had not met his father since the age of seven, somehow he was still deeply influenced by him. From being absolutely pro-British, his father had turned against their rule in India and begun sending his sons newspaper clippings detailing British atrocities, which likely played a role in leading Aurobindo’s thoughts in the same direction. One of the reasons for Krishnadhan’s changed feelings for British rule was that later in his career, he’d come into contact with some autocratic British officials. Apart from being the district surgeon of Rangpur, in 1876, Krishnadhan had become a member of the Rangpur Municipality, and by 1877, its vice-chairman. He was held in high regard by the British officials in Rangpur, and the British magistrate took no action without consulting him. But years of conflict ensued when the new magistrate did not like the influence Krishnadhan commanded. In June 1883 he was posted out of Rangpur, with short stints in different places, including Khulna, in present-day Bangladesh. From July 1885 until his death, he remained in Khulna. Through these conflicts, however, he gained a better understanding of British rule, giving rise to nationalistic ideas within him.10


Aurobindo performed well in his periodic exams but had to complete the three-year Tripos in two, as per the requirements for the ICS. Though he had a first class in the Tripos, he could not actually get the degree, as it would require him to stay on at Cambridge for another year. Now it was time for him to join the ICS. By nature, Aurobindo was a scholar, not an administrator, and he would have done well as an academic. English was his first language, and he was also proficient in French, Greek and Latin, with the ability to read German and Italian.


Krishnadhan no longer believed in the greatness of the British, so why did he still want Aurobindo to join the ICS? Was it so his son could do good as an administrator with India’s interests at heart? And why did Aurobindo try to do what his father wanted? His two elder brothers had gone their own way. If Aurobindo had dropped out of the ICS at this stage and continued at Cambridge, would his father have objected? And would such objection matter? Nevertheless, Aurobindo went ahead and passed the main ICS exam. The riding test remained, and for one reason or the other, this became a stumbling block. He had never learnt to ride, and riding lessons were expensive. In the first attempt, he failed the test and did not appear for it subsequently. A general view, which he also expressed in his own writing, is that he was looking for a way to avoid joining the ICS, as otherwise ‘his family would not have allowed him to’. In 1940, in his evening talks noted by Nirodbaran, he echoed the same view.11


However, a newspaper interview from 1909 suggests he had mixed feelings about not being able to join. He said: ‘If I was not actually glad, I was certainly not disappointed because the Civil Service was barred to me. I have never been fond of constraint of any sort and I was really not sorry to forego the service.’12 Persuaded by James Cotton, he also wrote a letter dated 2 November 1892 to the Earl of Kimberley, the secretary of state for India, requesting another chance at the exam, explaining it was lack of money that prevented him from learning to ride and thus appearing for the test.13 Nothing came of this and, as he was not able to join the ICS and not keen on doing so either, James Cotton set up a meeting between him and the ruler of the Indian state of Baroda, who was visiting England. The Gaekwar offered him a job with Rs 200 a month, and Aurobindo accepted.


Meanwhile, Krishnadhan had spent the months of September and October in Bombay waiting for his son’s return before going back to Khulna, depressed.14 Two months later, at the age of forty-eight, he fell ill and died sometime on 11 or 12 December. There are two conflicting explanations for his illness, both associated with a telegram he received regarding Aurobindo. According to one account, he read a telegram conveying the news that the ship Aurobindo was travelling on had sunk. However, this seems unlikely because the Roumania, a steamer headed for Bombay, had actually sunk near Portugal on 28 October. This event could not have been the subject of the telegram since it reached him in December, and reports of the ship sinking had already been published in a Calcutta-based newspaper in November.15 Another account comes from Brajendranath De, a Civil Service member and friend of Krishnadhan, providing a different version. Apparently, he invited Krishnadhan for dinner, but when he didn’t arrive, Brajendranath grew concerned and sent someone to check on him. After the messenger reported that Krishnadhan was ill, Brajendranath went to see Krishnadhan and found him unconscious. He then discovered the telegram stating that Aurobindo’s name was missing from the passenger list of the ship he was supposed to be on, which had left Krishnadhan devastated.


Years later, Aurobindo revealed that his father had specifically asked him to travel on that particular ship.16 He believed that the false reports of his own death had tragically contributed to his father’s passing. Pinning all his hopes and dreams on his third son, Krishnadhan had eagerly awaited his return. Aurobindo would also be informed that his father had passed away while calling out his name.


Krishnadhan Ghose had been an exceptional doctor and surgeon who had dedicated many years to practising in Khulna. He treated patients from neighbouring districts and played a role in the administration of Khulna. Due to his generosity and likeable nature, the local community held him in high regard. As a tribute, a school was later established in his name. While Krishnadhan did not leave behind much wealth, the brothers inherited a plot of land with a dilapidated small structure.


There are no accounts of Swarnalata’s reaction to her husband’s death. After returning from England in 1880, she stayed in Deogarh, Bihar, with her parents. She later moved to a house in Rohini, a nearby village, with Barin and Sarojini. During her periods of anger, she would beat up the children, so Krishnadhan removed them from her and placed them with a woman friend in Calcutta. Swarnalata’s family did not appreciate his relationship with this woman, who, however, was kind to the children. After Krishnadhan’s death, Swarnalata’s brother adopted them, and they moved to Deogarh. By this time, Barin was thirteen years old, and Sarojini fifteen.


It was a month after his father’s death that Aurobindo left for India on 11 January 1893, travelling by the Carthage, a mail-steamer that arrived in Bombay in February, and he proceeded to Baroda to take up his job. Under the rule of the Gaekwar, Baroda was one of the Indian states which was not directly under the British, with the city of Baroda as its capital. The local language was Gujarati, and the Gaekwar Sayajirao III was a Maratha, who was indirectly related to the previous ruler, and was fluent in English as well as Marathi and Gujarati.17 In all the Indian states the British took care of defence and foreign affairs, and with the resulting safety and security, many of the rulers, with their vast wealth, indulged in luxurious and frivolous pastimes. The Gaekwar, though, was among those rulers who took governance seriously and did a lot for his state. Aurobindo’s first appointment, on 18 February, was to work in the Settlement Department of the state. Other appointments in different departments followed. From this time onward, he never used his middle name; in Baroda, he became known as Aravind A. Ghose. It was almost a year after his arrival in January 1894 that Aurobindo went to Ajmer to meet Benoybhusan, before travelling to Deogarh and Rohini to meet his grandfather Raj Narayan, his mother and other relatives.18 He would continue to maintain relations with his family, particularly with Raj Narayan, Barin and Sarojini after this visit, but also with his uncles, aunts and cousins. Raj Narayan had nine children, six daughters and three sons. His eldest son, Jogendranath Bose, a journalist, sympathized with the national movement, and later started a revolutionary organization in Midnapore (now Medinipur in West Bengal) where he lived. Sarojini was keen that Aurobindo visit again, writing to him in Bengali. In response, Aurobindo wrote to her, ‘If I only could, I would start tomorrow’, but his circumstances and finances did not allow it. He also added that following his visit to their relatives, Baroda had become intolerable to him.19


Aurobindo had been deprived of parental love while he was growing up. Though his brothers were with him, there are no accounts of them pampering him like a younger sibling. This visit was perhaps the first time he had experienced family warmth, and despite his solitary nature, it appealed to him.


Back in Baroda, Aurobindo’s work was greatly liked by the Gaekwar, and his salary steadily increased. As his abilities became known, the principal of the Baroda College requested his help as a teacher of French, and he began to teach part-time at the college; in January 1898, he was appointed as an acting professor of English literature. According to the official documents of the Baroda state, he taught there until 1901, and then he moved back to the revenue department before returning to teaching from 1904 to 1906. However, later he’d recount that after his appointment, he had continued to teach until he left.20 Even while he was teaching, the Gaekwar would ask him to visit his palace in order to write letters or for some other work, sending a messenger to him on a horse with the request. Baroda College was affiliated to Bombay University, and Bombay was under the British; hence it had a British-oriented syllabus, and Aurobindo would teach according to it. Though he was very highly respected in Baroda, Aurobindo was generally considered too quiet and serious to be widely popular. But he had some good friends, including Madhavrao Jadhav and his brother Khesarao. Madhavrao was an officer in the Baroda army, and Khesarao a senior official, who was posted elsewhere in the state, but had built a house in Baroda, where Madhavrao and his family stayed. Aurobindo often stayed with them. K. G. Deshpande, whom he knew from their Cambridge days, and his brother Rajaram were among his other friends.


During his visits to Bengal, Sri Aurobindo would often go to the house of his aunt Lilavati, the fourth daughter of Raj Narayan Bose, in Calcutta. Lilawati had been married to the Brahmo leader, journalist, social reformer and nationalist Krishna Kumar Mitra in 1881, who started a Bengali journal called Sanjibani in 1883. On one of his visits, Aurobindo appointed a Bengali teacher, Dinendra Kumar Roy, recommended by his mother’s elder brother, Jogindranath Bose. Dinendra returned to Baroda with him and stayed with him for two years.


Although Sri Aurobindo had already taught himself to read and write Bengali, he had problems with colloquial Bengali and needed practice in speaking the language. Dinendra wrote a short book about Aurobindo’s nature and his own stay in Baroda. At first he was hesitant, wondering how this England-returned person would be, and whether he would be very arrogant. But that was not the case, he wrote. ‘It goes without saying that I was very disappointed with my first meeting with Aurobindo. Old-fashioned slippers jutis with ends turned up on his feet; his clothes of coarse (sic), flounced Ahmedabad-mill khadi, the end of his dhoti hanging loose.’ Aurobindo also wore a waistcoat and his hair was long and thin, ‘parted in the middle and hanging down over the neck; tiny pockmarks on his face; his eyes with a gentle, dreamy look – who would have thought that this thin, dark-skinned young man was Sriman Aurobindo Ghose’.21 Dinendra described Aurobindo as someone who cared little about clothes, food or any type of luxury. He slept on a cast-iron bed with a thin mattress and used an ordinary blanket on winter nights and a simple blue shawl in the cold. Aurobindo was always absorbed in reading, sensitive to the suffering of others and self-sacrificing. ‘It seemed he had made a vow to devote himself to the acquisition of knowledge.’ Aurobindo would often sit at a table, reading by lamplight late into the night. He was not particular about food and would eat whatever was placed before him. Sometimes, engrossed in a book, he would forget to eat. He never complained about heat or cold. Although his Bengali improved with Dinendra’s help, English remained the language in which he could best think and write.


Dinendra commented that Aurobindo was so simple in worldly matters and unconcerned about money that everyone cheated him. He had no ambition and never aspired for position or praise. At one time they lived in an out-of-the-way dilapidated house, which according to Dinendra, would be considered worse than a cowshed for a member of the Bengali elite. But Aurobindo hardly seemed to notice the leaking tiles or the swarms of mosquitoes. ‘I would see him with his eyes fixed on a book, sitting in the same spot with the same concentration for hours on end, oblivious of the outer world, like an ascetic rapt in yoga! He wouldn’t have noticed if the house caught fire!’ Dinendra would also recall that Aurobindo had books of all kinds in many European languages, including poetry, fiction, history and philosophy. Sanskrit classics were also piled up in corners of the rooms, in cupboards and trunks.22 He constantly ordered books from Bombay and Calcutta, which arrived in enormous railway parcels and swiftly finished reading through all the books. Dinendra’s account provides a glimpse of a man who would have made a good academician, living a simple ascetic life, finding joy in reading and studying.


In 1901, Aurobindo finally got married during his vacation in Calcutta, probably on 29 April. Both Benoy and Manmohan were already married and Aurobindo himself was keen on marriage. He admitted this in a later conversation, saying that at the time he had no inkling of the spiritual work he would undertake in the future.23 There was also pressure from his family, and he placed an advertisement in the newspaper for this. In the manner of those days, he saw several girls and ultimately chose Mrinalini.


Born on 6 March 1887, Mrinalini was the daughter of Bhupalchandra Bose, a member of the Brahmo Samaj. She was fourteen years old, pretty, with a rosy complexion and black curly hair, though what attracted Aurobindo was her ‘sweet innocence and childlike simplicity’.24 Aurobindo was almost twenty-nine, but in those days, as in his father’s time, girls were married off very young. It was Aurobindo’s choice that they be married according to Hindu rituals instead of Brahmo rites, as he did not favour the Brahmo Samaj and its ideals.25 But he was not orthodox, refusing to partake in the prayaschitta rituals required in those days for anyone who had crossed the seas, i.e., gone abroad, just as his father had refused before him. Unlike many girls of those days, Mrinalini had received some formal education, and even attended a boarding school for Brahmo girls.


The marriage took place in Calcutta and was arranged by Girish Chandra Bose, a friend of Mrinalini’s father and the principal of Bangabasi College. Although Aurobindo’s grandfather, Raj Narayan Bose, had passed away in 1899, he maintained good relations with other members of his mother’s family, despite the fact that they did not attend the wedding. Aurobindo and Mrinalini stayed in Deogarh for a month after their marriage in the household now headed by Swarnalata’s brother before proceeding to Nainital. The Gaekwar had gone to Nainital for the summer, and Aurobindo joined him there with both Mrinalini and his sister Sarojini. By this time, Aurobindo had learnt quite a bit of Bengali, which they likely communicated in. The newlyweds reached Baroda in July 1901, with Sarojini, as perhaps Aurobindo felt his young wife needed some company and help. He had rented a house prior to his marriage, and they lived there until April 1902, when Aurobindo visited Bengal again. Mrinalini went to stay with her parents in Assam, while Sarojini returned to Deogarh.


There were various aspects to Aurobindo’s life between 1900 and 1910 when he moved to Pondicherry. He continued working for the Baroda state until 1906, although he often took leave. According to some accounts, he was appointed as Huzur Kamdar or private secretary to the Gaekwar in June 1904, but Sri Aurobindo denied this.26 Records indicate his reappointment at the college in September 1904, but as mentioned earlier, Sri Aurobindo stated that he had never stopped teaching. During this period, his salary was raised to Rs 550, and he was promoted to vice principal. In March 1905, he assumed the role of acting principal when Clarke, the principal, took leave. Additionally, he received a separate allowance of Rs 160, bringing his salary to Rs 710, which was substantial for that time. Aurobindo used to send 80 rupees per month from his salary to support his mother, sister and grandmother (who resided in Varanasi). By then, he had acquired a basic understanding of Gujarati, Marathi and Hindi, and had become quite proficient in Bengali. Simultaneously, Aurobindo was searching for ways to push for India’s independence.27 Soon after his return to India, he had started writing political articles for Indu Prakash, a bilingual weekly in Marathi and English edited by his friend K. G. Deshpande. One of Aurobindo’s important series of articles was titled ‘New lamps for Old’, written between 1893 to 1894, pointing out ways in which India could move towards independence. The main organization in the struggle for independence was the Indian National Congress (INC), founded in 1885 with the encouragement of Allan Octavian Hume, a Theosophist and civil servant. In its early days, Congress leaders wrote petitions to the government, modestly aiming to increase Indian participation in the government and gain a few privileges. Soon another group arose, who came to be known as the Extremists, while the former was then termed the Moderates. Bal Gangadhar Tilak from Poona (now Pune) was among the main Extremist leaders, running two papers: Kesari, which had thousands of subscribers, and the other in English titled Mahratta. In 1894 Tilak started the public celebration of Ganesh puja, and by 1895, a festival celebrating Shivaji, intending to foster national sentiment among Indians. But even by 1900, the independence movement remained in its infancy.


Others targeted assassinations of select British officials, and secret societies began to crop up. Against this background, Aurobindo developed his own ideas to gain independence. At one time he thought there should be ‘a secret revolutionary propaganda and organization of which the central object was the preparation of an armed insurrection’, though later his views on this changed. In addition, he believed that the common people should be motivated to work for independence and to be involved in non-cooperation and passive resistance, which would then make British rule impossible.28 Among the secret societies was the Anushilan Samiti, founded by the Calcutta-based lawyer Pramathanath Mitra and Satish Chandra Bose. Aurobindo managed to persuade a friend of his, Jatindranath Banerji, to join the society in March 1902. Jatindranath had long been keen on revolutionary activity and on getting some martial training. Aurobindo had helped him join the Baroda army, and he had been serving as the Gaekwar’s bodyguard since 1897.29 After a visit to Baroda, Barin, Aurobindo’s younger brother, also joined the organization in January 1903. Around that time, Sister Nivedita,30 part of another revolutionary organization, had visited Baroda in October 1902, where she met both Aurobindo and the Gaekwar. She hoped to draw the Gaekwar in anti-British activities, but although he was against the British, he refrained from taking an active part. Jatin and Barin did not get along, and Jatin left the Samiti after the Alipore Bomb case, in which Aurobindo and others were arrested in 1908. Jatin Banerji, not to be confused with the more famous Jatin Mukherjee, who was known as Bagha Jatin, in fact later became a swami.


There was a new impetus to the national movement with the British arbitrary partition of Bengal in 1905. It led to widespread protests and caused Aurobindo to step up efforts to work towards independence. He wrote an essay on the partition titled ‘No compromise’, which was distributed as a pamphlet. Inspired by Anandamath, Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay’s great historical novel, Barin thought of establishing a religious centre to serve as the source of inspiration in the struggle for independence.


Aurobindo and his friends often visited the sacred site of Chandod on the banks of the Narmada River. He and his friends admired Swami Brahmananda, who lived in Chandod, and was thought to be two to three hundred years old. Once, when Brahmananda looked into his eyes, Aurobindo felt something change within him. He was also inspired by the Kali temple at the nearby town of Karnali. There Deshpande, his old friend, had constructed a school where both Sanskrit and modern nationalist education was taught.


Following Barin’s ideas, Aurobindo conceived of a temple to Goddess Bhavani, who reflected the spirit and Shakti of India. In fact, he wrote a pamphlet titled ‘Bhawani Mandir’. The temple, he said, should be built far from any city and turned into a centre for karma yogis and sannyasis working for the nation. He also reiterated that the entire concept had come from Barin, not himself.31


Another aspect to Aurobindo’s life was that in August 1905, he began to seriously practise pranayama, the yogic science of controlled breathing, combined with a focus on the Divine. Guided initially by a disciple of Brahmananda, he gradually increased his pranayama practice to six hours a day, dividing it into morning and evening sessions. He also switched to a purely vegetarian diet, with his dinner consisting of just bananas and milk. It yielded remarkable results: he put on weight, his skin became clear and radiant, his writing flowed effortlessly and he had more energy.32


His time with the Gaekwar would soon be over. There was a plan to set up a college for national education in Calcutta, and Aurobindo was keen on this. Subodh Chandra Mullick, son of a shipbuilder, financed this with an amount of Rs 100,000. In February 1906, Clarke, the principal of the Baroda College, returned from his long leave, enabling Sri Aurobindo to take leave himself and reach Calcutta in March. In Calcutta, the decision to set up the National College of Education was confirmed, and Aurobindo became one of the ninety-two founding members and one of the eight signatories of the Memorandum of Association for the college. It was at this time that he had begun signing his name ‘Aurobindo Ghose’. By June, he returned to Baroda to apply for a full year’s leave, after which he became the first principal of the Bengal National College, which opened in August in Calcutta. He received a modest salary of Rs 150, but he felt he was doing something worthwhile.


Bengal remained the epicentre of the national movement, and alongside his college work, Sri Aurobindo wrote articles providing guidelines for the movement, attended Congress sessions and gave speeches at various venues. In March 1906, a revolutionary Bengali weekly called Yugantar, also spelt Jugantar, was launched, and Aurobindo contributed articles to it. In August of the same year, the weekly Bande Mataram was founded by Bipin Chandra Pal, another Extremist leader, with Aurobindo serving as the assistant editor. Due to financial problems, Bande Mataram was made into a joint-stock company in October, and Bipin Chandra Pal was gradually edged out. Many of Aurobindo’s ideas were first expressed in these journals.


In 1906, Aurobindo stayed for some time with the Mullicks before moving to a house on Chhuku Khansama Lane. Barin, Abinash, Sarojini and Mrinalini joined him there. Later, they moved to 23 Scott’s Lane, while Barin shifted to their father’s property at Murari Pukur Bagan, in the Manicktola suburb of Calcutta. In November of that year, Aurobindo fell ill with a protracted bout of influenza. He moved to his father-in-law’s house and then went to to Deogarh to recover. He also felt he’d became prone to infection after discontinuing the intensive pranayama that he had started a year earlier.33


Between 11 to 23 April 1907, Sri Aurobindo wrote a series of seven articles titled ‘The New Thought: The Doctrine of Passive Resistance’, published in Bande Mataram, which led the British to keep a close watch on him. In these writings, he examined Congress’s early attempts to gain minor concessions from the British, how passive resistance was used after the 1905 partition of Bengal and how they were now planning to resist the British rule to achieve freedom for India. Passive resistance, he explained, was not ‘meek submission to illegal outrage’ but as far as possible, violence was not to be used.34 By 28 May 1907, Sri Aurobindo formally assumed the editorship and, by June, they started a weekly edition, which enjoyed a wider reach, consisting of a selection of articles from the daily edition. In August, he was arrested for his work in Bande Mataram, though released on bail and acquitted after a month. Once he was acquitted, he rejoined the National College as a professor, having resigned from Bande Mataram after his arrest. By December, he was recognized as a leader of the Bengal nationalists, and even delivered public speeches in Calcutta. In the previous two years, the Moderates and Extremists in the INC had increasing difficulties in reconciling their starkly different approaches to the national movement, but at the annual Congress sessions in 1905 and 1906 in Benaras and Calcutta, these differences were patched up. Then, at the Surat session of the INC in December 1907, the two groups parted ways. On the side of the Extremists, Aurobindo played a major role in this split due to his uncompromising approach. After the Congress fiasco he briefly returned to Baroda, and in the following year gave several speeches on the national movement in Baroda, as well as in various places in present-day Maharashtra and Calcutta. In his speeches and writings, he spoke of how nationalism had to be viewed as a religion and how faith, self-sacrifice and courage were required to free the nation. One had to deny one’s separate self and find that universal self of the 300 million people of India, ‘in whom God himself lives’.35


Though conflicts between Hindus and Muslims had begun, Sri Aurobindo felt they were the result of faulty and divisive British policies. After the Partition of Bengal in 1905, the British feared the effects of the Swadeshi and Boycott movements on their trade and industry, and therefore encouraged these conflicts.36 He asserted: ‘Regional and communal individualities and activities cannot be blotted out from this vast country, but they can be harmonized into a dominating unity.’ He also pointed out that the fight was not between Muslims and Hindus, despite the recent disturbances, rather between ‘the bureaucrats and swadeshists’.37 This early understanding would be further emphasized in his later writings.


In early May 1908, just a few days after he’d joined the office of the Bengali weekly Naba Shakti on Grey Street and moved in with Mrinalini and Sarojini, Aurobindo was arrested again. Barin had been picked up too from the centre of his revolutionary activities – the Maniktola suburb – at the plot they’d inherited from their father. Thirty-four others got arrested with him, among whom were Nolini Kanta Gupta and Bejoy Nag. The reason for the arrests was the attempted assassination of Mr Kingsford, the district magistrate of Muzaffarpur in April 1908. The primary accused were Prafulla Chaki and Khudiram Bose, who had thrown a bomb at what they thought was Kingsford’s carriage but had turned out to be of one Mrs Kennedy and her daughter, leaving both dead. Not only this incident, there were also other acts of violence that were linked to the Maniktola group.


Initially, there was a plan to deport Aurobindo, though this was set aside and he was sent to Alipore Jail instead. As the trial was held in the Alipore Sessions Court, this came to be known as the Alipore Bomb Case. Khudiram Bose was hanged in August 1908 before his nineteenth birthday, while Prafulla Chaki shot himself upon finding that he was on the verge of arrest. Barin was to be executed; however, his sentence was commuted, and he was sent to Andaman Jail, where he was to remain until 1920. Many of the others who were arrested received jail terms. Aurobindo was imprisoned for a year until his acquittal on 6 May 1909. Some others, such as Nolini Kanta Gupta and Bejoy Nag, were also acquitted at this time.


After his release, Aurobindo went to his uncle Krishna Kumar Mitra’s house at 6 College Square in Calcutta. Since Krishna Kumar had also been arrested, Aurobindo ended up living at the house for about ten months with his aunt Lilavati and cousins Kumudini, Basanti and Sukumar, until he left for Chandernagore. Mrinalini continued to stay with Girish Bose, her father’s friend and the principal of Bangabasi College.


During his stay at College Square, he was visited by many, including Rabindranath Tagore and Ramsay Macdonald, who thought of Aurobindo as a mystic, not a politician.38 Macdonald, a British politician of the Labour Party, would go on to become the prime minister of the UK in 1924 and from 1929 to 1931.


During the period when Sri Aurobindo was imprisoned, the national movement had lost its momentum. Bande Mataram and Yugantar had shut down and most of the Extremists, including Tilak, had been arrested. After his deep spiritual experiences in jail, Sri Aurobindo’s focus, too, had changed. Soon he also started two new publications, Karmayogin in English, founded on 19 June, and Dharma in Bengali, on 23 August 1909. He contributed articles to both, but wrote more in Karmayogin, as he felt most comfortable in English. His articles were now no longer purely political and featured a strong spiritual element. He wrote about sanatana dharma, the eternal religion, a term often used to refer to Hinduism, explaining that this was something far wider than outer forms or rituals. He saw the world moving towards a synthesis of religious thought, as he said, a ‘religion which embraces Science and faith, Theism, Christianity, Mahomedanism, Buddhism, and yet is none of these, is that to which the World-spirit moves’. Aurobindo believed that Hinduism was closest to the world spirit, but not in the narrow form as it was commonly practised. He explained that he referred to a ‘wider Hinduism which is not a dogma or combination of dogmas’ and further added, ‘This sanatana dharma has many scriptures, Veda, Vedanta, Gita, Upanishad, Darshan, Purana, Tantra, nor could it reject the Bible or Koran; but its real, most authoritative scripture is in the heart in which the Eternal has its Dwelling’. Aurobindo envisioned a spiritual revolution that would be reflected in the material world through this wide religion based on sanatana dharma. He believed it would not be confined to Hinduism and include other religions.39 He emphasized that Muslims had a role in India as much as Hindus, and that understanding had to be created deep in the heart and mind, for which ‘we must strive to remove the causes of misunderstanding by a better mutual knowledge and sympathy’. He added that they needed to ‘make it a main part of our work to place Mahomed and Islam in a new light before our readers, to spread juster views of Mahomedan history and civilisation, to appreciate the Musalman’s place in our national development and the means of harmonizing his communal life with our own’.40


He also continued to write and speak about Swaraj or independence and autonomy from foreign rule as well as on spirituality, politics, society, art, education and other topics. Karmayogin had a large circulation and soon there were Bengali, Hindi and Tamil versions.


With Barin still in jail, the members of the Maniktola group who had been released saw Aurobindo as their leader, and became his close associates, among them Nolini Kanta Gupta, Bejoy Kumar Nag, Suresh Chakravarti and Saurin Bose, who was a cousin of Mrinalini.


Sometime later, in February 1910, Aurobindo came to know he was likely to be arrested again. He received an aadesh or inner command, to leave British India and move to French India. Immediately, and with great secrecy, he left Calcutta by boat and went to Chandernagore, which was in French territory. After spending a couple of months there, he left Chandernagore by ship on 1 April and reached Pondicherry on 4 April.


Giving up active politics, he never again returned to British India and embarked on an intense spiritual path until 1910. In the meantime, there were even other aspects of his life.


From Politics to Spirituality


Among the rest of his family members, Benoybhusan, Aurobindo’s eldest brother, was practical and pragmatic. In England, he had been the first of the brothers to take up a job and help to support Aurobindo and himself. He worked hard for the free accommodation they received and the small sum of five shillings a week. Benoy returned to India in September 1893, and initially stayed with his father’s friend in Calcutta, Manmohan Ghose. Soon, he found a job as a tutor to the young prince of the state of Coochbehar, in the north of Bengal. Aurobindo met him in Ajmer in 1894, where Benoy had gone with his pupil. Well respected by the Raja, Benoy had been also given the position of auditor and finance secretary. Aurobindo held Benoy in high regard and respected him, but they hardly met after their return to India.41


Manmohan had a romantic and poetic nature, and in England, he was often out of sync with his more serious brothers. He became known as a poet, and his poetic venture served as inspiration for Aurobindo. Unlike Aurobindo, Manmohan loved England and wanted to remain there. Since this wasn’t possible, Benoy had to send him money for his return to India. Upon his return, he taught at Patna, Bankipur and Calcutta. In 1897, Manmohan joined Dacca College as an assistant professor and later became a full professor in 1901. He continued to write poetry, and married Malati. After her death in 1918, however, he became depressed, and his health deteriorated. He wanted to return to England and had tickets booked for his daughter and himself, but he died in Calcutta on 4 January 1924 before they could leave. When Aurobindo was teaching at the National College in Calcutta, he’d met Manmohan a few times, and they used to enjoy discussing poetry. Though Manmohan was not involved in politics, he admired the role of both Barin and Aurobindo.42


Yet, Aurobindo was closer to his younger siblings, Sarojini and Barin, whom he got to know after returning to India. Soon after his marriage, Sarojini accompanied him and Mrinalini to Nainital, and also to Baroda. He regularly sent money to support her. Although Sarojini and Mrinalini did not get along, Aurobindo always urged Mrinalini to overlook their differences and to be patient and tolerant.


Barin was the closest one to Aurobindo, sharing his passion to free India from British rule. After Barin’s arrest, however, he would have to remain in the Andaman jail until 1920. As for their mother, Swarnalata, Aurobindo met her after his return and sent money to support her but was never close to her. He shared a good relationship with his grandfather Raj Narayan and engaged in several discussions with him. He was not influenced by his Brahmo Samaj philosophy, though, and did not think much of it.


Involved with his work in Baroda state, followed by politics and then his spiritual journey, he could never spend much time with his wife. Nevertheless, he often corresponded with her. Mrinalini had stayed with him when they were first married, and again came to stay in Baroda for a few months at the end of 1904. She was shy and found it difficult to mix with his friends. While she was away, he wrote affectionate letters to her. For instance, on 25 June 1902, he urged her to stay warm and take some medicine, when she told him she had a fever.43 There were a few more letters exchanged that year, with the early ones being in English.


A letter he wrote to her on 30 August 1905, in response to hers, is indicative of their relationship. ‘Priyatama Mrinalini’, Aurobindo began, and then empathized with her on the death of one of her brothers. Next, he wrote about himself. ‘I think you have understood by now that the man with whose fate yours is linked is a man of a very unusual kind. My field of action, purpose of life and mental attitude are not the same as those of people of today in this country. I am in every respect different from them and out of the ordinary.’ Many people, he said, would call such a person a ‘madman’, but if the madman succeeded in his endeavours, he would be called a genius. According to the Hindu scriptures, he said, the husband was to be revered as God and the guru. She must help him, counsel him, encourage him in whatever work he accepts as his Dharma. Would she do this, he asked, would she ‘choose the path of the Hindu religion or follow the ideal of the new culture?’ Despite her Brahmo education, he said, she was ‘a woman from a Hindu home’, with Hindu ancestors, and he had no doubt she would follow the Hindu dharma. He went on to explain that everything he had – his learning, accomplishments and wealth – were given to him by God, and he felt he had a right to spend for essentials for him and his family, but not for pleasures and luxuries, as that would make him a thief. So far, he had not spent enough on others. ‘The money I gave to Usha or to Sarojini causes me no regret. To help others is a sacred duty; to give protection to those who seek refuge is a yet greater sacred duty. But the account is not settled by giving only to one’s brothers and sisters. In these dark days the whole country is seeking refuge at my door. I have three hundred million brothers and sisters in this country. Many of them are dying of starvation and the majority just manage to live, racked by sorrow and suffering. They too must be helped.’ He asked if she would share his ideal, to eat and live simply, and offer the rest to God, i.e., to the suffering people.


Further, he asked Mrinalini to ‘try to be the mad wife of this madman’, meaning she should follow him in all respects. He also had resolved, he wrote, to have ‘a direct vision of god’ – this was his second madness. He was not satisfied with prayers and public displays. The Hindu religion said God exists within one, and he was discovering the truth of this. Perhaps she could not be in step with him, but certainly she could follow him. His third madness, he explained, was that he loved his country like a mother, and he was going to free her, not with a sword, but with ‘the strength of knowledge’. If she would support and encourage him, his strength would increase, as the wife was the shakti of the husband.


He wanted her to be out of the ordinary, and wrote ‘Will you remain like this for ever: “I shall put on fine clothes, have nice things to eat, laugh and dance and enjoy all the pleasures?” Such an attitude cannot be called progress. At the present time the life of women in this country has taken this narrow and contemptible form. Give up all this and follow after me. We have come to this world to do God’s work; let us begin it.’ He added, ‘You have a natural turn towards doing good for others and towards self-sacrifice. The one thing you lack is strength of mind. You will get that through worship of God. This is the secret of mine I wanted to tell you. Do not divulge it to anybody.’ He asked her to meditate and pray to the Divine, that she may be a helper on her husband’s path, in his attempt to realize God.44


On 6 December 1907, he wrote to her: ‘I received your letter the day before yesterday. The shawl was sent the very same day. I do not understand why you did not get it . . .’ Further in the letter, he wrote that he was very busy with Congress work, the Bande Mataram problems and his own work, and finding it difficult to manage everything. It was a time of great anxiety, of pulls and pressures from all sides. If she could write ‘encouraging and comforting letters’, that would give him great strength, and enable him to ‘overcome all fears and dangers with a cheerful heart.’ He said separations and sorrows could not be avoided as ‘I cannot make the happiness of family and relatives my primary aim in life’.45


In a letter written on 17 February 1908, that he had wrongly dated 1907, he said: ‘I have not written to you for a long time. This is my eternal failing; if you do not pardon me out of your own goodness, what shall I do?’ He explained that he could no longer make his own decisions. ‘Like a puppet I must go wherever God takes me; like a puppet I must do whatever He makes me do. It will be difficult for you to grasp the meaning of these words just now. But it is necessary to inform you, otherwise my movements may cause you regret and sorrow.’ He wanted her to understand that he was not neglecting her, but his will was no longer his own. He had given himself to God and did everything according to his aadesh or command. He hoped that God would reveal the path to her too. He added further: ‘Do not let anyone see this letter, for what I have said is extremely secret. I have not spoken about this to anyone but you; I am forbidden to do so. This much for today.’46


Aurobindo confided his innermost thoughts and emotions to Mrinalini, seeking her companionship on the spiritual path. While Mrinalini supported him, she also desired to be physically close to him. She spent considerable time with her parents in Assam and, at Aurobindo’s request, with his family in Deogarh. During his illness in Calcutta, she cared for him. Mrinalini stood by his side during his arrest, which deeply shook her. Seeking solace, she found peace through her association with Sarada Ma, the spiritual companion and widow of Sri Ramakrishna. She visited Aurobindo in jail and maintained composure despite adverse circumstances. However, after Aurobindo’s departure to Pondicherry, they did not meet again.


As for his spiritual path, Aurobindo had intimations of spirituality in his younger days. Then, when he stood on the Indian shore in 1893 for the first time after he left India as a child of seven, he felt a great sense of peace. As seen earlier, he was inspired by the sannyasis he later met, and by his concept of the divine mother, that he expressed in his pamphlet on the proposed Bhawani Mandir.47 In 1905 he began a dedicated practice of pranayama, which brought about changes in his body and mind. He shared his spiritual path and his unwavering determination to realize God with Mrinalini. In January 1908, during a visit to Baroda arranged by Barin, Aurobindo had the opportunity to meet Guru Vishnu Bhaskar Lele. Under Lele’s guidance, he experienced the profound silence of Brahman.


While Aurobindo had already read parts of the Upanishads and the Mahabharata, it was when he was imprisoned from May 1908 to May 1909 that he dived deeper into his reading of the Gita and Upanishads, and also his yoga practice. He received an inner divine message indicating that he had earlier been asked to step back from his political work, but he had not done so and, therefore, prison would free him from it. During his confinement, Aurobindo had profound experiences of the Divine and cosmic consciousness. He had a vision of the god Krishna as the universal soul, present in all beings and everything that existed. At times during the trial, everything became divine in his eyes. Even the magistrate and prosecuting counsel took the on the form of Krishna.48 After his release the following year, he felt a divine command to leave British India.


His political writings were numerous, as were his writings on other topics. Among his many apolitical works, only a few are mentioned here. He started writing poetry at a young age, and in 1898, he published a collection of his poems titled Songs to Myrtilla, some of which were composed during his time in Cambridge. One poem on Charles Stewart Parnell was written in 1891, after Parnell’s death, while another poem, ‘The Lost Deliverer’ explores the death of German socialist leader Ferdinand Lasalle. Many of his poems revolve around themes of love and the appreciation of beauty. Also intriguing is a dialogue on the Harmony of Virtue, in which an Indian character instructs his English companions and explains the distinction between virtue and morality. Throughout his entire stay in Baroda, he devoted long hours to reading and writing, amassing a vast collection of books. His interest in the Mahabharata and Hinduism deepened, and he wrote, ‘When I speak of Hinduism I do not refer to the ignorant and customary Hinduism of today . . . but the purer form of Vedanta which under the pressure of Science is now reasserting its empire over the Hindu mind’.49 He began to translate the Bhagavad Gita and selected works of Kalidasa, including ‘Meghduta’ and Vikramorvashiyam. He also started writing a study on Kalidasa, although this remains unfinished.50 His works Baji Prabhu and Chitrangada were published in Karmayogin.51 Other early works comprise a play, The Viziers of Bassora, based on a story from the Arabian Nights; a verse tragedy, Rodogune; The Prince of Edur, a dramatic romance; and Perseus the Deliverer, a drama.52


The multifaceted nature of Aurobindo’s life did not fade away upon his arrival in Pondicherry. Rather, there was a consistent continuity in his thoughts and approach to life. But gradually, everything assumed a subsidiary role to his grand spiritual vision – a vision encompassing the whole world, along with its past, present and future.
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