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Aurobindo’s annus mirabilis came in 1914, but in this year of remarkable 

events, the one that would be looked back on as the most significant passed all but 
unnoticed when it occurred. In the evening on March 29, 1914 Aurobindo wrote 
in his diary: “The afternoon & evening taken up by R’s visit, Bh’s & translation 
of Rigveda II.23 & 24.”102 “Bh” was Subramania Bharati making his usual 
evening visit; “R” was Paul Richard, who had returned to Pondicherry after an 
absence of almost four years. Aurobindo did not mention Paul’s wife Mirra. As 
the two men spoke of politics, philosophy, and social change, Mirra sat quietly, 
absorbed in her immediate experience. From the instant she saw Aurobindo, 
she later explained, she was convinced that he was her spiritual master. A 
few moments in his presence was enough to overturn all that she had done on 
her own. Yet she was far from being a novice.103 (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, 
p. 250) 

 
On Sundays Aurobindo and others from his house dined with Mirra and 

Paul, enjoying their vegetarian food, which they rarely had at home. After dinner, 
they sat on the veranda and spoke. Aurobindo had developed a great regard for 
the couple. They were, he wrote Motilal, “rare examples of European Yogins who 
have not been led away by Theosophical and other aberrations.” Though he had 
reservations about parts of Paul’s philosophy, he considered him “not only a 
personal friend” but also “a brother in the Yoga.”133 As for Mirra, she seemed to 
have a capacity for spiritual surrender that rivaled that of the great Indian 
bhaktas or devotees. (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, p. 258) 

 
In 1926, toward the end of his six-year furlough from writing, Aurobindo 

remarked that if he had continued to bring out the Arya, he would not have been 
able to advance in sadhana to the extent he did during those years.56 It is difficult 
to pin down the nature of his progress because he did not document it in the 
Record. One thing is clear, however: the arrival of Mirra Richard had an 
enormous impact on his practice. With her help, he told Barin, he completed 
ten years of sadhana in one.57 Her assistance was especially important in 
turning his sadhana outward. If he had been concerned only with his own 
transformation or with transmitting his yoga to a limited number of people, 
he could have done it on his own. But for his work to have a lasting effect in 
the world, he needed a shakti, a female counterpart. 

Shakti, as Aurobindo explained in The Synthesis of Yoga, is the conscious 
power of the divine. “By this power the spirit creates all things in itself, hides and 
discovers all itself in the form and behind the veil of its manifestation.”58 Systems 
of yoga that aim at liberation regard shakti as, at best, a force that can help the 
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individual obtain release from the limitations of mind, life and body. But systems 
aiming for perfection, such as tantric yoga or the way of the siddhas, see shakti as 
the power needed to transform oneself and the world. Tantrics and siddhas 
worship shakti in the form of goddesses such as Kali; some also worship women 
as embodiments of the divine force. This is the rationale behind the esoteric 
sexuality of certain forms of tantrism. The consecrated union of a human male 
and female is seen as a reenactment of the cosmic act of creation. Some schools of 
tantric yoga put so much stress on this relationship that they require male 
practitioners to have female sexual partners. Aurobindo made it clear that this was 
not the case in his yoga. “How can the sexual act be made to help in spiritual 
life?” he asked a disciple who posed the question. It was necessary, in the work 
he was doing, for the masculine and feminine principles to come together, but 
the union had nothing to do with sex; in fact it was possible in his and 
Mirra’s case precisely because they had mastered the forces of desire.59  

For two or three years after her arrival in 1920, Aurobindo’s spiritual 
relationship with Mirra was invisible to those around them. In the little 
community of eight or ten people, she remained a disciple among disciples, or 
rather, because no one was called a “disciple,” a sadhak among sadhaks. (The 
Lives of Sri Aurobindo, pp. 328-29) 

 
In his philosophical works, Sri Aurobindo gave special importance to the 

Mother-force or shakti. In The Life Divine he wrote: “If we would realise a higher 
formation or status of being, then it is still through her, through the Divine Shakti, 
the Consciousness-Force of the Spirit that it has to be done; our surrender must be 
to the Divine Being through the Divine Mother.”13 Evidently when he began to 
refer to Mira as the Mother, he regarded her as more than a particularly 
advanced disciple. He made no claims on her behalf in his published 
writings, not even in The Mother. But it was natural for those who practiced 
his yoga to take the descriptions in the book as applying to Mira. One reader 
asked whether “our Mother,” that is, Mira, was the individual form of the 
Divine Mother who, as Sri Aurobindo wrote, “embodies the power of these 
two vaster ways of her existence [transcendent and cosmic], makes them 
living and near to us and mediates between the human personality and the 
divine Nature.” Sri Aurobindo replied with a simple “yes.”14 

In letters to disciples in Pondicherry and outside, Sri Aurobindo was more 
explicit about the role of Mira, the Mother, in the practice of his yoga. “I no 
longer take direct charge of people’s sadhana,” he wrote in March 1927, “all 
is in the hands of Sri Mira Devi.”15 No exceptions to this rule were permitted. 
A woman from Boston who had been accepted as a disciple but arrived in Pon-
dicherry after Sri Aurobindo had retired pleaded with him for an interview and 
guidance unmediated by the Mother. His response was unambiguous: 

If you cannot profit by her help, you would find still less profit in mine. 
But, in any case, I have no intention of altering the arrangement I have 
made for all the disciples without exception that they should receive the 
light and force from her and not directly from me and be guided by her in 
their spiritual progress. I have made the arrangement not for any temporary 
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purpose but because it is the one way – provided always the disciple is 
open and receives – that is true and effective (considering what she is and 
her power).16 

 The disciples who accepted the Mother as their guide knew little 
about the inner status and power that Sri Aurobindo referred to in this 
letter. To them she was a loving, kind, wise, and mysterious woman with an 
entrancing smile and penetrating eyes, who seemed to know more about their 
thoughts and desires than they did themselves. Even visitors were struck by 
her qualities: one wrote of her in 1927 as “the very embodiment of grace and 
purity, of love and compassion,” transmitting “purity, power and spiritual 
calm” by her touch. Manifestly “the central figure” of the community, she 
was “the mother” of the sadhaks and “the real soul, the spirit of the whole 
organisation.”17 This movement to the center marked a decisive change in her 
place within the community. Between 1923 and 1926 she had spent most of her 
time in seclusion, seeing and being seen by few. Even then it was clear that Sri 
Aurobindo considered her his shakti, but it did not automatically follow that she 
was intended to play an important role in the group’s collective life. Few could 
have imagined then that within a few years she would become the point around 
which the life of the community turned. (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, pp. 354-55) 
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He had few of the qualities that English schoolboys find interesting. Weak and 
inept on the playing field, he was also – by his own account – a coward and a 
liar. Years later, when he became known as a revolutionary leader, his former 
classmates could hardly believe the reports. “It would have been difficult in those 
days to regard him as a firebrand!” one exclaimed.25 (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, 
p. 17) 
 [Cf. A. B. Purani, Sri Aurobindo in England (1956), p. 18, and Life of Sri 
Aurobindo (1958), p. 15: “Sri Aurobindo says: ‘... In those days I was not 
particular about telling truth and I was a great coward. Nobody could have 
imagined that later on I could face the gallows or carry on a revolutionary 
movement. In my case it was all human imperfection with which I had to 
start, feel all the difficulties before embodying the divine Consciousness.’ ”] 

 
Those who have had mystical experiences have always held that they are 

the basis of a kind of knowledge that is more fundamental, and thus more 
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valuable, than the relative knowledge of words and things. Absorbed in inner 
experience, the mystic is freed from the problems that afflict men and women 
who are caught in the dualities of knowledge and ignorance, pleasure and pain, 
life and death. A mystic thus absorbed often is lost to the human effort to achieve 
a more perfect life. But this is not the only possible outcome of spiritual practice. 
Aurobindo’s first major experience was a state of mystical absorption, but he was 
driven to return to the active life, and spent the next forty years looking for a way 
to bring the knowledge and power of the spirit into the world. In this lies the value 
of his teaching to men and women of the twenty-first century. (The Lives of Sri 
Aurobindo, p. xiv)  

 
Lele asked Aurobindo to meditate. “Do not think,” he said, “look only at 

your mind; you will see thoughts coming into it; before they can enter throw these 
away from your mind till your mind is capable of complete silence.” Aurobindo 
had never heard of such an idea, but he followed his teacher’s instructions. “In a 
moment” his mind became quiet “as a windless air on a high mountain summit.” 
Then, to his astonishment, he saw that what Lele said was true: His thoughts were 
not arising from within but “coming in a concrete way from outside.” As the 
intruders approached, “before they could enter and take hold of the brain,” he 
pushed them back—not by a “forcible rejection,” but by a sort of conscious 
detachment. In three days, “really in one,” his mind “became full of an eternal 
silence.”124 (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, p. 143) 

  
This experience of the silent brahman coming at the peak of Aurobindo’s 

political career was the most dramatic turning-point in his life. He had arrived in 
Baroda as a leader of a movement that involved the lives and energies of thousands 
of people. Its demand – independence  from the world’s dominant imperial power – 
had enormous potential consequences. As a journalist and organizer, Aurobindo’s 
authority was exceeded only by Tilak’s; as an inspiration to the revolutionaries, his 
influence was unrivalled. And for politicians as well as revolutionaries, it was a 
moment of crisis. The terrorists had struck in Narayangarh and the police were on 
their trail. The Congress had split and the Extremists were in danger of being shut 
out from the organization. It would thus be safe to say that when Aurobindo left 
Surat, he had a number of things on his mind. Now, by his own account, his mind 
was “full of an eternal silence.” Aurobindo’s experience of the passive brahman 
“remained unimpaired for several months”—indeed, he later explained, it remained 
with him for years, so that he could write in 1936 that it was “there now though in 
fusion with other realisations.”128 
 How does a biographer deal with such statements? Up to this point, it has 
been possible to satisfy the insistence of critical readers for objective verification. 
But when one writes about subjective experiences, this sort of verification is not 
possible. “One cannot criticize the vision of a mystic,” the philosopher William 
James once observed, “one can but pass it by, or else accept it as having some 
amount of evidential weight.”129 To pass by Aurobindo’s spiritual experiences 
would be to ignore the most significant part of his life. This biographer 
therefore will make use of Aurobindo’s accounts of his experiences, trying to 
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square them when possible with other sorts of evidence, but not treating them 
as data for psychological or sociological analysis. (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, 
pp. 144-45) 

 
Sri Aurobindo rarely spoke about his personal sadhana. When he did, it 

was because one of the attendants worked up the courage to ask him a direct 
question. “Have you realised the Supermind?” Manilal once asked him point-
blank. Sri Aurobindo replied: “I know what the Supermind is. And the physical 
being has flashes and glimpses of it. I have been trying to supramentalise the 
descended Overmind. Not that the Supermind is not acting. It is doing so – 
through the Overmind.... I am not satisfied with only a part of the Supermind in 
the physical consciousness. I want to bring down the whole mass of it, pure, and 
that is an extremely difficult business.”99 On another occasion, Manilal asked 
what it was like to live in the “divine consciousness.” Sri Aurobindo replied: 

One feels a perpetual calm, perpetual strength, one is aware of Infinity and 
lives not only in Infinity but also in Eternity. One feels immortality and 
does not care about the death of the body. And then one has the con-
sciousness of the One in all. Everything becomes the manifestation of the 
Brahman. For instance, as I look round this room, I see everything as the 
Brahman. No, it is not mere thinking, it is a concrete experience. Even the 
wall, the books are the Brahman. I see you no more as Dr. Manilal but as 
the Divine living in the Divine. It is a wonderful experience.100 (The Lives 
of Sri Aurobindo, pp. 383-84) 
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Before continuing it is necessary to consider a question that may have occurred to 
some readers. In writing and speaking about his sadhana, Aurobindo made the 
following claims: that he saw visions, heard voices, and had other sources of 
knowledge independent of the senses and reason; that he could read people’s 
minds and had knowledge of the future; that by means of mental power he could 
change the course of events, cure diseases, and alter the form of his body; that he 
went into trance; that he felt physical pain as pleasure and experienced 
spontaneous erotic delight; that he had a sort of supernatural strength; that he was 
in touch with goddesses and gods; that he was one with God. Those familiar with 
Indian mythological literature will not be surprised by these powers and 
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experiences, as they are commonplace in the epics and Puranas. Those familiar 
with the literature of mysticism will observe that Aurobindo’s powers and 
experiences are similar to those that other mystics from Milarepa to Rumi to 
Saint Teresa are said to have possessed. But those familiar with the literature of 
psychiatry and clinical psychology may be struck by the similarity between 
Aurobindo’s powers and experiences and the symptoms of schizophrenia. 
 The question of the relationship between mysticism and madness has 
been discussed since antiquity. In the folklore of many cultures, a man or 
woman of exceptional ability has often been thought closer to the lunatic than 
to the ordinary mortal. Indian tradition offers hundreds of examples of yogis, 
mystics, and sufis whom others regarded, at least sometimes, as out of their 
minds. India assigns an honored place to the divine madman and madwoman 
once their spiritual credentials have been accepted. In the West, someone 
who acts eccentrically and claims divine influence is more likely to be 
considered a psychotic with religious delusions. Recent psychiatry has barely 
amended Freud’s idea that “religious phenomena are only to be understood on the 
pattern of the individual neurotic systems familiar to us.”91 A defender of 
mysticism would argue that the truth value of mystical experience is so much 
greater than the truth value of psychiatry – a discipline based on dubious 
assumptions – that any attempt by the latter to explain the former is absurd. 
But unless the defender was an experienced mystic, this would just be 
substituting one set of unverified assumptions for another. When I speak of 
Aurobindo’s experiences, my aim is not to argue either for their veracity or for 
their delusiveness; I simply present some of the documented events of his inner 
life and provide a framework for evaluating them. (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, 
pp. 245-46) 

 
 Most of Aurobindo’s experiences are familiar to the mystic traditions 
of India and elsewhere. He wrote about them in language that is reasonable 
and luminous, though often hard to understand. Some of this writing is in the 
form of diary notations that were concurrent with the experiences. Around 
the same time he also wrote more than a dozen books on philosophy, textual 
interpretation, social science, and literary and cultural criticism, along with a 
mass of miscellaneous prose and poetry. Numerous scholars admire these 
works for their clarity and consistency; thousands of readers believe that 
they have been helped spiritually or mentally by them. No contemporary 
ever remarked that Aurobindo suffered painful or anxious feelings as a 
result of his experiences. In one or two letters written during the 1930s, he 
wrote that his life had been a struggle, and hinted at inner dangers and 
difficulties as great as any “which human beings have borne,” but at no time 
did he give evidence to others of inner or outer stress. Indeed, virtually 
everyone who met him found him unusually calm, dispassionate, and 
loving—and eminently sane. (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, p. 247) 
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Aurobindo and other Extremists are sometimes accused by liberal and left-
wing historians of preparing the way for communalism by giving a Hindu 
slant to the movement. Similarly, the British charged in 1907 that the 
swadeshi movement was “an essentially Hindu movement.” Aurobindo gave 
the lie to this. The movement, he wrote, was not based on any religion, but 
was itself a “national religion” in which service to the motherland was 
“espoused with religious fervour and enthusiasm.” Concentrated on the anti-
British struggle, he regarded other questions as secondary matters. To deal 
with economic, social, or moral concerns before independence was realized 
was “the height of ignorance and futility.”44 He could not anticipate in 1907 
that the social problem of communalism would bring about the partition of 
the country forty years later. (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, pp. 115-16) 

 
Twice in November Aurobindo considered the Hindu–Muslim divide. 

He made it clear that he rejected separate electorates for Muslims “not 
because we are opposed to a large Mahomedan influence in popular 
assemblies when they come but because we will be no party to a distinction 
which recognises Hindu and Mahomedan as permanently separate political 
units and thus precludes the growth of a single and indivisible Indian 
nation.” The recently mooted “Hindu Sabha” was based on the same 
misconception. “We do not understand Hindu nationalism as a possibility 
under modern conditions,” he wrote. “Under modern conditions India can 
only exist as a whole.”121 (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, p. 200) 

 
Sri Aurobindo’s role in changing the course of India’s freedom struggle is 
evident from contemporary sources. Before him, no one dared to speak 
openly of independence; twenty years later, it became the movement’s 
accepted goal. His focus on freedom made him give insufficient importance to 
social and cultural problems that continue to haunt the country, such as 
interreligious and intercaste conflict. But there is no contemporary evidence 
that his actions or words exacerbated these problems. Some of his ideas 
might, in fact, help to solve them – for example the idea that India’s religious 
and ethnic diversity was “a great advantage for the work to be done” in the 
future.11 (The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, pp. 413-14) 
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