CHAPTER V, POST SCRIPT III

In Chapter V of The Life Divine, Sri Aurobindo makes a very significant comment on the illusory view of existence. There are certain spiritual experiences which hold that Reality or Brahman is only an undifferentiated pure consciousness (Being) or a fathomless zero (Non-Being) while ‘Existence’ as manifested in the cosmos and the individual is secondary, ‘unreal’, and hence an ‘illusion’. How is such an ‘illusion’ sustained? It has been suggested that such a ‘falsity’ exists due to a conceptual or formative phenomenon called ‘Maya’ – it is an illusion ‘true’ only to the subjective mind-space of the observer. What is the remedy? The answer suggested is to get ‘liberated’ from the illusion (and hence from existence). Sri Aurobindo admits that the spiritual experience of Reality as a pure Being or a Non-Being has a certain validity but He also points out that it is only one side of the Truth. Moreover, the ‘derivations’ from that one-sided experience also appears to be exaggerated and illogical, suffering from self- contradictions. In fact, He counters the ‘illusionist’ model both psychologically and metaphysically. 

The Psychological contradiction of the Illusionist model:

Sri Aurobindo mentions two important psychological flaws of the illusionist view of existence:

(a) He points out that an ‘ERROR’ is not necessarily an ‘illusion’. For example, as the human body is a ‘tangible’ reality, it is a common everyday experience to equate the ‘self’ or the ‘individual’ with the ‘body’ (this is what the materialists do). Even a section of scientists try to understand ‘consciousness’ in primarily physiological terms. The spiritual view of Consciousness surpasses the body. The materialistic view of identifying the body or physiological consciousness as the only reality is an ‘error’ of human perception and conception. An ‘error’ need not be equated with an ‘illusion’. An error has a chance to be corrected whereas an illusion needs  to be rejected. 

‘The snake -rope image cannot be used to illustrate the non-existence of the world, it would only mean that our seeing of the world is not that of the world as it really is …..  The illusionist metaphors all fail when you drive them home…. Identification with the body is an error, not an illusion. We are not the body, but the body is still something of ourselves. With realization the erroneous identification ceases - in certain experiences the existence of the body is not felt at all. In the full realization the body is within us, not we in it, it is an instrumental formation in our wider being – our consciousness exceeds but also pervades it, – it can be dissolved without our ceasing to be the self.’

 (Sri Aurobindo, Letters an Yoga, Tome One, Pg.54-55, 1969 ed) .

(b) The second psychological flaw is that the theory of ‘illusion’ of existence is merely a mental construct but the mental plane does not alone signify the sole destiny of the individual soul. Actually, the ‘mind’ finds it difficult to accept any higher principle of existence beyond itself and as such if it has to ‘go’ to a ‘Reality’ beyond itself, the only plausible way is to get itself ‘dissolved’ or ‘abolished’.

However, Sri Aurobindo does not consider the ‘mind’ to be the summit of the individual and that its sole destiny is to get itself dissolved. He believes in an evolution of consciousness beyond the mind and en-route the Absolute, a whole hierarchy of cognitive fields surpassing the ordinary mind can manifest. The ordinary mind need not be dissolved but can evolve so that ‘higher than mental’ ranges capable of progressively manifesting the Absolute becomes a ‘tangible’ reality. Thus, dissolution of the individual in the Absolute Reality is replaced by a manifestation of the Absolute Reality in the evolved individual consciousness. 

The Metaphysical contradiction of the Illusionist model 
Sri Aurobindo is very clear and bold in his metaphysical approach to Illusionism and is very explicit in exposing its self-contradictory stand-point. If ‘illumination’ of consciousness necessitates ‘dissolution’ of the individual, then the world will always remain a cruel ordeal of darkness, death and suffering!

‘It is so that ascetic philosophy tends to conceive it. But individual salvation can have no real sense if existence in the cosmos is itself an illusion. In the Monistic view the individual soul is one with the Supreme, its sense of separateness an ignorance, escape from the sense of separateness  and identity  with the Supreme its salvation. But who then profits by this escape? Not the supreme Self, for it is supposed to be always and inalienably free, still, silent, pure. Not the world, for that remains constantly in the bondage and is not freed by the escape of any individual soul from the universal Illusion. It is the individual soul itself which effects its supreme good by escaping from the sorrow and the division into the peace and the bliss. There would seem then to be some kind of reality of the individual soul as distinct from the world and from the Supreme even in the event of freedom and illumination. But for the Illusionist the individual soul is an illusion and non-existent except in the inexplicable mystery of Maya. Therefore we arrive at the escape of an illusory non-existent soul from an illusory non-existent bondage in an illusory non-existent world as the supreme good which that non-existent soul has to pursue! For this is the last word of the Knowledge, ‘There is none bound, none freed, none seeking to be free.’    (Sri Aurobindo, The Life Divine, Pg. 45.)

In fact, Sri Aurobindo asserts that the world is not illusory but our present perception of it is ignorant and therefore, the world ‘as seen by us’ can be described  an illusion. ‘So far the Maya idea is true. But if we see the world as it really is, a partial and developing manifestation of Brahman, then it can no longer be described as an illusion  …… 

(Letters on Yoga, Tome One,1969 ed. Pg. 46)

Conflict resolution:


Sri Aurobindo has not undertaken this whole exercise of denoting the limitations of Illusionism merely for the sake of a debate. He has no scores to settle with the proponents of Illusionism. His whole point in raising this issue has two cardinal objectives:

(1) Firstly, He wants to establish ‘Transformation’ as a Key-theme in His Yoga. In the Indian spiritual tradition, ‘Liberation’ was the Key- theme – a concept that gave birth to the idea that to experience Reality, it is necessary to be ‘liberated’ from the  imperfection of earthly existence. Sri Aurobindo intends to manifest Reality by ‘transformation’ of the imperfect earthly existence. 

(2) Secondly, He wants  to change the paradigm of ‘liberation’. Traditionally, liberation signified  a  dissolution of the individual in the Absolute.  Sri Aurobindo uses the term ‘liberation’ specifically for ‘dissolution’ of the ‘individual ego’ rather than the individual himself. 

Why was such a simple solution not forwarded before? Simply because so long, a dissolution of the ‘ego’ implied a disappearance of the ego-bound  ‘personality’ in the ‘experiential’ vastness of the ego- transcending  ‘impersonality’. But Sri Aurobindo favours the continuation of the ‘illumined’ individual in the world-play.  Traditionally, ‘illumination’ meant a dissolution of the ego and hence of the personality. As this was incompatible with existence, the theory of illusionism triumphed. Hence, Sri Aurobindo had to give a different solution. If the individual has to continue in the world and yet be liberated from his ‘ego’, then the ‘ego’ must be replaced by an integrated, harmonious, beyond–ego principle. In fact, this ‘fourth – dimensional principle’ replaces the ego to allow illumined individuals to  continue in the world–play. This is a difficult endeavour but brings  a new orientation to psychology. In fact, one of the main contributions of Integral Yoga Psychology to the world at large is the concept and technique of replacing the ego by the beyond–ego principle (termed in Integral Yoga as the Psychic Being), a phenomenon that will be gradually revealed in The Life Divine.  

If existence (that includes the Individual as well as the Cosmos) is an illusion and liberation from existence is the destiny of the individual, then there is no meaning to human life. Sri Aurobindo rejects the illusory view of existence and replaces the concept of liberation by ‘Transformation’ to reinstate the meaning of life in terms that are positive, veridical, evolutionary and fulfilling:

At last I find a meaning of soul’s birth 

Into this universe terrible and sweet, 

I who have felt the hungry heart of earth

Aspiring beyond heaven to Krishna’s feet.

I have seen the beauty of immortal eyes, 


And heard the passion of the Lover’s flute,

And known a deathless ecstasy’s surprise

And sorrow in my heart for ever mute. 

Nearer and nearer now the music draws,

Life shudders with a strange felicity;


All Nature is a wide enamoured pause



Hoping her lord to touch, to clasp, to be.


For this one moment lived the ages past;


The world now throbs fulfilled in me at last. 

(Sri Aurobindo Collected Poems, Pg.150)

