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Philosophies of Evolution 

After Darwin, many efforts were made to place evolution in a larger context than that of 
natural selection with its Spencerian overtones. This led to the revival of evolutionary cos-
mology, which is an attempt to account for the universe as a whole in terms of the idea of 
evolution. “Evolution” means an unrolling or unfolding in an orderly process of develop-
ment through successive stages to a more integrated whole. As used in science, it con-
notes little more than a mechanical change from simple to complex forms. But the term 
also describes developmental theories of life and consciousness, suggesting an inner po-
tential moving toward some further result or goal. Consequently, it already carries a tele-
ological sense that makes its application to the process of natural selection questionable. 
There is an ambiguity in the meaning of evolution that contributes to widespread misun-
derstanding of its import. Besides a purely Darwinian picture of complex speciation 
rising out of primordial slime, it can also suggest the cumulative descent of divinity in a 
succession of advancing organic forms. We will address this in greater detail later in this 
chapter. 

Philosophically, evolution implies an energetic universe developing in time. Many cos-
mologies could account for this, but the scientific situation is more restricted. Biologists 
are primarily interested in the mechanisms responsible for the appearance of new spe-
cies of living things on earth. Darwin’s idea of natural selection is one kind of mechan-
ism, but it is far from a cosmological theory. Whether or not its limited successes in 
biology justify the application of a non-teleological philosophy to the entire universe de-

1	 Republished with permission. © 2006 Robert M. Kleinman. (Some references to other 
chapters of the book are omitted from this excerpt.) 
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pends upon how committed we are to a materialistic worldview. 

Darwinists find materialism a useful hypothesis for pursuing biological research. They 
are fascinated by the endless proliferation of life-forms that Nature seems to produce so 
indiscriminately. Darwin himself became lyrical over a “tangled bank” in the woods: 

It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, 
with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms 
crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed 
forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a 
manner, have all been produced by laws acting around us.2 

In a materialistic worldview, “Nature” is merely a metaphor for the natural world around 
us. But it can also be viewed as an aspect of the Great Mother, who looms so large in 
mythical cosmology. In the guise of Mother Nature, she is charged specifically with the 
evolution of life on earth. Her manner, however, has been tentative and experimental; 
she evidently enjoys the play of possibilities in the proliferation of life, while caring little 
about the macabre consequences of the struggle for existence. The meandering ways of 
Nature lead into many blind alleys, which are eliminated when they can no longer adapt 
successfully. One would not expect to discover unambiguous evidence of an evolutionary 
purpose by paying exclusive attention to her whimsical play with the transformations of 
species. 

A deeper search is necessary if we wish to find a teleological factor at work in evolution. 
To begin with, the scope of evolution must be broadened to include more than a biologic-
al interest in the mutability of species. Matter, Life, and Mind are the general categories 
of philosophical discourse about evolution. They designate the basic principles being 
employed in the philosophies of evolution we are about to examine. Although some 
philosophers maintain that they are mere abstractions from experience, this ignores 
their role as effective powers acting in the world. As Sri Aurobindo points out in an early 
essay, “Not Matter alone, but Life and Mind working upon Matter help to determine 
evolution.”3 He continues: 

Thus the whole view of Evolution begins to change. Instead of a mechanical, gradual, ri-
gid evolution out of indeterminate Matter by Nature-Force we move towards the percep-
tion of a conscious, supple, flexible, intensely surprising and constantly dramatic 
evolution by a superconscient Knowledge which reveals things in Matter, Life and Mind 
out of the unfathomable Inconscient from which they rise.4 

Anyone of these categories can be taken as a fundamental principle in the development 
of evolutionary cosmology. Darwinists prefer to assume that living things evolved out of 
primordial Matter, but some philosophers seek to avoid the materialistic implications of 
Darwinism by finding cosmic roles for Life and Mind in the universe. 

2	 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection: Or the Preservation of Fa-
voured Races in the Struggle for Life (London, 1947), p. 462. 

3	 Sri Aurobindo, Evolution, Sri Aurobindo Birth Centenary Library (SABCL), Vol. 16, p. 230. 

4	 Ibid., pp. 230-231. 
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Speculative cosmological theories about an evolving universe can be divided into two 
classes. One class consists of materialistic theories that exemplify a mechanistic account 
of natural processes. They include Spencer’s evolutionary ideas as well as others, like 
those professed by the German biologist Ernst Haeckel, who published an immensely 
popular book, Die Welträtsel (The Riddle of the Universe), in 1899.5 The other class is made 
up of various types of nonmechanistic theories that attempt to account for evolution in 
less materialistic terms. After reviewing several of these theories, we will consider Sri 
Aurobindo’s markedly different view of evolution. Nonmechanistic philosophies of evol-
ution were developed by Henri Bergson, Samuel Alexander, and Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin in the first half of the twentieth century. All three accept evolution as a fact, but 
differ in regard to its interpretation. They represent a new and more comprehensive 
form of cosmology based on the idea of evolution rather than the laws of physics. Al-
though each enjoyed a brief period of popularity, none gained widespread philosophical 
approval. In passing, note that a comprehensive evolutionary cosmology allows the laws 
of physics to change with time, since they would then be subordinate to the principle of 
evolution. These laws may be viewed as conditions required for maximum variety and 
complexity to evolve in the universe. 

Creative Evolution 

The French philosopher Bergson offered a theory of creative evolution based on the idea of 
a cosmic life force, or vital impulse (élan vital), which is driving the universe forward in 
an ever-growing complexity of forms.6 It reveals itself dynamically in living things, spur-
ring the evolution of instinct and intelligence in them. Contrary to Darwinism, he sees 
evolution as a creative process continually producing new forms in a spontaneous and 
unpredictable way. Life improvises as it goes, its action being comparable to a rocket 
bursting into numerous sparks whose spent cinders fall back as dead matter. In this way, 
matter is a product of the life force, counteracting its upward thrust with a downward 
inertial tendency. For Bergson, the universe is a continuous, nonrepetitive movement of 
life without any static background or ultimate purpose. Life is identified with pure dura-
tion and can only be known through intuitive feeling. Intuition is opposed to intellect, 
which cuts reality into pieces and is unable to grasp the world as a continuous whole. 
Only intuition, a kind of intellectual sympathy, can enter into the inexpressible heart of 
things and identify with the pure flow of duration. 

Bergson rejects teleology as well as mechanism, because he interprets the former in a fi-
nalistic sense: the end determines the direction of evolution. Since both teleology and 
mechanism are deterministic for him, determination by the future (finalism) is just as re-
strictive as determination by the past (mechanism). If mechanism and teleology are both 
deterministic, then no scope would remain for freedom and novelty in the world. 
Bergson dismisses them both in favor of his idea of creative evolution. In his view, evolu-

5 There is an English translation by Joseph McCabe (New York and London, 1900). 

6 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution. Tr. Arthur Mitchell (New York, 1911). 
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tion is a continuous march toward novel creations which are not determined by either 
the past or the future. But, again, finalism is only one way of interpreting teleology. An 
end or purpose need not be something imposed on the universe from outside. Even an 
internal purpose does not imply absolute necessity; on the contrary, it can suggest that 
some orderly nonmechanical process of development is at work in the world. Change 
without any ordering principle is nothing more than an indiscriminate display of energy 
that leads nowhere. Thus, Bergson’s attempt to introduce pure freedom and spontaneity 
into the evolutionary process fails to offer a reasonable alternative to Darwinian mech-
anistic ideas. But his theory stresses that evolution is a cumulative process inherent in 
time itself. He sees reality as the steady advance of the élan vital involving perpetual nov-
elty rather than mechanical repetition. While his universe lacks a universal purpose to 
guide it, ample room remains for the attainment of lesser goals in Life’s blind, unquench-
able thirst for fulfillment. 

Emergent Evolutionism 

Another attempt to develop a nonmechanistic theory of evolution was the emergent evol-
utionism of the English philosopher Samuel Alexander. He presented his ideas in a 
massive book entitled Space, Time and Deity.7 Alexander called the ultimate reality “Space-
Time,” arguing that space and time are interdependent and cannot exist as separate en-
tities. This original cosmic stuff is prior to matter, being identified with pure motion. 
Matter is composed of motions made up of the point-instants of Space-Time. Matter, Life, 
and Mind are universal qualities that emerge successively from Space-Time, influenced 
by a creative urge (Nisus) that carries the universe upward through various emergent 
levels. Evolution is expected to continue beyond Mind to a higher level called “Deity.” 
This is a relative term, however, since it always refers to the next level that is still to 
emerge. Just what quality Deity will possess is unpredictable before it appears. Each 
emergent quality in evolution is the result of the complexities attained at the previous 
level, but cannot be reduced to it. There is therefore a discontinuity among the levels 
that renders new qualities genuinely novel; this is the meaning of “emergent evolution,” 
which stands in sharp contrast to Darwinian mechanism. 

Emergence of a new quality in the universe is not the direct outcome of preceding condi-
tions but an entirely unanticipated event that seems to render evolution inexplicable. 
For Alexander, the process is said to begin with Space-Time, the basic stuff of reality, 
though devoid of life and consciousness. How then shall we understand the emergence 
of higher principles like Life and Mind from it? Alexander’s conception of Nisus as an 
evolutionary urge inherent in Space-Time is also suspect. Their relationship is not clear, 
since an insentient reality like Space-Time could not have creative urges. Alexander thus 
does not account for the mysterious Nisus that is supposedly responsible for evolution. 
The failure to offer an explanation for the discontinuous jumps between successive 
levels seems to admit an irrational element into his philosophy of evolution. Neverthe-

7	 Samuel Alexander, Space, Time and Deity: The Gifford Lectures at Glasgow 1916-1918 (New York, 
1966). 
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less, he raised an important issue with the conception of an evolutionary progression 
that does not end with the emergence of Mind in the universe. 

Evolutionary Theism 

Our last example of a nonmechanistic theory is the type of evolutionary theism found in 
the writings of Teilhard de Chardin.8 He was not a professional philosopher like Bergson 
and Alexander, but a paleontologist and Catholic priest. This dual vocation led him to a 
lifelong endeavor to reconcile the claims of biology and Christianity in an all-embracing 
evolutionary synthesis. He accepted evolution as a fundamental fact, while differing 
from Darwinism by claiming that everything in the universe has dual aspects, the inner 
psychic and the external material. Accordingly, there is an evolution of consciousness 
going on simultaneously with physical evolution. The entire universe, from elementary 
particles to man, is governed by a “law of complexification” that carries it in the direc-
tion of greater complexity and increasing consciousness. 

Like Bergson, he saw a special nonmechanical agency at work in evolution, which he 
called “radial energy.” It is an internal psychic force that intensifies with the develop-
ment of more complex forms. Radial energy causes things to become more integrated, 
both “within” and “without,” being responsible for the major transitions from matter to 
life and mind. When a physical system becomes more highly organized, its psychic in-
terior will be more fully developed. Man is the most recent form to appear in the evolu-
tionary progression of nature. His capacity for self-conscious thought and the formation 
of cultures has added a new layer to the earth’s ambiance — the “noosphere,” or layer of 
reflective thought. The noosphere is a unique environment that sets man apart from 
other creatures, characterizing the “phenomenon of man.” Through the noosphere, all 
human societies are projected to unite in a single world culture. 

Teilhard believed that evolution converges toward a point called “Omega” where it 
reaches its final goal. The “Omega Point” is a mystical concept, but it is not wholly un-
worldly, since the physical and the psychic aspects of the universe are inseparable. 
Omega is the focal point of their convergence, corresponding to God in so far as it de-
termines the direction of cosmic evolution. The process is orthogenetic, though not in a 
finalistic sense, because Teilhard makes some allowance for chance events. The culmina-
tion will be reached when all individuals unite in a single community through love. He 
invests his vision with religious significance by identifying it as the “Divine Milieu,” dur-
ing which the spirit of the “Cosmic Christ” becomes fully manifested in the universe. In 
this way, he hoped to unite his personal religious convictions with science. 

Teilhard’s interpretation of evolution — a view he hoped to ground in science — fails to 
connect with mainstream scientific practice, which knows nothing of a psychic interior 
of physical matter. Ideas like “radial energy” and the “Omega Point” seem to be more fic-

8 The fundamental exposition of his ideas is The Phenomenon of Man (New York, 1959). Other 
writings, such as The Divine Milieu (New York, 1957) and The Future of Man (New York, 1964), 
fill out his evolutionary vision. 
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tion than science. They may have been intended to support his belief that the scientific 
view of evolution was not in conflict with Catholic theology. On the religious side, 
however, there was some uneasiness about Teilhard’s emphasis upon God as the end 
(Omega) of cosmic history rather than its initiator (Alpha). His ideas also conflicted with 
theological dogmas regarding the fall of man and original sin. As a consequence, they 
were not widely accepted in orthodox Catholic circles. Teilhard’s vision of an evolving 
universe remains purely speculative without having much support from either science 
or theology. But his optimistic faith in the future progress of humanity is praiseworthy 
and still has many avid adherents. 

The work of Jean Gebser, particularly in The Ever-Present Origin, goes even farther than 
Teilhard in stressing the emergence of a new type of consciousness on earth.9 According 
to Gebser, humanity advances culturally through successive stages, or “mutations,” to-
ward an arational and aperspectival integral consciousness. This is not conceived as a 
linear progression in which later stages replace earlier ones. Instead, the successive 
stages are cumulative, representing comprehensive integrations of all that preceded 
them. The various mutations through which humanity passes are regarded as partial 
manifestations of a single “ever-present origin.” 

Gebser was concerned with a detailed examination of the different structures of con-
sciousness rather than with cosmology per se. He supported his thesis by a wealth of ety-
mological, literary, and artistic evidence. Although his book displays remarkable 
originality and penetrative insight, it is only tangential to our present concern with cos-
mology. To recapitulate: the heart of cosmology is a distinctive mode of awareness iden-
tified by Sri Aurobindo as cosmic consciousness, which permeates all four faces of the 
universe. 

Sri Aurobindo 

The evolutionary cosmologies just considered are the speculative philosophical theories 
of individual thinkers who stretched their mental powers as far as they could. We now 
examine a different kind of evolutionary vision derived from spiritual resources ordinar-
ily unavailable to philosophers. It originates with Sri Aurobindo, whose multifaceted 
genius makes it impossible to classify him in conventional scholarly terms. He was not a 
philosopher, yet in The Life Divine he wrote an elaborate philosophical treatise on evolu-
tion. Not a scientist, his approach to the yogic life was nonetheless scientific in spirit. He 
was, though, a poet of extraordinary ability who wrote a magnificent epic poem, Savitri. 
Cosmology was a fraction of his enormous output, but it provides a broad context for un-
derstanding his treatment of evolutionary transformation. 

Sri Aurobindo saw evolution as a spiritual process having as its goal the transformation 
of our present existence into a divine life. In his view, earth is a unique scene for the 
emergence of divinity from its encasement in matter.10 It is important to emphasize at 
the outset that this was not the result of mere speculation. It was rather the outcome of 

9 Jean Gebser, The Ever-Present Origin (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1985). 
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a lifetime devoted to an intensive investigation of the nature of consciousness. Although 
his vision of an evolving universe holds its own as a purely philosophical theory, to re-
duce him to a philosopher would miss Sri Aurobindo’s status as a great seer and fully ac-
complished yogi. His spiritual collaborator and compeer, the Mother, was instrumental in 
giving a practical focus to his vision. Following an earlier meeting in Pondicherry, she 
joined him there permanently in 1920. Subsequently, she organized the Sri Aurobindo 
Ashram to accommodate a growing number of aspirants from allover the world. Her col-
lected works are a spiritual treasury and present pragmatic insights into the practice of 
transformative yoga.11 

Sri Aurobindo was born in India in 1872, but was sent to England as a child to be edu-
cated in English schools. He studied classical literature at Cambridge University, winning 
prizes in poetry and passing examinations with high honors. While in England, he famili-
arized himself with the cultural achievements of Western civilization. After leaving Cam-
bridge, he returned to India and began a serious study of Indian culture. From the 
moment of his arrival there, a deep peace descended upon him; a great love for India 
blossomed. Later, Sri Aurobindo became a leader in the nationalist movement for inde-
pendence from British rule.12 He took up yoga as a means of gaining inner strength for 
his political work. Under the direction of a teacher named Lele, he quickly realized Nir-
vana, the experience of the Silent Brahman of Vedanta. This established him in a tran-
scendent consciousness that never left him thereafter. But it was only a beginning, 
leading ultimately to the working out of a new yoga of human and world transformation. 

During a year of imprisonment by the British for his revolutionary activities, he had a 
powerful realization of the Cosmic Divine. This convinced him that the achievement of 
Indian independence was only part of a larger work to be done. Released from prison, he 
eventually settled in the French colony of Pondicherry on the Bay of Bengal, where he 
remained for the rest of his life. In Pondicherry, he originated the unique form of yoga 
that led him to an understanding of spiritual evolution and the writing of his major 
works.13 

10 Philosophers sometimes argue that it is logically impossible for eternal being to change. This 
presupposes that the Infinite is limited by the terms of our mental logic. It may be that in 
the Infinite, apparent contradictories are really complementary. From this perspective, it 
could not only change but also evolve without losing its eternal nature. Evolution could be 
the result of an inherent power of self-concealment and rediscovery. 

11 The Mother undertook the practical fulfillment of Sri Aurobindo’s vision for the future of 
mankind. Her writings throw light on every aspect of life and yoga. See the Collected Works of 
the Mother (17 Volumes, Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust, 1985). 

12 This was before Gandhi arrived to lead India to freedom from British domination. Gandhi be-
came immersed in the political struggle, but did not foresee the larger implications of Indian 
independence for the spiritual destiny of the world. 

13 A convenient short biography that presents the salient features of his life is Peter Heehs, Sri 
Aurobindo: A Brief Biography (Delhi, 1989). For an authentic appreciation of his work by a lead-
ing disciple, see M.P. Pandit, Sri Aurobindo (The Builders of Indian Philosophy Series), Pondi-
cherry, 1998. 
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In 1914, Sri Aurobindo began a monthly journal, Arya, in which the substance of his later 
books first appeared. Some of this work was concerned with the civilization of ancient 
India. In Foundations of Indian Culture, he reviewed the whole range of traditional Indian 
religion, art, literature, and politics from a spiritual point of view. Besides this, he wrote 
a brilliant exposition of the Bhagavad Gītā (Essays on the Gita), as well as translations and 
commentaries on several Upanishads. He made a careful study of the Ṛg Veda, the foun-
tainhead of Indian culture, translating many of its hymns into English and offering an il-
luminative interpretation of their mystical content.14 In addition, he achieved a 
masterful integration of the traditional yogic disciplines of India in The Synthesis of Yoga. 
Yoga was for him the practical basis for integrating spirit and matter on earth, rather 
than only a means for liberating the soul. Other books, such as The Human Cycle and The 
Ideal of Human Unity, were devoted to an examination of the development of human soci-
ety and its progress toward world unity. In The Future Poetry, he considered the role of po-
etry as an effective instrument for the evolution of the soul. Noteworthy among his 
shorter works are The Mother, describing the four powers and personalities of the Divine 
Mother, and The Supramental Manifestation upon Earth (published in America as The Mind of 
Light), a series of articles exploring the possibility of a perfected humanity evolving prior 
to the manifestation of a supramental being. 

The two books that best express his comprehensive approach to the universe are The Life 
Divine and his epic poem Savitri. In The Life Divine, he presents a synthesis of the philo-
sophical systems of East and West based upon the idea of spiritual evolution. This he 
founded on an inspired vision of the divine nature of existence. The culmination of his 
enormous literary output was Savitri, which infused a sustained intensity and profound 
spirituality into the traditional form of the epic. The poem runs into nearly 24,000 lines 
of blank verse. After 1926, Sri Aurobindo gave increasing attention to its composition, re-
vising it over and over whenever possible to match his deepening realizations. He also 
answered innumerable letters daily, for hours at a stretch, regarding all aspects of spir-
itual life. Our concern in this chapter is with the vision of evolution that he developed in 
The Life Divine. 

The Life Divine 

Sri Aurobindo’s magnum opus, The Life Divine, is an involved and complex work with a 
clear methodology. He presents a series of topics in the context of a developing argu-
ment, examines several viewpoints relating to each topic, and always concludes with his 
own position. Since he summarizes each perspective fairly and convincingly, we must 
distinguish his view from the others. A favorite ploy of philosophers for solving difficult 
problems is to offer a solution that logically eliminates possible alternatives. But rather 
than cut the Gordian Knot in this way, Sri Aurobindo carefully unravels its various 
strands. He then integrates the partial truths they represent into a more comprehensive 
synthesis. His purpose was not to add one more theory to those already available but to 

14 In particular, see The Secret of the Veda and Hymns to the Mystic Fire (SABCL, Volumes 10 and 
11). 
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deepen our understanding of the destiny of the soul (psychic being) and explain how we 
can continue to evolve. A final statement of his thought comes in the last six chapters, 
after a long winding development like the course of evolution he describes. In these 
chapters, Sri Aurobindo emphasizes that a divine life is a life lived in and for the Divine 
and that spiritual evolution must take place in this world. 

The first chapter of The Life Divine sounds the keynote for everything that follows. It mer-
its our careful attention because the general principles introduced are developed more 
fully later in the book. Chapter I, “The Human Aspiration,” begins with a reference to the 
age-old longing of the human spirit for a more perfect life on earth: 

The earliest preoccupation of man in his awakened thoughts and, as it seems, his inevit-
able and ultimate preoccupation,— for it survives the longest periods of scepticism and 
returns after every banishment,— is also the highest which his thought can envisage. It 
manifests itself in the divination of Godhead, the impulse towards perfection, the search 
after pure Truth and unmixed Bliss, the sense of a secret immortality.15 

Sri Aurobindo points out that, even though these ideals seem to contradict our normal 
experience, they can be realized by an evolutionary manifestation of Spirit in Matter. 
Nature’s method is to seek harmony among opposing forces: the greater the apparent 
discords, the more they act as a spur toward more subtle and powerful harmonies. But if 
evolution is the means for achieving this, there must be something deeper that lies be-
hind it: 

We speak of the evolution of Life in Matter, the evolution of Mind in Matter; but evolu-
tion is a word which merely states the phenomenon without explaining it. For there 
seems to be no reason why Life should evolve out of material elements or Mind out of liv-
ing form, unless we accept the Vedantic solution that Life is already involved in Matter 
and Mind in Life because in essence Matter is a form of veiled Life, Life a form of veiled 
Consciousness. And then there seems to be little objection to a farther step in the series 
and the admission that mental consciousness may itself be only a form and a veil of high-
er states which are beyond Mind.16 

The reference to higher states beyond Mind is significant, since evolution proceeds in 
this direction. The text continues: “For if evolution is the progressive manifestation by 
Nature of that which slept or worked in her, involved, it is also the overt realisation of 
that which she secretly is.”17 To seek the greater manifestation of divinity in this world is 
what Sri Aurobindo considers to be our highest and most legitimate end. Since “the 
secret will of the Great Mother” will not allow us as a race to reject the evolutionary 
struggle, it is better to accept our destiny in the clear light of reason than to be driven by 
blind instinct. The chapter ends with a reference to a supramental status of being, which 
is identified as the goal toward which we should aspire: 

15 Sri Aurobindo, The Life Di


16 Ibid., p. 3. 


17 Ibid., p. 4.


1.vine, SABCL, Vol. 18, p. 
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For it is likely that such is the next higher state of consciousness of which Mind is only a 
form and veil, and through the splendours of that light may lie the path of our progress-
ive self-enlargement into whatever highest state is humanity’s ultimate resting-place.18 

The rest of The Life Divine works out the details of this vision. Our focus is on three topics 
comprising the essential features of Sri Aurobindo’s vision of evolution. They are cre-
ation and evolution, the principles of being, and spiritual evolution. 

Creation and Evolution 

Sri Aurobindo arrived at the metaphysical principles necessary for understanding evolu-
tion by a yoga that took him deep within the so-called “unconscious” of the psycholo-
gists, which he found to be actually full of consciousness. His yogic experiences revealed 
the complex structure of our inner being and reaffirmed the Vedantic conception of the 
Self recorded in the Upanishads.19 The ancient seers had extended subjective knowledge 
of the Self to include the universe in accordance with their intuition of the correspond-
ence between the macrocosm and the microcosm.20 As we saw in Chapters II and III, this 
intuition was the original source of creation myths that trace the beginning of the world 
back to an unmanifested darkness veiling the divine source of things: 

Darkness = Unmanifested Reality 

Light = Manifested Universe 

In Genesis, for example, God said: “Let there be light,” but he remained hidden in the 
darkness above. Similarly, the Stanzas of Dzyan refer to the unmanifested status of abso-
lute Being as the “Night of the Universe.” Both of these myths imply an intangible 
boundary separating the darkness from the light. In reality, there is no darkness above, 
just as there is no darkness for the sun, which is shining even when hidden from us. This 
suggests that consciousness always exists everywhere, though we may not be aware of it, 
because in myth light represents consciousness and darkness unconsciousness.21 Sri 
Aurobindo turns the relationship between light and darkness around by putting the light 
(identified with Consciousness) above the darkness representing Matter: 

Light = Consciousness 

Darkness = Matter 

18 Ibid., p. 5. This is especially the case for vijñāna, a concept mentioned but not fully developed 
in Vedantic texts. Sri Aurobindo often equates it with Supermind (see below). 

irī iṣ ( -
‒

19 For example, see the doctrine of the five sheaths in the Taitt ya Upan ad Swami Nikhil
ananda, The Upanishads, Vol. IV, pp. 39 50). This culminates in the upanishadic identification 
of Atman and Brahman. 

20 Ibid., pp. 67-74. 

21 The relation between light and consciousness is not arbitrary, for both are self-revealing. 
This suggests their underlying connection. 



211 KLEINMAN : PHILOSOPHIES OF EVOLUTION (BOOK EXCERPT) 

He also discovered (or had revealed to him) something else about this spiritual light that 
seems never to have been noticed before. In his view, light is pressing down into the world in 
response to an aspiration from the darkness below. The fullness of Spirit manifests gradually 
in an evolutionary advance with many turnings, but moves forward and upward beyond 
the previously attained stages. 

Evolution is better represented by a spiral rather than the straightforward linear pro-
gression that is generally supposed. For there are exploratory byways that diverge from 
the main course, and also many returns to take up what was left behind by the upsurge 
of a new leap forward. Anything ready to be assimilated at a given stage will be lifted up 
to a higher level. In this kind of evolution, a descent of Spirit into its apparent opposite 
(Matter) leaves nothing completely untransformed. A gradual unfoldment is necessary, 
since an immediate descent of the infinite light would shatter the material foundation in 
which it is to be manifested.22 With the advent of life, evolution became a ruthless and 
bloody affair so violent that the mind recoils from it in horror. The Victorian poet 
Tennyson expressed it as “Nature, red in tooth and claw.”23 He tried to reconcile this 
grim view of nature with faith in a loving Creator, but failed to penetrate into the deeper 
roots of the mystery: 

What hope of answer, or redress? 
Behind the veil, behind the veil.24 

We are faced with a grisly spectacle of the immense struggle and untold suffering that 
life has undergone in the long course of its evolution on earth. In Sri Aurobindo’s view, 
creation is the free play of divine delight and needs no justification for its action. Still, if 
evolution is the unfoldment of a Divine Reality, it should not be an arbitrary movement 
without a goal. Mind and life are limited principles, and neither of them could be the fi-
nal goal of spiritual evolution. No mental attempt to justify suffering can remove all of 
the problems it raises, but mind is not the ultimate arbiter of truth in these matters. 
Only the power of Divine Knowledge, conscious of the total truth, could remove the last 
vestiges of mystery underlying the world-process. 

Nevertheless, we may ask how evolution is related to creation. Sri Aurobindo suggests 
that “a Consciousness-Force, everywhere inherent in Existence, acting even when con-
cealed, is the creator of the worlds, the occult secret of Nature.”25 Evolution must then be 
part of a continuous act of creation that is producing higher forms of being. Creation and 
evolution, far from being antagonistic, are really complementary means for fulfilling the 
divine purpose. Contrary to the views of contemporary “creationists” and 
“evolutionists,” they are not wholly different processes. Evolution continues the act of 

22 Compare the story of Zeus and Semele in Greek mythology. 

23 Alfred Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam, Section 56. The Selected Poetry of Tennyson, edited, with an 
introduction, by Douglas Bush (New York, 1951), p. 182. 

24 Ibid., p. 183. The “veil” is most likely a reference to the Saitic Isis, who is alluded to several 
times in Tennyson’s writings. 

25 Sri Aurobindo, The Life Divine, SABCL, Vol. 18, p. 295. 
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creation, for Spirit first becomes absorbed in an abysmal inconscience and then re-
emerges to discover itself in sequential fashion. All the powers of the Divine are manifes-
ted in this way. Evolution follows from the involution of higher principles into matter, 
instead of being the blind natural process presupposed by Darwin. The movement is not 
arbitrary or haphazard, since it develops in an orderly manner by reversing the path of 
involution. Instead of being restricted to a momentary act at the beginning of the world, 
creation is a continuous process of divine manifestation in which we are all taking part. 
Sri Aurobindo sums up the whole conception: 

The manifestation of the Being in our universe takes the shape of an involution which is 
the starting-point of an evolution,— Matter the nethermost stage, Spirit the summit. . . . 
In the descent into the material plane of which our natural life is a product, the lapse cul-
minates in a total Inconscience out of which an involved Being and Consciousness have 
to emerge by a gradual evolution.26 

The manifestation of Spirit is being brought to a focus on earth, which is viewed as a mi-
crocosm where the evolutionary impulse is now pressing forward. But to understand this 
process more fully, the essential principles operating in it must be clearly identified. For 
this purpose, Being can be imagined as a great sphere containing them. 

The Principles of Being 

According to Sri Aurobindo, Being is divisible into two hemispheres, the upper hemi-
sphere representing Spirit and the lower, Matter. The terms ”Spirit“ and ”Matter“ are 
employed as general categories to designate the major divisions of Being; they are fur-
ther differentiated into a number of distinct principles. The hemispheres are separated 
by a “Golden Lid.”27 The implied spherical image is an analogue of the linear Chain of Be-
ing found in traditional cosmology, without the suggestion implicit in the latter that the 
material world is an inferior form of existence. In Sri Aurobindo’s view, even Matter is 
implicitly divine, being an aspect of Spirit. The Golden Lid consists of spiritual light, 
which is massed at the interface between the two hemispheres and effectively covers 
what exists above it. Consequently, there is an intensely bright boundary between the 
manifested universe and the transcendent realms that have yet to become organized in 
matter. As evolution ascends from below, the Golden Lid will gradually open to a down-
ward flow of light into the darkness, eventually uniting the two hemispheres in a lumin-
ous sea of Consciousness. In our present condition, we cannot penetrate beyond the Lid 
into the upper regions without losing contact with the lower hemisphere, but evolution 
is bringing the light down into the material darkness in the course of time. 

There is a graded series of principles, four transcendent above the Golden Lid and three 
cosmic levels below it. The transcendent principles are Existence, Consciousness-Force, 
Bliss (or Delight), and Supermind. They are essentially one infinite and eternal Con-

26 Sri Aurobindo, The Life Di

27 “The face of Truth is covered with a brilliant golden lid [hiraṇyamaya pātra].” “Isha Upan-

vine, SABCL, Vol. 19, pp. 662, 663. 

67.ishad,” The Upanishads, SABCL, Vol. 12, p. 



213 KLEINMAN : PHILOSOPHIES OF EVOLUTION (BOOK EXCERPT) 

sciousness, though distinguishable in the successive stages of involution. Each appears in 
turn, while the others are concealed behind it. Existence is the principle that begins the 
series of transformations. As Absolute Being with unlimited possibilities of existing, it is 
comparable to Brahman in Vedantic thought. 

Consciousness-Force emerges next as the creative energy (Śakti) that brings forth the uni-
verse and carries evolution onward through time. This energy functions as the Divine 
Mother bearing and nurturing all beings. Sri Aurobindo calls the concentrated force by 
which Consciousness acts upon itself to create the Universe tapas (“heat”). 

Delight is the third transcendent principle, sustaining the divine play of self-manifesta-
tion in a vast multitude of worlds. In our universe, the divine Lila has taken an evolution-
ary path to cosmic fulfillment. Ordinarily, this principle is identified as the bliss that a 
liberated soul experiences when released from bondage to the world. Thus, the question 
why the universe was brought forth in the first place is left unresolved. Sri Aurobindo 
sees the answer to this question in the context of divine delight manifesting creatively in 
the world. 
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The last principle in the upper hemisphere, Supermind, is the key to Sri Aurobindo’s un-
derstanding of the universe. He gave a great deal of attention to it, because its unique 
status as the link between the upper and lower hemispheres had not been fully recog-
nized before.28 Supermind is the principal source of selection and organization in the 
cosmos. For example, the exquisite harmony and variety of the physical universe, from 
the majestic whirl of the galaxies to the minutest details of subatomic structure, are 
founded on its action. Without it there could not be an ordered world anywhere. 

Sri Aurobindo distinguishes three poises of the Supermind. They are aspects of one tran-
scendent Consciousness that are necessary to facilitate its deployment in space and time. 
There is a comprehending consciousness holding all things together in their potentialities, 
an apprehending consciousness by which consciousness contemplates itself from multiple 
centers without losing its awareness of their unity, and a projecting consciousness through 
which it becomes involved in each of them to experience the universe from a variety of 
different standpoints. Realization of their ultimate unity would be the fulfillment, as well 
as the foundation, of the cosmic process. In essence, the delight of divine play would be 
the object of it all. Significantly, he likens this to what takes place imaginatively in a po-
et’s mind. The latter contains various mental images of things, sees their mutual rela-
tions with one another, and identifies with them in order to create a unified poem. 

Supermind presides over the course of evolution and also represents an important stage 
in its consummation. It supports the appearance of multiplicity in the universe, while 
holding things together in an interlocking unity. Sri Aurobindo refers to Supermind as 
the supreme “Truth-Consciousness,” or “Real-Idea,” because it comprises both Divine 
Knowledge and Divine Will. This should not be confused with the Intellect, or Universal 
Mind, which was discussed previously. Intellect belongs to the level of the divisive and 
constructive Mind, and lies in the region below the Golden Lid. The delegated light of Su-
permind poised in concentration at the Golden Lid is called Overmind. From there it 
turned away from its divine source, plunging in a series of descending levels into deep-
ening darkness and ignorance.29 

The three cosmic levels of Mind, Life, and Matter exist below the Golden Lid. They be-
long to the lower hemisphere, where Mind and Life have already entered into the evolu-
tion of material forms. These levels are related to the higher spiritual principles, since 
Matter is the inverse of Existence, Life of Conscious-Force, and Mind of Supermind. Mind 

28 References to Supermind are scattered throughout The Life Divine. See especially Chapters 
XIV-XVI, SABCL, Vol. 18, pp. 122‒149. 

29 There is a related story told by the Mother about four great Beings who were emanated at 
the beginning of creation. The sense of possessing tremendous power led each to act inde-
pendently, thus introducing division and disorder into the universe. This mistake was the 
original cause of ignorance and hostility in the material world. To overcome it, a greater con-
sciousness and love had to descend through the intervention of the Divine Mother to help 
bring the world back to its supreme origin in Freedom and Delight (Collected Works of the 
Mother, Vol. 9, pp. 205‒207). Although her story resembles the Kabbalistic myth about Adam 
Kadmon and the breaking of the vessels that necessitated the work of divine restoration, it 
probes more deeply into the roots of the world mystery. 
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and Life exist on their own levels prior to becoming organized in physical matter. Al-
though these levels are not in themselves evolutionary, they play an important role in 
evolution because powers derived from them enter into matter at critical junctures of 
the process.30 At the opposite pole from the Divine is the Inconscient, which lies far be-
low even Matter. It represents the total oblivion, or trance, into which Consciousness 
sinks prior to creation. The Inconscient (as its name implies) conceals Consciousness, 
just as life lies hidden in the seed of a flower; all that exists on the higher levels is latent 
within it. As suggested in Chapter IV, it appears in the equations of physics as the notori-
ous singularity where the laws of physics break down. 

When matter first springs into manifestation in the “big bang,” it is already imbued with 
a dumb, obscure impulse to evolve; though not overtly conscious, its activity is described 
as somnambulistic. Far from being a barren wasteland without redemptive value, as 
maintained in some traditions, it is viewed here as a rich soil prepared for the release of 
hidden potencies in response to the nurturing influences from above. This, incidentally, 
reveals the inner relation between the physical world and the Divine. As we saw earlier, 
neither mythical cosmology nor the traditional view gives a satisfactory account of the 
existence of matter in a world issuing from a higher spiritual principle. Scientific cosmo-
logy, on the other hand, accepts matter as real but cannot derive the psychic cosmos 
from it. In Sri Aurobindo’s vision, matter is a form of Spirit that plays a necessary role in 
the complete manifestation of the Divine. 

Spiritual Evolution 

All of these principles are implicated in the evolution of Spirit on earth. To quote from 
Sri Aurobindo’s description of the process of involution and evolution: 

The Divine descends from pure existence through the play of Consciousness-Force and 
Bliss and the creative medium of Supermind into cosmic being; we ascend from Matter 
through a developing life, soul and mind and the illuminating medium of Supermind to-
wards the divine being. The knot of the two, the higher and the lower hemisphere, is 
where mind and Supermind meet with a veil between them. The rending of the veil is the 
condition of the divine life in humanity; for by that rending, by the illumining descent of 
the higher into the nature of the lower being and the forceful ascent of the lower being 
into the nature of the higher, mind can recover its divine light in the all-comprehending 
Supermind, the soul realise its divine self in the all-possessing all-blissful Ananda, life re-
possess its divine power in the play of omnipotent Conscious-Force and Matter open to 
its divine liberty as a form of the divine Existence.31 

30 According to Sri Aurobindo, there are various mental regions above the ordinary mind but 
beneath Supermind; in ascending order they are Higher Mind, Illumined Mind, Intuition, and 
Overmind. In addition, there is a “subliminal” nature surrounding our surface consciousness 
that is in close contact with the universal typal levels. None of these powers is fully operative 
in our lives at present, though they can act upon us in subtle ways. But this topic belongs 
more to spiritual psychology than to cosmology. 

31 Sri Aurobindo, The Life Divine, SABCL, Vol. 18, pp. 264‒265. 
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The levels above matter are typal (not evolutionary) and each possesses powers charac-
teristic of its own nature. As the evolutionary ascent proceeds, something from the next 
higher level descends into the evolving being and raises it to a new status. The process is 
not a mechanical one, since aspiration to evolve must also be present. This presupposes 
that the potential for the higher is already involved at the lower level. Life descended 
into fertile matter and living organisms were brought forth on earth. Later, mind descen-
ded into a few advanced organisms to engender mental beings (of whom man is now the 
leading representative). In The Supramental Manifestation upon Earth, Sri Aurobindo speaks 
of a “Mind of Light” that is in the process of being manifested. It is a special action of Su-
permind, accessing truth-consciousness but expressing this only in mental terms. 

The outcome of this phase of evolution would be a perfected form of humanity interme-
diate between man as he now is and a fully supramental being. For all of its promise, the 
Mind of Light is only a precursor of the supreme creative and ordering Intelligence be-
hind the cosmos. Evolution has resulted in the appearance of complex forms, from plants 
and animals to human beings, and is projected to extend beyond man to Superman. It 
proceeds from above, though initiated by an aspiration from below; thus it would be 
fruitless to look for biological mechanisms that could account for this development. Sri 
Aurobindo is therefore not really concerned with the biological transformations of spe-
cies, but anticipates the descent of greater powers of Spirit yet to manifest in the uni-
verse.32 

Man is viewed as a transitional form, half-animal and half-divine, on the way to a supra-
mental or gnostic being. The key to his evolution is the soul, or psychic being, for the 
conventional word “soul” is too ambiguous to convey the precise meaning intended. The 
psychic being is the true center of a person’s existence. Everything we experience is 
mirrored in it. Unlike the aggressive ego, it is not involved in the ordinary mix of our 
contacts with the world. While not overtly active, it becomes influential when clearly re-
cognized. Its essence is divine love, which can swallow up the whole world in its vast 
scope. For, according to Sri Aurobindo, the world is the Divine in the act of progressive 
Self-manifestation. Soul is the indispensable means for this, because it is a form of the 
Divine enjoying its own unfolding splendor. 

The psychic being is the true Immortal residing in the secret recesses of the heart. Once 
it has been identified, our awareness begins to widen, eventually embracing the entire 
universe. It is the divine seed in Nature, born into the world to evolve through many 
lives into a fully manifested divinity on earth.33 The vast scale of spiritual evolution im-

32 A question arises as to whether evolution can occur on planets other than our own. Astro-
nomers continue to discover new planets beyond the solar system, and the chances are that 
some of them might harbor life. Where there is life, mechanisms like natural selection will 
no doubt operate to bring about the transformation of species. But spiritual evolution is a dif-
ferent matter, since it requires the presence of the psychic being that comes from the Divine 
itself. According to Sri Aurobindo, this kind of evolution is only taking place on earth. Hence 
the earth still retains a unique status in the cosmos. 

33 There is an inscription on a golden tablet found in an Orphic grave in Petelia, South Italy 
(fourth/third century B.C.E.). The soul is being given instructions about how to proceed on 
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plies repeated rebirths, but the psychic being is much more than a person’s temporary 
personality. In itself it does not go anywhere, though putting forward a succession of differ-
ent personalities by which it evolves. Like a seed, it grows upward by assimilating the ex-
periences of past lives. While we give something of ourselves to it, the soul will 
eventually evolve beyond our human mode of existence. As evolution continues, it will 
outgrow the psychophysical vehicles through which it now functions, acquiring a more 
supple material envelope wholly transparent to the spirit within. There are also reaches 
of consciousness above it that can descend like sunlight when we are prepared to receive 
them. Moreover, the growth experienced as the soul evolves can spark the inner poten-
tial of others as well, since everyone is linked together in an all-embracing unity. 

Soul is hidden within us (though we do not “contain” it), but when its influence is felt in 
our lives an aspiration is awakened to evolve further. It is drawn toward the world, 
where it appears again and again in different guises, moved by a secret will to manifest 
the Divine in resistant and seemingly unconscious matter. Divine delight has infused it-
self into matter as the soul, which is meant to evolve in the world rather than leave it un-
transformed.34 The convoluted march toward transcendence is propelled by cosmic love, 
the sustaining power of our efforts. This is the soul’s love of the universe in which the Di-
vine is manifesting more and more of itself.35 The link between them is love, because the 
soul’s love of the Divine in its multitudinous manifestation is identical with the Divine’s 
delight in its own cosmic form. 

Love resolves the mystery of our existence in an outwardly impersonal world, where life 
sometimes seems doomed to endless frustration and despair. It carries us beyond all 
mental doubts and reservations about who we really are and why we are here. No earthly 
power or nervous recoil can impede its course forever. Delight in manifestation is the ul-

its after-death path in the underworld. When it reaches the holy spring outside Elysium, it is 
advised to tell the guardians of the spring: 

Say, “I am a child of Earth and starry Heaven;

But my race is of Heaven (alone).” 


W.K.C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion: A Study of the Orphic Movement (New York, 1966), 
p. 173. 

34 An interesting parallel to this can be found in the Hermetic treatise, Poimandres, where the 
cosmic Man (Anthropos) saw his Divine Form reflected in Nature and, falling in love with it, 
willed to dwell therein as the soul (Hermetica, edited and translated into English by Walter 
Scott, pp. 121‒122). In the Hermetica, the object is to release the soul so that it can return to 
the Heavenly Realm from which it fell. For Sri Aurobindo, on the other hand, the Divine has 
come into the universe as the soul in order to establish itself here through evolution. 

35 Spinoza, in an entirely different context, had an inkling of the nature of this love. In the Eth-
ics, near the end of a long philosophical exposition on the universe as a single substance, he 
arrived at what he called “the intellectual love of God.” He states: “The intellectual love of the 
mind toward God is the very love with which He loves Himself, not in so far as He is infinite, but in so 
far as He can be manifested through the essence of the human mind, considered under the form of 
eternity. . . that is to say, the intellectual love of the mind toward God is part of the infinite love with 
which God loves Himself.” Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics and On the Improvement of the Understand-
ing (New York, 1955), Part Five, Proposition XXXVI, p. 274. 
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timate raison d’être for the existence of universes, but it is expressed in this one as a cos-
mic play of self-concealment and rediscovery. As for the future, we will have to wait and 
see what takes place, for there are many obstacles still to be worked out, individually and 
collectively. Whatever our destiny may be, Sri Aurobindo reaffirms his vision of spiritual 
evolution in the concluding paragraph of The Life Divine: 

If there is an evolution in material Nature and if it is an evolution of being with con-
sciousness and life as its two key-terms and powers, this fullness of being, fullness of con-
sciousness, fullness of life must be the goal of development towards which we are 
tending and which will manifest at an early or later stage of our destiny. The Self, the 
Spirit, the Reality that is disclosing itself out of the first inconscience of life and matter, 
would evolve its complete truth of being and consciousness in that life and matter. It 
would return to itself,— or, if its end as an individual is to return into its Absolute, it 
could make that return also,— not through a frustration of life but through a spiritual 
completeness of itself in life. Our evolution in the Ignorance with its chequered joy and 
pain of self-discovery and world-discovery, its half-fulfilments, its constant finding and 
missing, is only our first state. It must lead inevitably towards an evolution in the Know-
ledge, a self-finding and self-unfolding of the Spirit, a self-revelation of the Divinity in 
things in that true power of itself in Nature which is to us still a Supernature.36 

At this point, we pass beyond cosmology as presently understood and simply note that 
evolution can happen only in a universe possessing properties that permit it-which is 
another way of stating the anthropic principle. It implies that the laws of physics are 
precisely those necessary at the current stage of cosmic development. This could mean 
either that the universe was deliberately designed to allow evolution to occur, or that the 
singular properties of our universe provided the opportunity for an influx of Spirit into 
Matter. As we saw earlier, this is not an issue that can be finally decided by the mind. 

36 Sri Aurobindo, The Life Divine, SABCL, Vol. 19, pp. 1069‒1070. 





