Lecture 10

Sri Aurobindo and the evolution of consciousness 

At the end of the cycle,1 what I would like to do is review a couple of philosophical questions. The objective of this course is to think about a philosophy of evolution and get some tools for such thinking. A few thinkers, seers, and poets in the last century have compared the goals of poetry, philosophy, and religion and have spoken about poetry and philosophy being very closely aligned with respect to their aims. Those philosophers and poets who speak this way are not the academic philosophers, they are the most creative minds who are most eager to grasp truth and to vivify knowledge. As Whitehead in the beginning of this course put it, their aim is to create the values that give civilization its life and its meaning. Those are the aims of poetry and philosophy at their best, and at other times perhaps mythology and religion, and at others occultism and magic. 

When we speak about the possibility of a philosophy of evolution, we do so because the question of evolution is prominent in our consciousness. The fact that Sri Aurobindo, in the last ten years of his life – after thirty years of his spiritual practice, after his realization of the Overmind – devoted an enormous amount of energy to this question of evolution is exemplary of this trend. As I have said a few times, the new chapters of The Life Divine, written in 1939-40, are all about evolution - from the most structural mechanistic concepts to the most psychological to the most spiritual - in an endeavor to bring the question of evolution to its fullest possible formulation at this stage of human development. One of the important tools we come across in the philosophy of evolution  is these many chapters, about twelve chapters of The Life Divine, that dwell upon this question. What is it? How does it work? Why? Why is nature functioning in this way? So his last writings are an indication that this is a worthwhile endeavor: to learn to think about evolution and to know really what it means. It’s not just a concept in a textbook or magazine, or something that only biologists do in laboratories; it’s an approach to understanding existence. It is a framework for grasping the true meaning of reality, for learning to think correctly, to be conscious on all the levels of our consciousness in a focused, intentional way. 

As Bergson discovered in the early part of the last century, this understanding of reality, and especially this question of evolution, requires the evolution of consciousness. It is not something that is well understood by ordinary mind. It’s something that began to be understood only in the last hundred and fifty years. In the last fifty years, it has taken enormous strides. That is why you read about it in magazines like ‘The Economist’ and ‘National Geographic’ and hear about it in Auroville. It’s not finished in terms of either the understanding of it or the process itself. The philosophy of evolution could therefore be a key to many things, not least of all the revitalization of our civilization, and the unleashing of meaningful creative forces. That was certainly Sri Aurobindo’s idea. By understanding this reality we bring into play new powers of it; we make evolution more conscious of itself by aligning ourselves with its meaning, its value. 

The question of value is paramount in pursuing a philosophy of evolution. What are our values, what is valuable, what is really worthwhile, and what gives it its value? That is one perspective that the question of the philosophy of evolution brings into focus. When we ask this question, the whole range of the human being’s attempt to understand himself comes into view, and that is the subject of philosophy proper. The proper focus of the study and pursuit of philosophy is the human being’s understanding, and so when we study Plato and Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas and Locke and Hume we also are trying to come to terms with questions like, What is knowledge? What is the purpose of life?, How does it work?, How does mind play in this picture?, Where does it come from?, What is its scope? The scope of mind and of life, the functions of matter… how is it that we can become an enlightened vital, physical mind capable of blessing nature and humanity and functioning at this almost extraordinary divine level, in this material envelope, as we have seen the Mother do? The Greeks were interested in that question because there were many mystics in Greek civilization and the idea of dematerializing and rematerializing the body and ascending through all the planes of consciousness and transforming matter were there in the Neo-Platonic schools of thought as well. The idea of Christ was that there could be a kind of human existence that was divine, the Word made flesh, when there is some kind of meeting and union of Spirit and Matter. 

This way of thinking about the origin and the purpose and how it all works is basically the subject of philosophy, and it is also where philosophy shades into religion and into poetry. It is a thoughtful and inspired human endeavor to raise consciousness towards truth. Then we come to some basic questions in philosophy that are affected by the science of evolution. It is said, for example, that Darwin has made obsolete the concept of essentialism. Let’s think about that for a minute. We were exposed to this concept in the ideas of Aristotle, and they had their origins in Plato. Eastern philosophy is permeated with the idea of essentialism. What it means is that when we know something, what we know is not the matter of the thing, but the idea of the thing. We know abstractly what it is. We recognize this filming object sitting on the tripod here, and we know that it is not a living being from outer space invading our private club here. It is a camera on a tripod. It has the form and function of a camera, and in our mind, it is an exact example of the idea we have of a digital recording device. When we know that, we do not know the mechanisms as they are turning, we do not know in detail the chip which is in there and how the chip stores the light signals the camera picks up. Nor do we know how elephants and societies work. We just know that they are and we know what they are, abstractly. Similarly we know what languages are, and we have been studying more or less how they work. But, if you really think about it, we don’t know how they work at all. Language is a miraculous thing. We can analyze it and determine its structures, but the fact is that language is quite an extraordinary phenomenon. Evolutionary life is an extraordinary phenomenon. The process of variation, diversification, and selection, which we have learned are going on constantly, is an extraordinary phenomenon. 

We can give those processes names; when we see patterns being repeated, we recognize them whenever they occur. Thus we have a kind of abstract formal knowledge of what things are, and Aristotle calls this the Form. We know the form elephant, we know the form healing, we know the form ionic poetry, but how the healing takes place, how the poetry is created, how the shrew becomes the elephant or the pig, we don’t really know any of these things in their actual becoming. We know their essence theoretically. This word essence is what we grasp of the meaning of the thing; the form of the thing known is the essence. Aristotle calls it form, essence, definition; and so, for modern science the idea of evolution was shocking, because there was this idea that elephants don’t evolve, they just are, human beings are, apple trees are, what they have always been. They are species or genera - another word for essence, which comes from eidos, idea. The eidos is the species, the type, the form, the essence of the thing, and it’s what we know. Our minds are full of these concepts or forms, and we think that’s what things are. The object is a particular material form of the spiritual essence. 

Then evolutionary science comes along and takes a good look at embryonics and paleontological changes through eons of time and finds out that ninety-nine point nine per cent of the living species-ideas-forms that everyone thought were eternal no longer exist on earth. Not only do we find out that all these forms that were thought to be eternal no longer exist on earth, but they each were created by processes from previous forms. It was a very gradual incremental and continuous process of becoming and not a collection of permanent essences. This is shocking to the mind which for thousands of years has been convinced that the forms known are the unchanging essence of the things; and that what we know is the reality. So, in the Twentieth Century, from the shock waves of evolutionary theory philosophers began to point out that this concept of knowledge, this “knowing” that we are so proud of, actually is not what’s there, and it’s not what’s happening. What’s happening is process. 

If we look at the history of philosophy, we find that in Aristotle’s time his idea was that process, or matter, is totally determined by form. The form preexists eternally, in the spiritual or mind dimension. What the bird is and what the bird does, from the time of its birth to the time of its death, is due to the form of the bird. Birds do what they are supposed to, they know how to build nests, they know how to feed their young. The doctor knows how to heal, and from the moment he meets the patient until the patient is cured is known as healing. These forms are attracting and propelling what exists into its natural mode. Aristotle calls that form the Final Cause, and everything that happens along the way is either a material cause or an efficient cause. When you strike the match to the candle it starts to light the room, but striking the match to the candle isn’t what is really, essentially happening; lighting the room is really what’s happening. This lighting is  fulfilling the purpose of the candle, which is why we  struck the match to start with and put it to the wick. We wanted the candle to light up the room. The form or final cause is always there in the fulfillment of that which is becoming. 

The Greek society at the time was in the process of becoming the ruler of the world, and everything else just fell into place because that was its destined pattern; and Alexander the Great was its primary instrumental cause. But he was just the instrument for the realization of that totality of being which was the Greek civilization or the Roman civilization or whatever empire happens to be dominant. Then, in the midst of the British Empire, we found ourselves faced with the idea, the evolutionary scientific idea, that things are not these forms which are just in our minds, these are abstractions. What things actually are is determined from moment to moment by their evolution, and every pattern of behavior is a product of previous patterns of behavior, every structure is the product of previous structures and functions. These ever changing behaviors and patterns are transmitted through heredity, through language, through culture and behavior. The phenotype finds its niche and the genotype tends to evolve in a way that preserves that behavior in that niche, but only temporarily. Permanence is an illusion. The empires fall.

There is a mysterious correspondence between the behavior we see and what the genes do. The behavior actually selects the genes, the genes don’t select the behavior. But the genes create and preserve the structure, which makes the behavior possible. And if that behavior works then those genes get passed on. If that behavior doesn’t work then those genes don’t get passed on. But, they also make possible a wider range of behaviors than are manifested under a particular set of conditions. There may be some other behaviors that work better, and then another genetic pattern can be selected, because those members of the group that manifest the better pattern are more successful, and those that manifested the other pattern drop out.  Somehow there is constant communication going on between structure and form. But what is determining it? Darwin says it is one fundamental principle: it is that nature selects those types that are best able to sustain themselves in the context of the existing environment, in the contingent web of life. As soon as some variation can sustain itself more successfully, it replaces those that are less successful. 

The flight of birds, for example, - which in itself is as amazing as language – and the climbing of primates, came about through a process of variation, adaptation, selection, from the crawling of lizards and reptiles.  So what do we do with this new information? We are told by the Darwinians, and they are very strong on this point, that essentialism has been shown to be a false doctrine by this new understanding. There are no eternal preexistent essences or forms that cause things to be what they are. There are ideas that we have about things, which are derived from empirical observation and analysis, known as forms (structures) and essences (definitions). And as a result, a major change in philosophy comes about, - which was already prefigured by rationalistic philosophy – and the idea becomes dominant that we create concepts because of some relationship we have with things through perception. We construct the concepts, and we test them and measure them against the patterns that we perceive, and compare them with what other people perceive. And finally we agree about the nature of the forms and behaviors that exist. Moreover, by an equally mysterious reversal of the processes of mind, we manipulate the material forms that we understand to produce electronic weapons systems and information systems and to spin textiles from the fuel oil deposited by the fossils of earlier animals. Knowledge acquires the power to determine what the material forms of things shall become. (Passing these things along to new generations, as established traditions, sometimes conveys the erroneous impression that such knowledge and behavior are eternal and right.) Then Bergson, Heidegger, Sri Aurobindo, and others (mainly critical theorists and phenomenologists), tell us that we are only creating a framework of understanding that we agree upon and that gives us certain powers, but this knowledge is not at all the truth of that world of process that is ongoing, that is ever changing. There is the real creative force of life which has produced consciousness out of matter, which some believe has the possibility of evolving a more dynamic, direct and luminous truth consciousness which would enable us to really know our world and be completely in sympathy with it, because we are continuous with it. Then we would not be abstracting it and formulating it and operating with formulas; we would be one with the world itself because we are in fact that physical, vital, mental force.

Thus, thinking human beings (especially philosophers) have discovered that our wonderful rational mentality is not the whole picture, and that it doesn’t tell us the truth about things much of the time. It merely enables us to manipulate things; but our manipulations are only partly successful. We have discovered that our manipulations may actually threaten our existence. Mind has evolved in the human being and it has found ways to extend our longevity; it is helping us to successfully reproduce our type, but it has limits:  it doesn’t prevent us from behaving in quite unacceptable ways at times, and some of those unacceptable behaviors begin at certain points to threaten our survival, along with the survival of many other species. 

And so, two things began to emerge in 20th Century thought. One was a critique of knowledge based upon scientific understanding moving away from essentialism toward process, and a fundamental questioning of consciousness itself. What is it, how does it work? Since Aristotle everyone assumed that consciousness was just a part of nature that has emerged in mind and knows the world it perceives in terms of forms. Lo and behold, however, those forms are not telling us the truth about the world we perceive, they are only concepts. This world is changing every moment and we have some responsibility as members of it to make decisions about nature; we don’t have to just accept that one civilization is from time to time rising and another one is taking it over and it’s falling, and we live according to the patterns of our societies’ established values as best we can and take the consequences. Then we are replaced by another set of patterns and entities, causing us a bit of a shock, and suddenly we step back from all that and question its meaning. And we question the limitations of our ability to understand its meaning. 

And then, science does what Sri Aurobindo predicted it would do; it starts to focus on meaning. Then we have physicists like Roger Penrose especially today, and previously Schrödinger and others, asking this question of consciousness, and then we get in the last ten years or so a philosopher like Daniel Dennett who wrote a book called Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, discussing these things which I am know discussing, and saying incredibly interesting things from a philosophical standpoint about evolution and the limitations of consciousness. He also wrote a book called Consciousness Explained and   another called Freedom Evolves. So we have a so-called ultra Darwinian, someone who is absolutely against the notion of essentialism, saying words like, “There is simply no denying the breathtaking brilliance of the designs to be found in nature. Time and again biologists, baffled by some apparently futile or maladoit bit of bad design in nature have eventually come to see that they have underestimated the ingenuity and shear brilliance and depth of insight to be discovered in one of mother nature’s creations. …Darwin shows us how to climb from “Absolute Ignorance” to creative genius without begging any questions, but we must tread very carefully. Among the controversies that swirl around us, most if not all consist of different challenges to Darwin’s claim that he can take us all the way to here from there, without invoking anything beyond mechanicity...”2 That is the theory of natural selection, nature’s ability to operate unconsciously but not unintelligently throughout millennia from the inconscient to this consciousness and beyond. This they say, the ultra Darwinians, is enough for us to know: that mind is there in matter, that life is there in matter, that evolution is a process of nature bringing out step-by-step through processes of cognition, of transfer of information between the genome and the environment through the phenome exactly what can happen within the constraints of what has already happened and what needs to happen next. And, according to these ultra Darwinians, there is a constant ongoing process of adaptation between these three levels, of the environment, the phenome, and the genome through exchanges of information. And so in 1973 we get an evolutionary biologist named Lorenz treating the most fundamental level of materialization as a level of cognition. And so, this insight that Sri Aurobindo had when he was questioning evolution in 1920, and which he eventually formulated in great detail in 1940, this idea that matter, life and mind are emerging from the basic fundamental structure of nature, has been generally accepted now. The question is, whether process itself can explain it adequately. 

The reason that this question arises is because if we step back from process and look at what it produces - not just how it produces it but, if we look at what it produces, and we look at something like language which is such an extraordinary phenomenon or, if we look at something simpler like the forty completely unrelated paths evolution has taken to develop eyes, to develop sight. Sight is not one continuous evolution. Many different experiments in nature have produced sight.  And we look at the fact that every exchange of energy, of information, from the simplest organism to the most complex, can be shown to be a process of cognition, because information does get exchanged and it does influence behavior.  Then we think, perhaps, cognition is itself so extraordinary, sight is so extraordinary, the fact that it happens, that beings, that organisms see and behave according to information they accumulate at every level, we have to ask the question, what is it that is evolving here? Is it only structure, process, and function, or is it consciousness that is evolving here? Are all of these different levels of physical, vital, and mental forms and structures and behaviors producing consciousness, or are all those forms produced by consciousness for its progressive formation and emergence? 

Then we find out that philosophy has been asking this question for quite a long time. I brought the other day Locke’s book, but I find that the essential passages have been quoted by Dennett in his book Darwin’s Dangerous Idea. So, just to think for a minute of how this question was viewed by John Locke in 1690, he said this, “If there must be something eternal”, now let us think philosophically about that; must there be something eternal? Well things have to start somewhere, everything has to start somewhere. How can there be something starting somewhere if there was not already something started before it? Something does not come from nothing. Matter cannot come from nothing, it must come from something. Or it must have always been there. So this idea of eternity has been around for a long time. It makes the most common sense. So, “If there must be something eternal, let us see what sort of being it must be. And to that it is very obvious to reason that it must necessarily be a cogitative Being. For it is impossible to conceive that ever bare incogitative matter should produce a thinking intelligent being. It is as impossible to conceive of that as that nothing should of itself produce matter.”3 How can nothing produce anything? And how can matter itself, just matter, electrons, and protons, produce intelligence? Intelligence is of a different order than matter, it is about ideas, memory and conscious purposeful action. It is not just about exchanges of energy and reproductive life – yet another order of nature. So this argument has been around since 1690, and then we see Sri Aurobindo on the overhead screen saying, “An original creative or evolutionary power there must be: but, although Matter is the first substance the original and ultimate power is not an inconscient material Energy; for then life and consciousness would be absent since Inconscience cannot evolve consciousness, nor an inanimate Force evolve life. There must be therefore, since Mind and Life also are not that, a secret Consciousness greater than life-consciousness or mind-consciousness, an energy more essential than the material energy. Since it is greater than mind it must be a supramental Consciousness-Force; since it is a power of essential substance other than Matter, it must be the power of that which is the supreme essence and substance of all things, a power of the Spirit.”4
If we conceive of something powerful enough to create matter, which is necessarily eternal, then that power, says Sri Aurobindo, is what produces material, vital, mental, spiritual and Supramental consciousness. It was there from the beginning and it will be there at the end. So all of the forms and concepts that were there along the way are not what is eternal. All of those structures and forms are changing all the time. However beautiful and powerful the artistic expressions and philosophical formulations…   The only thing that is eternal is Spirit. But it can create progressively higher and more perfect embodiments of itself. And it is not other than Nature. Matter and spirit are the same.

Purusha surrenders to Prakriti because it is that energy in motion that has the power to create everything. The Purusha can only sanction what is. The Self is. Its energy is what it can become. To make the transition from mind to supermind, it is absolutely necessary for the mind level of consciousness-force to give itself up, to abdicate, because that energy of mind is not the next stage of evolution; it doesn’t have the creative power or the truth. It has an organizing capacity that has served the survival of humanity fairly well up to now. And it has evolved much faster than the lower forms of life. Each level of evolution is more complex, rapid and diverse than the previous. We are capable of uniting our consciousnesses with all of Nature which is only One. If we abdicate the idea of formal difference, we can allow to emerge a continuum of consciousness that operates from an impersonal center. It is a Supramental center that will create for itself bodies that experience themselves as an infinite diversity of that one power, truth, beauty. If it was there at the beginning, then it will inevitably be there at the end – in a Form, according to Sri Aurobindo. 

There are processes of evolution elaborated by Sri Aurobindo that Darwin was not aware of, that Dennett is not aware of, but he is pushing the envelope, when he says that freedom evolves, and because the ethical mind can’t solve all its problems, another level of intelligence must emerge. He says that one of the signs of this is the ability of human beings to impose their will on their own group functioning in order to change behavior in a way that is not necessarily beneficial to the reproduction of the individual. This is not a normal way to ensure survival and improvement of the species according to traditional Darwinism. It’s possible to sacrifice the normal methods of species survival in order to achieve a more harmonious social structure. For example, voluntary celibacy and isolation from ordinary social relations; women choose, or governments choose to have fewer children, Sri Aurobindo chooses to spend forty years in isolation to write Savitri and The Life Divine. At some point the powers that he achieved through the processes of Yoga must become the norm. The sacrifices that human beings and society make along the way are indications of new norms to come. Every philosophical, poetic and psychological effort of transformation that human beings make is an indication of the emergence of those new norms, under evolutionary stress. Otherwise known as the will of the divine. The divine is not something outside; it is totally involved from the inside, willing everything from inside. Knowing that, one can cease to be judgmental, because one thing is not better than another. This is not better than that; this is that. It’s possible to affirm everything. This was Nietzsche’s message: why don’t we say Yes, and rise above the nonsense instead of repressing everything to which we say No. It’s possible to affirm the material, the sensuous, the intellectual, and idealism gets turned up-side-down, everything is divine – and Sri Aurobindo insists that it is necessary to develop the philosophical mind to its limits in order for the new level of consciousness to descend; but then it has to abdicate. Otherwise it is only turning around in its already evolved vital mental patterns. The poetic philosophical affirmation of existence carries one to the point where one can abdicate to another potential.

The concept of descent, of imposing a higher level of consciousness on the lower members or planes, and bringing the lower to a higher level has been going on in nature all along. The phenome, the behavioral type seeks more energetic and efficient patterns and imposes them on the lower established patterns, then natural selection steps in and assimilates the new behavior to the genome. There are processes of evolution that Sri Aurobindo introduces that have not been addressed by Darwinians but they do not contradict the Darwinian perspective. The Darwinians would feel threatened by the idea that there is a universal vital intelligence pressing on the physical to bring out its potentials, or a universal mental pressing on the vital, because that is not something most of us can see. But Sri Aurobindo is suggesting a fundamental change in the scientific way of knowing, and that scientific thinking learn to step back from its dependence on sensory impressions and data, and apply the same rigor to psychological data from inside so that it can discover the mechanisms, and “see” more comprehensively and directly what is going on.

Now we have the scientist Roger Penrose suggesting that science needs to evolve new methodologies in order to solve the problem of consciousness. (He is the physicist who discovered the ‘big bang”.) This question of evolution is for biology, philosophy, psychology and spirituality. It is a process of reconnecting all the material and spiritual levels of consciousness. Discovering the processes of evolution is putting those levels of consciousness in contact with each other and establishing the continuum of consciousness and enhancing creative evolutionary processes. Sacrifice means putting these levels in contact with each other and allowing them to ignite new potentials. This would make it possible to make choices with a full consciousness of the potentials and constraints of all the levels of being and nature. Thus, the philosophy of evolution can possibly further the project of the transcendence of the human.
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