A Hundred Years Ago

It was on the 5th of March 1906 that Sri Aurobindo came
over to Calcutta (Kolkata) from Baroda (Vadodara), to
openly take up the cause of India’s freedom. The partition
of Bengal worked out by Lord Curzon, the first palpable
vicious step to infuse the divisive communal feeling into
the Indian body-politic, paved the way for Sri Aurobindo
to inaugurate a new phase in the annals of the anti-colonial
movement.

That was a time when freedom was a dream, a utopia for
the vast majority of Indians. The Congress idealism was
limited to ‘pray, petition and protest’ only.

Sri Aurobindo was the first son of Mother India to declare
openly unconditional freedom to be the goal of the nation—
and fearlessly asserted this ideal in the pages of the
mouthpiece of the nationalists, the Bande Mataram. He also
chalked out the methods to achieve this goal—which
included passive resistance to the foreign rule and total
non-cooperation with it.

“In the enthusiasm that swept surging everywhere with
the cry of ‘Bande Mataram’ ringing on all sides, men felt it
glorious to be alive and dare and act together and hope; the
old apathy and timidity was broken and a force was created
which nothing could destroy.”

In the course of 3 to 4 years Sri Aurobindo changed the
face of Indian politics and infused a hitherto unknown




confidence into the spirit of the nation. In the words of Dr.
Pattabhi Sitaramayya, the chronicler of Indian National
Congress, Sri Aurobindo’s “genius shot up like a meteor.
He was on the high sky only for a time. But he flooded the
land from Cape to Mount with the effulgence of his light.”

We celebrate the centenary of this glorious and
momentous chapter of Indian history by devoting this
number of the All India Magazine to bring to our readers the
following reminscences in the Master’s own words:

1. Sri Aurobindo’s Political Ideas and Activities

. 4
2. Sri Aurobindo’s Open Letter to his Countrymen
(His Last Political Will and Testament)
. 33
3. Sri Aurobindo’s Reasons for Leaving Politics
. 40

+

In the next number of the All India Magazine (April 2006)
we shall publish:

1. Some Observations of Sri Aurobindo on the Ideal Form
of Goverment for India.

2. Flashes from the Argument and the Judgement in the
Alipore Conspiracy Case.

3. A Debate in the House of Commons (British Parliament)
on Sri Aurobindo, spreadheaded by no less a person
than Sir Ramsay MacDonald, the future Prime Minister
of Britain, then the leader of the Labour Party.




Sri Aurobindo at Bombay
January 1908




Sri Aurobindo’s
Political Ideas and Activities

There were three sides to Sri Aurobindo’s political ideas
and activities.* First, there was the action with which he
started, a secret revolutionary propaganda and organisation
of which the central object was the preparation of an armed
insurrection. Secondly, there was a public propaganda
intended to convert the whole nation to the ideal of
independence which was regarded, when he entered into
politics, by the vast majority of Indians as unpractical and
impossible, an almost insane chimera. It was thought that
the British Empire was too powerful and India too weak,
effectively disarmed and impotent even to dream of the
success of such an endeavour. Thirdly, there was the or-
ganisation of the people to carry on a public and united
opposition and undermining of the foreign rule through an
increasing non-cooperation and passive resistance.

At that time the military organisation of the great em-
pires and their means of military action were not so over-
whelming and apparently irresistible as they now are: the
rifle was still the decisive weapon, air power had not yet
been developed and the force of artillery was not so
devastating as it afterwards became. India was disarmed,
but Sri Aurobindo thought that with proper organisation
and help from outside this difficulty might be overcome
and in so vast a country as India and with the smallness of
the regular British armies, even a guerrilla warfare accom-
panied by general resistance and revolt might be effective.
There was also the possibility of a general revolt in the Indian

* In this statement Sri Aurobindo speaks of himself in the third
person. - ed.
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army. At the same time he had studied the temperament
and characteristics of the British people and the turn of
their political instincts, and he believed that although they
would resist any attempt at self-liberation by the Indian
people and would at the most only concede very slowly
such reforms as would not weaken their imperial control,
still they were not of the kind which would be ruthlessly
adamantine to the end: if they found resistance and revolt
becoming general and persistent they would in the end try
to arrive at an accommodation to save what they could of
their empire or in an extremity prefer to grant independence
rather than have it forcefully wrested from their hands.

In some quarters there is the idea that Sri Aurobindo’s
political standpoint was entirely pacifist, that he was
opposed in principle and in practice to all violence and that
he denounced terrorism, insurrection, etc. as entirely
forbidden by the spirit and letter of the Hindu religion. It is
even suggested that he was a forerunner of the gospel of
Ahimsa. This is quite incorrect. Sri Aurobindo is neither an
impotent moralist nor a weak pacifist.

The rule of confining political action to passive resist-
ance was adopted as the best policy for the National
Movement at that stage and not as a part of a gospel of Non-
violence or pacific idealism. Peace is a part of the highest
ideal, but it must be spiritual or at the very least psychological
in its basis; without a change in human nature it cannot
come with any finality. If it is attempted on any other basis
(moral principle or gospel of Ahimsa or any other), it will
fail and even may leave things worse than before. He is in
favour of an attempt to put down war by international
agreement and international force, what is now contem-
plated in the “New Order”, if that proves possible, but that
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would not be Ahimsa, it would be a putting down of
anarchic force by legal force and even then one cannot be
sure that it would be permanent. Within nations this sort of
peace has been secured, but it does not prevent occasional
civil wars and revolutions and political outbreaks and
repressions, sometimes of a sanguinary character. The same
might happen to a similar world-peace. Sri Aurobindo has
never concealed his opinion that a nation is entitled to attain
its freedom by violence, if it can do so or if there is no other
way; whether it should do so or not, depends on what is the
best policy, not on ethical considerations. Sri Aurobindo’s
position and practice in this matter was the same as Tilak’s
and that of other Nationalist leaders who were by no means
Pacifists or worshippers of Ahimsa.

For the first few years in India, Sri Aurobindo abstained
from any political activity (except the writing of the articles
in the Induprakash) and studied the conditions in the country
so that he might be able to judge more maturely what could
be done. Then he made his first move when he sent a young
Bengali soldier of the Baroda army, Jatin Banerji, as his
lieutenant to Bengal with a programme of preparation and
action which he thought might occupy a period of 30 years
before fruition could become possible. As a matter of fact it
has taken 50 years for the movement of liberation to arrive
at fruition and the beginning of complete success. The idea
was to establish secretly or, as far as visible action could be
taken, under various pretexts and covers, revolutionary
propaganda and recruiting throughout Bengal. This was to
be done among the youth of the country while sympathy
and support and financial and other assistance were to be
obtained from the older men who had advanced views or
could be won over to them. Centres were to be established in




every town and eventually in every village. Societies of
young men were to be established with various ostensible
objects, cultural, intellectual or moral and those already ex-
isting were to be won over for revolutionary use. Young
men were to be trained in activities which might be helpful
for ultimate military action, such as riding, physical training,
athletics of various kinds, drill and organised movement.
As soon as the idea was sown it attained a rapid prosperity;
already existing small groups and associations of young
men who had not yet the clear idea or any settled programme
of revolution began to turn in this direction and a few who
had already the revolutionary aim were contacted and soon
developed activity on organised lines; the few rapidly
became many. Meanwhile Sri Aurobindo had met a member
of the Secret Society in Western India, and taken the oath of
the Society and had been introduced to the Council in
Bombay. His future action was not pursued under any
directions by this Council, but he took up on his own re-
sponsibility the task of generalising support for its objects
in Bengal where as yet it had no membership or following.
He spoke of the Society and its aim to P. Mitter and other
leading men of the revolutionary group in Bengal and they
took the oath of the Society and agreed to carry out its ob-
jects on the lines suggested by Sri Aurobindo. The special
cover used by Mitter’s group was association for lathi play
which had already been popularised to some extent by
Sarala Ghosal in Bengal among the young men; but other
groups used other ostensible covers. Sri Aurobindo’s attempt
at a close organisation of the whole movement did not
succeed, but the movement itself did not suffer by that, for
the general idea was taken up and activity of many separate
groups led to a greater and more widespread diffusion of
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An Excerpt from New Lamps for Old - 3

“Thou art weighed in the balance and found
wanting.”

... I have at the very outset to make distinct the
grounds on which I charge the Congress with
inadequacy. In the process I find myself bound to
say many things that cannot fail to draw obloquy
upon me: I shall be compelled to outrage many
susceptibilities; compelled to advance many
unacceptable ideas; compelled, —worst of all, —to
stroke the wrong way many powerful persons, who
are wont to be pampered with unstinted flattery
and worship. But at all risks the thing must be done,
and since it is on me that the choice has fallen, I can
only proceed in the best fashion at my command
and with what boldness I may. I say, of the
Congress, then, this, —that its aims are mistaken,
that the spirit in which it proceeds towards their
accomplishment is not a spirit of sincerity and
whole-heartedness, and that the methods it has
chosen are not the right methods, and the leaders
in whom it trusts, not the right sort of men to be
leaders; —in brief, that we are at present the blind
led, if not by the blind, at any rate by the one-eyed...

Sri Aurobindo
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the revolutionary drive and its action. Afterwards there came
the partition of Bengal and a general outburst of revolt
which favoured the rise of the extremist party and the great
nationalist movement. Sri Aurobindo’s activities were then
turned more and more in this direction and the secret action
became a secondary and subordinate element. He took
advantage, however, of the Swadeshi movement to popu-
larise the idea of violent revolt in the future. At Barin’s sug-
gestion he agreed to the starting of a paper, Yugantar, which
was to preach open revolt and the absolute denial of the
British rule and include such items as a series of articles
containing instructions for Guerrilla warfare. Sri Aurobindo
himself wrote some of the opening articles in the early
numbers and he always exercised a general control; when a
member of the sub-editorial staff, Swami Vivekananda’s
brother, presented himself on his own motion to the police
in a search as the editor of the paper and was prosecuted,
the Yugantar under Sri Aurobindo’s orders adopted the
policy of refusing to defend itself in a British Court on the
ground that it did not recognise the foreign Government
and this immensely increased the prestige and influence of
the paper. It had as its chief writers and directors three of
the ablest younger writers in Bengal, and it at once acquired
an immense influence throughout Bengal. It may be noted
that the Secret Society did not include terrorism in its
programme but this element grew up in Bengal as a result of
the strong repression and the reaction to it in that Province.

The public activity of Sri Aurobindo began with the writ-
ing of the articles in the Induprakash. These seven articles
written at the instance of K. G. Deshpande, editor of the
paper and Sri Aurobindo’s Cambridge friend, under the
caption ‘New Lamps for Old’ vehemently denounced the
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then Congress policy of pray, petition and protest and called
for a dynamic leadership based upon self-help and
fearlessness. But this outspoken and irrefutable criticism
was checked by the action of a Moderate leader who
frightened the editor and thus prevented any full develop-
ment of his ideas in the paper; he had to turn aside to gener-
alities such as the necessity of extending the activities of the
Congress beyond the circle of the bourgeois or middle class
and calling into it the masses. Finally, Sri Aurobindo
suspended all public activity of this kind and worked only
in secret till 1905, but he contacted Tilak whom he regarded
as the one possible leader for a revolutionary party and met
him at the Ahmedabad Congress; there Tilak took him out
of the pandal and talked to him for an hour in the grounds
expressing his contempt for the Reformist movement and
explaining his own line of action in Maharashtra.

Sri Aurobindo included in the scope of his revolutionary
work one kind of activity which afterwards became an im-
portant item in the public programme of the Nationalist
party. He encouraged the young men in the centres of work
to propagate the Swadeshi idea which at that time was only
in its infancy and hardly more than a fad of the few. One of
the ablest men in these revolutionary groups was a Maratha
named Sakharam Ganesh Deuskar who was an able writer
in Bengali (his family had been long domiciled in Bengal)
and who had written a popular life of Shivaji in Bengali in
which he first brought in the name of Swaraj afterwards
adopted by the Nationalists as their word for independ-
ence, — Swaraj became one item of the fourfold Nationalist
programme. He published a book entitled Desher Katha de-
scribing in exhaustive detail the British commercial and
industrial exploitation of India. This book had an immense
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repercussion in Bengal, captured the mind of young Bengal
and assisted more than anything else in the preparation of
the Swadeshi movement. Sri Aurobindo himself had always
considered the shaking off of this economic yoke and the
development of Indian trade and industry as a necessary
concomitant of the revolutionary endeavour.

As long as he was in the Baroda Service, Sri Aurobindo
could not take part publicly in politics. Apart from that, he
preferred to remain and act and even to lead from behind
the scenes without his name being known in public; it was
the Government’s action in prosecuting him as editor of the
Bande Mataram that forced him into public view. And from
that time forward he became openly, what he had been for
sometime already, a prominent leader of the Nationalist
party, its principal leader in action in Bengal and the
organiser there of its policy and strategy. He had decided in
his mind the lines on which he wanted the country’s action
to run: what he planned was very much the same as was
developed afterwards in Ireland as the Sinn Fein movement;
but Sri Aurobindo did not derive his ideas, as some have
represented, from Ireland, for the Irish movement became
prominent later and he knew nothing of it till after he had
withdrawn to Pondicherry. There was, moreover, a capital
difference between India and Ireland which made his work
much more difficult, for all its past history had accustomed
the Irish people to rebellion against British rule and this
history might be even described as a constant struggle for
independence intermittent in its action but permanently
there in principle; there was nothing of this kind in India.
Sri Aurobindo had to establish and generalise the idea of
independence in the mind of the Indian people and at the
same time to push first a party and then the whole nation
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into an intense and organised political activity which would
lead to the accomplishment of that ideal. His idea was to
capture the Congress and to make it an instrument for
revolutionary action instead of a centre of a timid
constitutional agitation which would only talk and pass
resolutions and recommendations to the foreign
Government; if the Congress could not be captured, then a
central revolutionary body would have to be created which
could do this work. It was to be a sort of State within the
State giving its directions to the people and creating
organised bodies and institutions which would be its means
of action; there must be an increasing non-cooperation and
passive resistance which would render the administration
of the country by a foreign Government difficult or finally
impossible, a universal unrest which would wear down
repression and finally, if need be, an open revolt all over the
country. This plan included a boycott of British trade, the
substitution of national schools for the Government
institutions, the creation of arbitration courts to which the
people could resort instead of depending on the ordinary
courts of law, the creation of volunteer forces which would
be the nucleus of an army of open revolt, and all other action
that could make the programme complete. The part Sri Auro-
bindo took publicly in Indian politics was of brief duration,
for he turned aside from it in 1910 and withdrew to
Pondicherry; much of his programme lapsed in his absence,
but enough had been done to change the whole face of Indian
politics and the whole spirit of the Indian people, to make
independence its aim and non-co-operation and resistance
its method, and even an imperfect application of this policy
heightening into sporadic periods of revolt has been
sufficient to bring about the victory. The course of subse-
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quent events followed largely the line of Sri Aurobindo’s
idea. The Congress was finally captured by the Nationalist
party, declared independence its aim, organised itself for
action, took almost the whole nation minus a majority of the
Mohammedans and a minority of the depressed classes into
acceptance of its leadership and eventually formed the first
national Government in India and secured from Britain ac-
ceptance of independence for India.

At first Sri Aurobindo took part in Congress politics only
from behind the scenes, as he had not yet decided to leave
the Baroda Service; but he took long leave without pay in
which, besides carrying on personally the secret
revolutionary work, he attended the Barisal Conference
broken up by the police and toured East Bengal along with
Bepin Pal and associated himself closely with the forward
group in the Congress. It was during this period that he
joined Bepin Pal in the editing of the Bande Mataram, founded
the new political party in Bengal and attended the Congress
session at Calcutta at which the Extremists, though still a
minority, succeeded under the leadership of Tilak in im-
posing part of their political programme on the Congress.
The founding of the Bengal National College gave him the
opportunity he needed and enabled him to resign his
position in the Baroda Service and join the college as its
Principal. Subodh Mullick, one of Sri Aurobindo’s
collaborators in his secret action and afterwards also in
Congress politics, in whose house he usually lived when
he was in Calcutta, had given a lakh of rupees for this
foundation and had stipulated that Sri Aurobindo should
be given a post of professor in the college with a salary of
Rs. 150; so he was now free to give his whole time to the
service of the country. Bepin Pal, who had been long ex-
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pounding a policy of self-help and non-co-operation in his
weekly journal, now started a daily with the name of Bande
Mataram, but it was likely to be a brief adventure since he
began with only Rs. 500 in his pocket and no firm assurance
of financial assistance in the future. He asked Sri Aurobindo
to join him in this venture to which a ready consent was
given, for now Sri Aurobindo saw his opportunity for
starting the public propaganda necessary for his
revolutionary purpose. He called a meeting of the forward
group of young men in the Congress and decided then to
organise themselves openly as a new political party joining
hands with the corresponding group in Maharashtra under
the proclaimed leadership of Tilak and to join battle with
the Moderate party which was done at the Calcutta session.
He also persuaded them to take up the Bande Mataram daily
as their party organ and a Bande Mataram Company was
started to finance the paper, whose direction Sri Aurobindo
undertook during the absence of Bepin Pal who was sent
on a tour in the districts to proclaim the purpose and
programme of the new party. The new party was at once
successful and the Bande Mataram paper began to circulate
throughout India. On its staff were not only Bepin Pal and
Sri Aurobindo but some other very able writers, Shyam
Sundar Chakravarty, Hemendra Prasad Ghose and Bejoy
Chatterjee. Shyam Sundar and Bejoy were masters of the
English language, each with a style of his own; Shyam
Sundar caught up something like Sri Aurobindo’s way of
writing and later on many took his articles for Sri Auro-
bindo’s. But after a time dissensions arose between Bepin
Pal on one side and the other contributors and the directors
of the Company because of temperamental incompatibility
and differences of political view especially with regard to
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the secret revolutionary action with which others
sympathised but to which Bepin Pal was opposed. This
ended soon in Bepin Pal’s separation from the journal. Sri
Aurobindo would not have consented to this departure, for
he regarded the qualities of Pal as a great asset to the Bande
Mataram, since Pal, though not a man of action or capable of
political leadership, was perhaps the best and most original
political thinker in the country, an excellent writer and a
magnificent orator: but the separation was effected behind
Sri Aurobindo’s back when he was convalescing from a
dangerous attack of fever. His name was even announced
without his consent in Bande Mataram as editor but for one
day only, as he immediately put a stop to it since he was
still formally in the Baroda Service and in no way eager to
have his name brought forward in public. Henceforward,
however, he controlled the policy of the Bande Mataram along
with that of the party in Bengal. Bepin Pal had stated the
aim of the new party as complete self-government free from
British control; but this could have meant or at least included
the Moderate aim of colonial self-government and Dadabhai
Naoroji as President of the Calcutta session of the Congress
had actually tried to capture the name of Swaraj, the
Extremists” term for independence, for this colonial self-
government. Sri Aurobindo’s first preoccupation was to
declare openly for complete and absolute independence as
the aim of political action in India and to insist on this
persistently in the pages of the journal; he was the first
politician in India who had the courage to do this in public
and he was immediately successful. The party took up the
word Swaraj to express its own ideal of independence and
it soon spread everywhere; but it was taken up as the ideal
of the Congress much later on at the Karachi session of that
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body when it had been reconstituted and renovated under
Nationalist leadership. The journal declared and developed
anew political programme for the country as the programme
of the Nationalist party, non-co-operation, passive
resistance, Swadeshi, Boycott, national education, settlement
of disputes in law by popular arbitration and other items of
Sri Aurobindo’s plan. Sri Aurobindo published in the paper
a series of articles on passive resistance, another develop-
ing a political philosophy of revolution and wrote many
leaders aimed at destroying the shibboleths and
superstitions of the Moderate Party, such as the belief in
British justice and benefits bestowed by foreign government
in India, faith in British law courts and in the adequacy of
the education given in schools and universities in India
and stressed more strongly and persistently than had been
done the emasculation, stagnation or slow progress, poverty,
economic dependence, absence of a rich industrial activity
and all other evil results of a foreign government; he insisted
especially that even if an alien rule were benevolent and
beneficent, that could not be a substitute for a free and
healthy, national life. Assisted by this publicity the ideas of
the Nationalists gained ground everywhere, especially in
the Punjab which had before been predominantly Moderate.
The Bande Mataram was almost unique in journalistic history
in the influence it exercised in converting the mind of a
people and preparing it for revolution. But its weakness
was on the financial side; for the Extremists were still a
poor man’s party. So long as Sri Aurobindo was there in
active control, he managed with great difficulty to secure
sufficient public support for running the paper, but not for
expanding it as he wanted, and when he was arrested and
held injail for a year, the economic situation of Bande Mataram
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became desperate: finally, it was decided that the journal
should die a glorious death rather than perish by starvation
and Bejoy Chatterji was commissioned to write an article
for which the Government would certainly stop the
publication of the paper. Sri Aurobindo had always taken
care to give no handle in the editorial articles of the Bande
Mataram either for a prosecution for sedition or any other
drastic action fatal to its existence; an editor of the Statesman
complained that the paper reeked with sedition patently
visible between every line, but it was so skilfully written
that no legal action could be taken. The manceuvre
succeeded and the life of the Bande Mataram came to an end
in Sri Aurobindo’s absence.

The Nationalist programme could only achieve a partial
beginning before it was temporarily broken by severe gov-
ernment repression. Its most important practical item was
Swadeshi plus Boycott; for Swadeshi much was done to
make the idea general and a few beginnings were made, but
the greater results showed themselves only afterwards in
the course of time. Sri Aurobindo was anxious that this part
of the movement should be not only propagated in idea but
given a practical organisation and an effective force. He
wrote from Baroda asking whether it would not be possible
to bring in the industrialists and manufacturers and gain
the financial support of landed magnates and create an
organisation in which men of industrial and commercial
ability and experience and not politicians alone could direct
operations and devise means of carrying out the policy; but
he was told that it was impossible, the industrialists and
the landed magnates were too timid to join in the movement,
and the big commercial men were all interested in the import
of British goods and therefore on the side of the status guo: so
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he had to abandon his idea of the organisation of Swadeshi
and Boycott. Both Tilak and Sri Aurobindo were in favour
of an effective boycott of British goods — but of British goods
only; for there was little in the country to replace foreign
articles: so they recommended the substitution for the British
of foreign goods from Germany and Austria and America
so that the fullest pressure might be brought upon England.
They wanted the Boycott to be a political weapon and not
merely an aid to Swadeshi; the total boycott of all foreign
goods was an impracticable idea and the very limited ap-
plication of it recommended in Congress resolutions was
too small to be politically effective. They were for national
self-sufficiency in key industries, the production of
necessities and of all manufactures of which India had the
natural means, but complete self-sufficiency or autarchy
did not seem practicable or even desirable since a free India
would need to export goods as well as supply them for
internal consumption and for that she must import as well
and maintain an international exchange. But the sudden
enthusiasm for the boycott of all foreign goods was wide
and sweeping and the leaders had to conform to this popu-
lar cry and be content with the impulse it gave to the
Swadeshi idea. National education was another item to
which Sri Aurobindo attached much importance. He had
been disgusted with the education given by the British
system in the schools and colleges and universities, a system
of which as a professor in the Baroda College he had full
experience. He felt that it tended to dull and impoverish
and tie up the naturally quick and brilliant and supple
Indian intelligence, to teach it bad intellectual habits and
spoil by narrow information and mechanical instruction
its originality and productivity. The movement began well
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and many national schools were established in Bengal and
many able men became teachers, but still the development
was insufficient and the economical position of the schools
precarious. Sri Aurobindo had decided to take up the
movement personally and see whether it could not be given
a greater expansion and a stronger foundation, but his
departure from Bengal cut short this plan. In the repression
and the general depression caused by it, most of the schools
failed to survive. The idea lived on and it may be hoped that
it will one day find an adequate form and body. The idea of
people’s courts was taken up and worked in some districts,
not without success, but this too perished in the storm. The
idea of volunteer groupings had a stronger vitality; it lived
on, took shape, multiplied its formations and its workers
were the spearhead of the movement of direct action which
broke out from time to time in the struggle for freedom. The
purely political elements of the Nationalist programme and
activities were those which lasted and after each wave of
repression and depression renewed the thread of the life of
the movement for liberation and kept it recognisably one
throughout nearly fifty years of its struggle. But the greatest
thing done in those years was the creation of a new spiritin
the country. In the enthusiasm that swept surging
everywhere with the cry of Bande Mataram ringing on all
sides men feltit glorious to be alive and dare and act together
and hope; the old apathy and timidity was broken and a
force created which nothing could destroy and which rose
again and again in wave after wave till it carried India to
the beginning of a complete victory.

After the Bande Mataram case, Sri Aurobindo became the
recognised leader of Nationalism in Bengal. He led the party
at the session of the Bengal Provincial Conference at
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Midnapore where there was a vehement clash between the
two parties. He now for the first time became a speaker on
the public platform, addressed large meetings at Surat and
presided over the Nationalist conference there. He stopped
at several places on his way back to Calcutta and was the
speaker at large meetings called to hear him. He led the
party again at the session of the Provincial Conference at
Hooghly. There it became evident for the first time that Na-
tionalism was gaining the ascendant, for it commanded a
majority among the delegates and in the Subjects Committee
Sri Aurobindo was able to defeat the Moderates’ resolution
welcoming the Reforms and pass his own resolution stig-
matising them as utterly inadequate and unreal and rejecting
them. But the Moderate leaders threatened to secede if this
was maintained and to avoid a scission he consented to
allow the Moderate resolution to pass, but spoke at the
public session explaining his decision and asking the
Nationalists to acquiesce in it in spite of their victory so as
to keep some unity in the political forces of Bengal. The
Nationalist delegates, at first triumphant and clamorous,
accepted the decision and left the hall quietly at Sri
Aurobindo’s order so that they might not have to vote either
for or against the Moderate resolution. This caused much
amazement and discomfiture in the minds of the Moderate
leaders who complained that the people had refused to listen
to their old and tried leaders and clamoured against them,
but at the bidding of a young man new to politics they had
obeyed in disciplined silence as if a single body.

About this period Sri Aurobindo had decided to take up
charge of a Bengali daily, Nava Shakti, and had moved from
his rented house in Scotts Lane, where he had been living
with his wife and sister, to rooms in the office of this
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newspaper, and there, before he could begin this new
venture, early one morning while he was still sleeping, the
police charged up the stairs, revolvers in hand, and arrested
him. He was taken to the police station and thence to Alipur
Jail where he remained for a year during the magistrate’s
investigation and the trial in the Sessions Court at Alipur.
At first he was lodged for some time in a solitary cell but
afterwards transferred to a large section of the jail where he
lived in one huge room with the other prisoners in the case;
subsequently, after the assassination of the approver in the
jail, all the prisoners were confined in contiguous but
separate cells and met only in the court or in the daily
exercise where they could not speak to each other. It was
in the second period that Sri Aurobindo made the acqua-
intance of most of his fellow accused. In the jail he spent
almost all his time in reading the Gita and the
Upanishads and in intensive meditation and the practice
of Yoga. This he pursued even in the second interval
when he had no opportunity of being alone and had to
accustom himself to meditation amid general talk and
laughter, the playing of games and much noise and
disturbance; in the first and third periods he had full
opportunity and used it to the full. In the Sessions Court
the accused were confined in a large prisoner’s cage and
here during the whole day he remained absorbed in his
meditation, attending little to the trial and hardly listening
to the evidence. C. R. Das, one of his Nationalist collabora-
torsand a famous lawyer, had put aside his large practice
and devoted himself for months to the defence of Sri
Aurobindo, who left the case entirely to him and troubled
no more about it; for he had been assured from within
and knew that he would be acquitted. During this period
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his view of life was radically changed; he had taken up
Yoga with the original idea of acquiring spiritual force and
energy and divine guidance for his work in life. But now the
inner spiritual life and realisation which had continually
been increasing in magnitude and universality and assum-
ing alarger place took him up entirely and his work became
a part and result of it and besides far exceeded the service
and liberation of the country and fixed itself in an aim, pre-
viously only glimpsed, which was world-wide in its bearing
and concerned with the whole future of humanity.

When he came out from jail Sri Aurobindo found the
whole political aspect of the country altered; most of the
Nationalist leaders were injail or in self-imposed exile and
there was a general discouragement and depression, though
the feeling in the country had not ceased but was only
suppressed and was growing by its suppression. He
determined to continue the struggle; he held weekly meetings
in Calcutta, but the attendance which had numbered
formerly thousands full of enthusiasm, was now only of
hundreds and had no longer the same force and life. He
also went to places in the districts to speak and at one of
these delivered his speech at Uttarpara in which for the first
time he spoke publicly of his Yoga and his spiritual
experiences. He started also two weeklies, one in English
and one in Bengali, the Karmayogin and Dharma which had
a fairly large circulation and were, unlike the Bande Mataram,
easily self-supporting. He attended and spoke at the
Provincial Conference at Barisal in 1909: for in Bengal owing
to the compromise at Hooghly the two parties had not split
altogether apart and both joined in the Conference though
there could be no representatives of the Nationalist party at
the meeting of the Central Moderate Body which had taken
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the place of the Congress. Surendra Nath Banerji had indeed
called a private conference attended by Sri Aurobindo and
one or two other leaders of the Nationalists to discuss a
project of uniting the two parties at the session in Benares
and giving a joint fight to the dominant right wing of the
Moderates; for he had always dreamt of becoming again
leader of a united Bengal with the Extremist party as his
strong right arm: but that would have necessitated the
Nationalists being appointed as delegates by the Bengal
Moderates and accepting the constitution imposed at
Surat. This Sri Aurobindo refused to do; he demanded a
change in that constitution enabling newly formed as-
sociations to elect delegates so that the Nationalists might
independently send their representatives to the All-India
session and on this point the negotiations broke down.
Sri Aurobindo began however to consider how to revive
the national movement under the changed circum-
stances. He glanced at the possibility of falling back on a
Home Rule movement which the Government could not
repress, but this, which was actually realised by Mrs. Besant
later on, would have meant a postponement and a falling
back from the ideal of independence. He looked also at the
possibility of an intense and organised passive resistance
movement in the manner afterwards adopted by Gandhi.
He saw, however, that he himself could not be the leader of
such a movement.

Atno time did he consent to have anything to do with the
sham Reforms which were all the Government at that period
cared to offer. He held up always the slogan of “no compro-
mise” or, as he now put it in his Open Letter to his
countrymen published in the Karmayogin, “no co-operation
without control”. It was only if real political, administrative
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and financial control were given to popular ministers in an
elected Assembly that he would have anything to do with
offers from the British Government. Of this he saw no sign
until the proposal of the Montagu Reforms in which first
something of the kind seemed to appear. He foresaw that
the British Government would have to begin trying to meet
the national aspiration half-way, but he would not
anticipate that moment before it actually came. The
Montagu Reforms came nine years after Sri Aurobindo had
retired to Pondicherry and by that time he had abandoned
all outward and public political activity in order to devote
himself to his spiritual work, acting only by his spiritual
force on the movement in India, until his prevision of real
negotiations between the British Government and the Indian
leaders was fulfilled by the Cripps’ proposal and the events
that came after.

Meanwhile the Government were determined to get rid
of Sri Aurobindo as the only considerable obstacle left to the
success of their repressive policy. As they could not send
him to the Andamans they decided to deport him. This came
to the knowledge of Sister Nivedita and she informed Sri
Aurobindo and asked him to leave British India and work
from outside so that his work would not be stopped or totally
interrupted. Sri Aurobindo contented himself with
publishing in the Karmayogin a signed article in which he
spoke of the project of deportation and left the country what
he called his last will and testament; he felt sure that this
would kill the idea of deportation and in fact it so turned
out. Deportation left aside the Government could only wait
for some opportunity for prosecution for sedition and this
chance came to them when Sri Aurobindo published in the
same paper another signed article reviewing the political
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situation. The article was sufficiently moderate in its tone
and later on the High Court refused to regard it as seditious
and acquitted the printer. Sri Aurobindo one night at the
Karmayogin office received information of the Government’s
intention to search the office and arrest him. While
considering what should be his attitude, he received a
sudden command from above to go to Chandernagore in
French India. He obeyed the command at once, for it was
now his rule to move only as he was moved by the divine
guidance and never to resist and depart from it; he did not
stay to consult with anyone, but in ten minutes was at the
river ghat and in a boat plying on the Ganges, in a few
hours he was at Chandernagore where he went into secret
residence. He sent a message to Sister Nivedita asking her
to take up the editing of the Karmayogin in his absence. This
was the end of his active connection with his two journals.
At Chandernagore he plunged entirely into solitary
meditation and ceased all other activity. Then there came to
him a call to proceed to Pondicherry. A boat manned by
some young revolutionaries of Uttarpara took him to
Calcutta; there he boarded the Dupleix and reached Pon-
dicherry on 4 April 1910.

AtPondicherry, from this time onwards Sri Aurobindo’s
practice of Yoga became more and more absorbing. He
dropped all participation in any public political activity,
refused more than one request to preside at sessions of the
restored Indian National Congress and made a rule of
abstention from any public utterance of any kind not
connected with his spiritual activities or any contribution
of writings or articles except what he wrote afterwards in
the Arya. For some years he kept up some private
communication with the revolutionary forces he had led
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through one or two individuals, but this also he dropped
after a time and his abstention from any kind of participation
in politics became complete. As his vision of the future grew
clearer, he saw that the eventual independence of India was
assured by the march of Forces of which he became aware,
that Britain would be compelled by the pressure of Indian
resistance and by the pressure of international events to
concede independence and that she was already moving
towards that eventuality with whatever opposition and
reluctance. He felt that there would be no need of armed
insurrection and that the secret preparation for it could be
dropped without injury to the nationalist cause, although
the revolutionary spirit had to be maintained and would be
maintained intact. His own personal intervention in politics
would therefore be no longer indispensable. Apart from all
this, the magnitude of the spiritual work set before him
became more and more clear to him, and he saw that the
concentration of all his energies on it was necessary.
Accordingly, when the Ashram came into existence, he kept
it free from all political connections or action; even when he
intervened in politics twice afterwards on special occasions,
this intervention was purely personal and the Ashram was
not concerned in it. The British Government and numbers
of people besides could not believe that Sri Aurobindo had
ceased from all political action and it was supposed by
them that he was secretly participating in revolutionary
activities and even creating a secret organisation in the se-
curity of French India. But all this was pure imagination
and rumour and there was nothing of the kind. His
retirement from political activity was complete, just as was
his personal retirement into solitude in 1910.

But this did not mean, as most people supposed, that he
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had retired into some height of spiritual experience devoid
of any further interest in the world or in the fate of India. It
could not mean that, for the very principle of his Yoga was
not only to realise the Divine and attain to a complete
spiritual consciousness, but also to take all life and all world
activity into the scope of this spiritual consciousness and
action and to base life on the Spirit and give it a spiritual
meaning. In his retirement Sri Aurobindo kepta close watch
on all that was happening in the world and in India and
actively intervened whenever necessary, but solely with a
spiritual force and silent spiritual action; for it is part of the
experience of those who have advanced far in yoga that
besides the ordinary forces and activities of the mind and
life and body in Matter, there are other forces and powers
that can act and do act from behind and from above; there
is also a spiritual dynamic power which can be possessed
by those who are advanced in the spiritual consciousness,
though all do not care to possess or, possessing, to use it
and this power is greater than any other and more effective.
It was this force which, as soon as he attained to it, he used,
at first only in a limited field of personal work, but
afterwards in a constant action upon the world forces. He
had no reason to be dissatisfied with the results or to feel
the necessity of any other kind of action. Twice however he
found itadvisable to take in addition other action of a public
kind. The first was in relation to the Second World War. At
the beginning he did not actively concern himself with it,
but when it appeared as if Hitler would crush all the forces
opposed to him and Nazism dominate the world, he began
to intervene. He declared himself publicly on the side of the
Allies, made some financial contributions in answers to the
appeal for funds and encouraged those who sought his
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advice to enter the army or share in the war effort. Inwardly,
he put his spiritual force behind the Allies from the moment
of Dunkirk when everybody was expecting the immediate
fall of England and the definite triumph of Hitler, and he
had the satisfaction of seeing the rush of German victory
almost immediately arrested and the tide of war begin to
turn in the opposite direction. This he did, because he saw
that behind Hitler and Nazism were dark Asuric forces
and that their success would mean the enslavement of
mankind to the tyranny of evil, and a set-back to the course
of evolution and especially to the spiritual evolution of
mankind: it would lead also to the enslavement not only of
Europe but of Asia, and in it India, an enslavement far
more terrible than any this country had ever endured, and
the undoing of all the work that had been done for her
liberation. It was this reason also that induced him to
support publicly the Cripps offer and to press the Con-
gress leaders to accept it. He had not, for various reasons,
intervened with his spiritual force against the Japanese
aggression until it became evident that Japan intended to
attack and even invade and conquer India. He allowed
certain letters he had written in support of the war affirming his
views of the Asuric nature and inevitable outcome of Hitlerism to
become public. He supported the Cripps offer because by its
acceptance India and Britain could stand united against the
Asuric forces and the solution of Cripps could be used as a
step towards independence. When negotiations failed, Sri
Aurobindo returned to his reliance on the use of spiritual
force alone against the aggressor and had the satisfaction of
seeing the tide of Japanese victory, which had till then swept
everything before it, change immediately into a tide of rapid,
crushing and finally immense and overwhelming defeat. He
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had also after a time the satisfaction of seeing his previsions
about the future of India justify themselves so that she stands
independent with whatever internal difficulties.

* %k %

/ An Excerpt from Bande Mataram: \

Lala Lajpatrai Deported

The sympathetic administration of Mr. Morley
has for the present attained its records; — but
for the present only. Lala Lajpat Rai has been
deported out of British India. The fact is its own
comment. The telegram goes on to say that
indignation meetings have been forbidden for
four days. Indignation meetings? The hour for
speeches and fine writing is past. The
bureaucracy has thrown down the gauntlet. We
take it up. Men of the Punjab! Race of the lion!
Show these men who would stamp you into the
dust that for one Lajpat they have taken away, a
hundred Lajpats will arise in his place. Let them
hear a hundred times louder your war-cry—
Jai Hindusthan!

Bande Mataram, May 10, 1907

\_ /
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An Open Letter to My Countrymen*
(Sri Aurobindo’s Last Political Will and Testament)
(Excerpts)

The position of a public man who does his duty in India
today, is too precarious to permit of his being sure of the
morrow. I have recently come out of a year’s seclusion from
work for my country on a charge which there was not a
scrap of reliable evidence to support, but my acquittal is no
security either against the trumping up of a fresh accusa-
tion or the arbitrary law of deportation which dispenses
with the inconvenient formality of a charge and the still
more inconvenient necessity of producing evidence. Espe-
cially with the hounds of the Anglo-Indian Press barking
at our heels and continually clamouring for Government
to remove every man who dares to raise his voice to speak
of patriotism and its duties, the liberty of the person is held
on a tenure which is worse than precarious. Rumour is
strong that a case for my deportation has been submitted to
the Government by the Calcutta Police and neither the tran-
quillity of the country nor the scrupulous legality of our
procedure is a guarantee against the contingency of the all-
powerful fiat of the Government watchdogs silencing
scruples on the part of those who advise at Simla. Under

* This signed article of Sri Aurobindo was published in Karmayogin in
July 1909. Sri Aurobindo wrote this article with “an intuitive perception
that the Goverment would not think it politic or useful to deport him
if he left a programme which others could carry out in his absence.”
(SABCL 26: 53) Sister Nivedita who had earlier informed him of
Goverment’s decision to deport him, “afterwards told me [Sri
Aurobindo] that it had served its purpose, the Goverment had
abandoned the idea of deportation.” (SABCL 26: 57)

33




such circumstances I have thought it well to address this
letter to my countrymen, and especially to those who pro-
fess the principles of the Nationalist party, on the needs of
the present and the policy of the future. In case of my de-
portation it may help to guide some who would be uncer-
tain of their course of action, and, if I do not return from it,
it may stand as my last political will and testament to my
countrymen.

The situation of the Nationalist party is difficult but not
impossible. The idea of some that the party is extinct be-
cause its leaders are sentenced or deported, is an error which
comes of looking only at the surface. The party is there, not
less powerful and pervading than before, but in want of a
policy and a leader. The first it may find, the second only
God can giveit.. ..

Meanwhile the difficulties of our situation ask for bold
yet wary walking. The strength of our position is moral,
not material. The whole of the physical strength in the coun-
try belongs to the established authority which our success
would, so far as its present form is concerned, abolish by
transforming it out of all possibility of recognition. It is
natural that it should use all its physical strength to pre-
vent, so long as it can, that transformation. The whole of
the moral strength of the country is with us. Justice is with
us, nature is with us. The law of God which is higher than
any human justifies our action, youth s for us, the future is
ours. On that moral strength we must rely for our survival
and eventual success. We must not be tempted by any rash
impatience into abandoning the ground on which we are
strong and venturing on the ground on which we are weak.
QOur ideal is an ideal which no law can condemn; our cho-
sen methods are such that no modern Government can
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expressly declare them illegal without forfeiting its claim
to be considered a civilised administration. To that ideal
and to those methods we must firmly adhere and rely on
them alone for our eventual success. A respect for the law
is a necessary quality for endurance as a nation and it has
always been a marked characteristic of the Indian people.
We must therefore scrupulously observe the law while tak-
ing every advantage both of the protection it gives and the
latitude it still leaves for pushing forward our cause and
our propaganda. . ..

Our ideal is that of Swaraj or absolute autonomy free
from foreign control.We claim the right of every nation to
live its own life by its own energies according to its own
nature and ideals. We reject the claim of aliens to force
upon us a civilisation inferior to our own or to keep us out
of our inheritance on the untenable ground of a superior
fitness. While admitting the stains and defects which long
subjection has induced upon our native capacity and en-
ergy, we are conscious of that capacity and energy reviving
in us. We point to the unexampled national vigour which
has preserved the people of this country through centuries
of calamity and defeat, to the great actions of our fore-
fathers continued even to the other day, to the many men of
intellect and character such as no other nation in a subject
condition has been able to produce, and we say that a
people capable of such unheard-of vitality is not one which
can be put down as a nation of children and incapables.
We are in no way inferior to our forefathers.We have brains,
we have courage, we have an infinite and various national
capacity. All we need is a field and an opportunity. That
field and opportunity can only be provided by a national
government, a free society and a great Indian culture. So
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long as these are not conceded to us, we can have no other
use for our brains, courage and capacity than to struggle
unceasingly to achieve them.

Our ideal of Swaraj involves no hatred of any other
nation nor of the administration which is now established
by law in this country.We find a bureaucratic administra-
tion, we wish to make it democratic; we find an alien gov-
ernment, we wish to make it indigenous; we find a foreign
control, we wish to render it Indian. They lie who say that
this aspiration necessitates hatred and violence. Our ideal
of patriotism proceeds on the basis of love and brother-
hood and it looks beyond the unity of the nation and envis-
ages the ultimate unity of mankind. But it is a unity of
brothers, equals and freemen that we seek, not the unity of
master and serf, of devourer and devoured. We demand
the realisation of our corporate existence as a distinct race
and nation because that is the only way in which the ulti-
mate brotherhood of humanity can be achieved, not by blot-
ting out individual peoples and effacing outward
distinctions, but by removing the internal obstacles to unity,
the causes of hatred, malice and misunderstanding. A
struggle for our rights does not involve hatred of those who
mistakenly deny them. It only involves a determination to
suffer and strive, to speak the truth boldly and without
respect of persons, to use every lawful means of pressure
and every source of moral strength in order to establish
ourselves and disestablish that which denies the law of
progress.

Our methods are those of self-help and passive resis-
tance. To unite and organise ourselves in order to show
our efficiency by the way in which we can develop our
industries, settle our individual disputes, keep order and
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peace on public occasions, attend to questions of sanita-
tion, help the sick and suffering, relieve the famine-stricken,
work out our intellectual, technical and physical educa-
tion, evolve a Government of our own for our own internal
affairs so far as that could be done without disobeying the
law or questioning the legal authority of the bureaucratic
administration, this was the policy publicly and frankly
adopted by the Nationalist party. . ..

The policy of passive resistance was evolved partly as
the necessary complement of self-help, partly as a means of
putting pressure on the Government. The essence of this
policy is the refusal of co-operation so long as we are not
admitted to a substantial share and an effective control in
legislation, finance and administration. Just as “No repre-
sentation, no taxation” was the watchword of American
constitutional agitation in the eighteenth century, so “No
control, no co-operation” should be the watchword of our
lawful agitation—for constitution we have none,—in the
twentieth. We sum up this refusal of co-operation in the
convenient word “Boycott”, refusal of co-operation in the
industrial exploitation of our country, in education, in gov-
ernment, in judicial administration, in the details of offi-
cial intercourse. Necessarily, we have not made that refusal
of co-operation complete and uncompromising, but we hold
itas a method to be enlarged and pushed farther according
as the necessity for moral pressure becomes greater and
more urgent. This is one aspect of the policy. Another is the
necessity of boycott to help our own nascent energies in the
field of self-help. Boycott of foreign goods is a necessary
condition for the encouragement of Swadeshi industries,
boycott of Government schools is a necessary condition for
the growth of national education, boycott of British courts
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is a necessary condition for the spread of arbitration. The
only question is the extent and conditions of the boycott
and that must be determined by the circumstances of the
particular problem in each case. The general spirit of pas-
sive resistance has first to be raised, afterwards it can be
organised, regulated and, where necessary, limited. . . .
The Nationalist principle is the principle of “No con-
trol, no co-operation.” Since all control has been refused
and so long as all control is refused, the Nationalist party
preaches the refusal of co-operation as complete as we can
make it. But it is evident that if, for instance, the power of
imposing protective duties were given to a popular and
elective body, no serious political party would prefer per-
sistence in commercial boycott to the use of the powers
conceded.Or if education were similarly made free of offi-
cial control and entrusted to a popular body, as Lord Reay
once thought of entrusting it, no sensible politician would
ask the nation to boycott that education. Or if the courts
were manned by Indian judges and made responsible not
to the Executive but to a Minister representing the people,
arbitration would immediately take its place as a supple-
mentary aid to the regular courts. So also the refusal to co-
operate in an administration which excludes the people
from an effective voice does not involve a refusal to co-
operate in an administration of which the people are an
effective part. The refusal of autocratic gifts does not in-
volve a refusal to take up popular rights inalienably se-
cured to the people. It is on the contrary with the object of
compelling the concession of the various elements of Swaraj
by peaceful moral pressure and in the absence of such con-
cessions developing our own institutions to the gradual
extrusion and final supplanting of bureaucratic institu-
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tions that the policy of self-help and passive resistance

was started. This acceptance of popular rights does not

imply the abandonment of the ideal of complete autonomy

or of the use of passive resistance in case of any future

arbitrary interference with the rights of the people. It im-

plies only the use of partial Swaraj as a step and means

towards complete Swaraj. . ..
The policy I suggest to the Nationalist party may briefly

be summed up as follows:—

1. Persistence with a strict regard to law in a peaceful
policy of self-help and passive resistance.

2. The regulation of our attitude towards the Government
by the principle of “No control, no co-operation.”

3. A rapprochement with the Moderate party wherever
possible and the reconstitution of a united Congress.

4. Theregulation of the Boycott movement so as to make
both the political and the economic boycott effective.

5. The organisation of the Provinces if not of the whole
country according to our original programme.

6. A system of co-operation which will not contravene the
law and will yet enable workers to proceed with the
work of selfhelp and national efficiency, if not quite so
effectively as before, yet with energy and success.

July 1909
Calcutta AUROBINDO GHOSH
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Sri Aurobindo’s
Reasons for Leaving Politics

I may... say thatI did not leave politics because I felt I could
do nothing more there; such an idea was very far from me.
I came away because I did not want anything to interfere
with my Yoga and because I got a very distinct iidesa in the
matter. I have cut connection entirely with politics, but be-
fore I did so I knew from within that the work I had begun
there was destined to be carried forward, on lines I had
foreseen, by others, and that the ultimate triumph of the
movement I had initiated was sure without my personal
action or presence. There was not the least motive of de-
spair or sense of futility behind my withdrawal. For the
rest, I have never known any will of mine for any major
event in the conduct of the world- affairs to fail in the end,
although it may take a long time for the world-forces to
fulfil it. (October, 1932)

*

About seven months after coming to Pondicherry, on 7 Novem-
ber 1910, Sri Aurobindo wrote to The Hindu, a Madras paper,
about his retirement from politics:

“I'shall be obliged if you will allow me to inform every
one interested in my whereabouts through your journal
that I am and will remain in Pondicherry. I left British In-
dia over a month before proceedings were taken against
me and, as [ had purposely retired here in order to pursue
my Yogic sadhana undisturbed by political action or pur

'Also see pages 28 to 30 of this booklet where Sri Aurobindo has
made a statement on this subject.
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suitand had already severed connection with my political
work I did not feel called upon to surrender on the warrant
for sedition, as might have been incumbent on me if I had
remained in the political field. I have since lived here as a
religious recluse, visited only by a few friends, French and
Indian, but my whereabouts have been an open secret, long
known to the agents of the Government and widely ru-
mored in Madras as well as perfectly well-known to every
one in Pondicherry. I find myself now compelled some-
what against my will, to give my presence here a wider
publicity. It has suited certain people for an ulterior object
to construct a theory that I am not in Pondicherry, but in
British India, and I wish to state emphatically that I have
not been in British India since March last and shall not set
foot on British territory even for a single moment in the
future until I can return publicly. Any statement by any
person to the contrary made now or in the future, will be
false. Iwish, at the same time, to make it perfectly clear that
I'have retired for the time from political activity of any kind
and that I will see and correspond with no one in connec-
tion with political subjects. I defer all explanation or justi-
fication of my action in leaving British India until the High
Court in Calcutta shall have pronounced on the culpabil-
ity or innocence of the writing in the Karmayogin on which
I'am indicted.”
(The Hindu, 13 November 1910)

>

About ten years after Sri Aurobindo withdrew from Indian po-
litical scene and settled in Pondicherry, two prominent national-
ist leaders wrote to him appealing to him to come back to British
India and to resume leadership of Indian politics.
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One was Joseph Baptista who requested Sri Aurobindo to re-
turn to British India to take up the editorship of an English daily
paper which was proposed to be brought out from Bombay as the
organ of a new political party which Tilak and others were in-
tending to form at that time.

The second was Dr. Munje who requested Sri Aurobindo to
return to British India to take up the Presidentship of the Indian
National Congress. pro Munje was one of the most prominent
leaders of the Congress at Nagpur. He had also come to
Pondicherry in 1920 and had long talks on current Indian poli-
tics with Sri Aurobindo.

Sri Aurobindo’s replies to both these appeals are reproduced
below:

Pondicherry
Jan. 5, 1920
Dear Baptista,

Your offer is a tempting one, but I regret that I cannot
answer it in the affirmative. It is due to you that I should
state explicitly my reasons. In the first place I am not pre-
pared at present to return to British India. This is quite
apart from any political obstacle. I understand that up to
last September the Government of Bengal (and probably
the Government of Madras also) were opposed to my re-
turn to British India and that practically this opposition
meant that if I went back I should be interned or impris-
oned under one or other of the beneficent Acts which are
apparently still to subsist as helps in ushering in the new
era of trust and cooperation. I do not suppose other Gov-
ernments would be any more delighted by my appearance
in their respective provinces. Perhaps the King’s Procla-
mation may make a difference, but that is not certain since,
as I read it, it does not mean an amnesty, but an act of
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gracious concession and benevolence limited by the dis-
cretion of the Viceroy. Now I have too much work on my
hands to waste my time in the leisured ease of an involun-
tary Government guest. But even if I were assured of an
entirely free action and movement, I should yet not go just
now. I came to Pondicherry in order to have freedom and
tranquillity for a fixed object having nothing to do with
present politics - in which [ have taken no direct part since
my coming here, though what I could do for the country in
my own way I have constantly done, - and until it is accom-
plished, it is not possible for me to resume any kind of
public activity. But if I were in British India, I should be
obliged to plunge at once into action of different kinds.
Pondicherry is my place of retreat, my cave of tapasya, not
of the ascetic kind, but of a brand of my own invention. I
must finish that, I must be internally armed and equipped
for my work before I leave it.

Next in the matter of the work itself. I do not at all look
down on politics or political action or consider I have got
above them. I have always laid a dominant stress and I
now lay an entire stress on the spiritual life, but my idea of
spirituality has nothing to do with ascetic withdrawal or
contempt or disgust of secular things. There is to me noth-
ing secular, all human activity is for me a thing to be in-
cluded in a complete spiritual life, and the importance of
politics at the present time is very great. But my line and
intention of political activity would differ considerably from
anything now current in the field. I entered into political
action and continued it from 1903 to 1910 with one aim
and one alone, to get into the mind of the people a settled
will for freedom and the necessity of a struggle to achieve it
in place of the futile ambling Congress methods till then in
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vogue. That is now done and the Amritsar Congress is the
seal upon it. The will is not as practical and compact nor
by any means as organised and sustained in action as it
should be, but there is the will and plenty of strong and
able leaders to guide it. I consider that in spite of the inade-
quacy of the Reforms, the will to self-determination, if the
country keeps its present temper, as I have no doubt it will,
isbound to prevail before long. What preoccupies me now
is the question what it is going to do with its self- determi-
nation, how will it use its freedom, on what lines is it going
to determine its future?

You may ask why not come out and help, myself, so far
as I can, in giving a lead? But my mind has a habit of run-
ning inconveniently ahead of the times, - some might say,
out of time altogether into the world of the ideal. Your party,
you say, is going to be a social democratic party. Now I
believe in something which might be called social democ-
racy, but not in any of the forms now current, and I am not
altogether in love with the European kind, however great
an improvement it may be on the past. I hold that India
having a spirit of her own and a governing temperament
proper to her own civilisation, should in politics as in ev-
erything else strike out her own original path and not
stumble in the wake of Europe. But this is precisely what
she will be obliged to do, if she has to start on the road in
her present chaotic and unprepared condition of mind. No
doubt people talk of India developing on her own lines, but
nobody seems to have very clear or sufficient ideas as to
what those lines are to be. In this matter I have formed
ideals and certain definite ideas of my own, in which ,at
present very few are likely to follow me, - since they are
governed by an uncompromising spiritual idealism of an

44




unconventional kind and would be unintelligible to many
and an offence and stumbling-block to a great number. But
I have not as yet any clear and full idea of the practical
lines; I have no formed programme. In a word, I am feeling
my way in my mind and am not ready for either propa-
ganda or action. Even if I were, it would mean for some
time ploughing my lonely furrow or at least freedom to take
my own way. As the editor of your paper, I should be bound
to voice the opinion of others and reserve my own, and
while I have full sympathy with the general ideas of the
advanced parties so far as concerns the action of the present
moment and, if I were in the field, would do all I could to
help them,  am almost incapable by nature of limiting myself
in that way, at least to the extent that would be requisite.
Excuse the length of this screed. I thought it necessary to
explain fully so as to avoid giving you the impression that
I declined your request from any affectation or reality of
spiritual aloofness or wish to shirk the call of the country
or want of sympathy with the work you and others are so
admirably doing. I repeat my regret that I am compelled to
disappoint you.
Yours sincerely,
Aurobindo Ghosh
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Pondicherry, Aug. 30,1920
Dear Dr. Munje,

AsIhave already wired to you, I find myself unable to
accept your offer of the Presidentship of the Nagpur Con-
gress. There are reasons even within the political field it-
self which in any case would have stood in my way. In the
first place I have never signed and would never care to
sign as a personal declaration of faith the Congress creed
as my own is of a different character. In the next place
since my retirement from British India I have developed an
outlook and views which have diverged a great deal from
those I held at the time and, as they are remote from present
actualities and do not follow the present stream of politi-
cal action, I should find myself very much embarrassed
what to say to the Congress. I am entirely in sympathy
with all that is being done so far as its object is to secure
liberty for India, but I should be unable to identify myself
with the programme of any of the parties. The President of
the Congress is really a mouth-piece of the Congress and
to make from the presidential chair a purely personal pro-
nouncement miles away from what the Congress is think-
ing and doing would be grotesquely out of place. Not only
so, butnowadays the President has a responsibility in con-
nection with the All India Congress Committee and the
policy of the Congress during the year and other emergen-
cies that may arise which, apart from my constitutional
objection and, probably, incapacity to discharge official
duties of any kind or to put on any kind of harness, I should
be unable to fulfil, since it is impossible it for me to throw
over suddenly my fixed programme and settle at once in
British India. These reasons would in any case have come
in the way of my accepting your offer.
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The central reason however is this that [ am no longer
first and foremost a politician, . but have definitely com-
menced another kind of work with a spiritual basis, a work
of spiritual, social, cultural and economic reconstruction
of an almost revolutionary kind, and am even making or at
least supervising a sort of practical or laboratory experi-
ment in that sense which needs all the attention and en-
ergy that I can have to spare. It is impossible for me to
combine political work of the current kind and this at the
beginning. I should practically have to leave it aside, and
this I cannot do, as I have taken it up as my mission for the
rest of my life. This is the true reason of my inability to
respond to your call.

Imay say that in any case I think you would be making
a wrong choice in asking me to take Tilak’s place as your
head. No one now alive in India, or at least no one yet
known, is capable of taking that place, but myself least of
all. Tam an idealist to the marrow, and could only be useful
when there is something drastic to be done, a radical or
revolutionary line to be taken, (I do not mean revolutionary
by violence) a movement with an ideal aim and direct
method to be inspired and organized. Tilak’s policy of “re-
sponsive co-operation”, continued agitation and obstruc-
tion whenever needed -and that would be oftener than not
in the present circumstances - is, no doubt, the only alter-
native to some form of non-co-operation or passive resis-
tance. But it would need at its head a man of his combined
suppleness, skill and determination to make it effective. I
have not the suppleness and skill —at least of the kind
needed — and could only bring the determination, sup-
posing I accepted the policy, which I could not do practi-
cally, as, for any reasons of my own, nothing could induce
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me to set my foot in the new Councils. On the other hand a
gigantic movement of non-co-operation merely to get some
Punjab officials punished or to set up again the Turkish
Empire which is dead and gone, shocks my ideas both of
proportion and of common sense. I could only understand
it as a means of /I embarrassing “the Government” and
seizing hold of immediate grievances in order to launch an
acute struggle for autonomy after the manner of Egypt and
Ireland, - though no doubt without the element of violence.
All the same, it could be only on a programme involving an
entire change of the creed, function and organisation and
policy of the Congress, making it a centre of national recon-
struction and not merely of political agitation that I could -
if T had not the other reason I have spoken of -re-enter the
political field. Unfortunately the political mind and habits
created by the past methods of the Congress do not make
that practicable at the moment. I think you will see that,
holding these ideas, it is not possible for me to intervene
and least of all on the chair of the President.

Might I suggest that the success of the Congress can
hardly depend on the presence of a single person and one
who has long been in obscurity? The friends who call on
me are surely wrong in thinking that, the Nagpur Con-
gress will be uninspiring without me. The national move-
ment is surely strong enough now to be inspired with its
own idea especially at a time of stress like the present. I am
sorry to disappoint, but I have given the reasons that com-
pel me and I cannot see how it is avoidable.

Yours sincerely,

AUROBINDO GHOSH
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Rabindranath Tagore
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Information Letter

Revision of Membership Subscription

Due to overall increase in cost in the last four years, the
Membership Subscription of the Society has been revised
as printed on the facing page. Please note that:

Members of the Society who opt for the magazine in
HINDI, will get two magazines every month, Agnishikha
on the 1 of the month and Purodha in the middle of the
month with effect from 1% April, 2006.

* Allnew applications received after 1** March 2006 will

be at the revised rates for these members will be en-
rolled from 1% April, 2006.

For the existing members the revised rates will be
applicable ONLY at the time of renewal.

* When You send money to the Society it is preferable to
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send it by a bank demand draft ( crossed, a/c payee in
favour of Sri Aurobindo Society, payable at
Pondicherry) along with covering letter specifying (a)
the purpose for which it is sent, (b) your name and full
address in capital letters and (c) your membership /sub-
scriber number , if it is for a renewal of the membership.
If yousend any money through Money Order, please
do write the above three details in the communication
space provided in the form. The M.O. should be pay-
able to “Sri Aurobindo Society” and should not be in
the name of any particular person.




Revision of the Society’s Membership Subscription
With effect from 1°* April 2006

For Members in India only

Membership Category Revised Rates
Rs.
Member (without Magazine)
For one year 24
Member with Magazine
For one year 125
For three years 360
For five years 600
For ten years 1,200
Donor Member
For 20 years 3,000
Contributing Member
For one year 300
Contributing Donor Member
For 25 years 10,000

For Members Outside India
The membership fees remain unchanged for members out-

side India. (U.S. $ 20 for magazine by air-mail and U.S. $ 10
for magazine by sea-mail, for one year.)

For the Subscribers of the Magazine Only

For the subscribers of the magazine who are not members of
the Society, the revised rates will be Rs. 125, 360, 600 and
1200 for one, three, five and ten years respectively. If any
subscriber desires to become a member of the Society, at the
time of renewal he/she should ask the head office for a
membership application form.
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Exhibition Set of Flowers and Their Messages: A set con-
taining 60 photographic prints of flowers with their bo-
tanical names, common names and spiritual significances
given by the Mother is ready. Price Rs.1000 per set(postage
extra). Society’s centres will get a discount of 10%. Each
picture is beautiful and ideal for exhibition. Separate prints
are also available at Rs.20 each if five pictures or more are
purchased at a time. Contact Splendour at the following
address for your requirements: Splendour Auroservice, 16,
Goubert Avenue, Pondicherry — 605 001. Ph. (0413) 2336398
E-mail: splendour@sriaurobindosociety.org.in

News from Centres and Brnches

The Chitoor centre (Andhra Pradesh) held a seminar on
Indian Culture on 27" November 2005 at Chittoor. The
seminar was addressed by Shri B. Venkatramaiah and oth-
ers. The speakers spoke on the richness of Indian Culture.
The seminar was attended by about 300 persons.

At Billahalli centre (Karnataka) Sri Aurobindo Computer
Education Centre was started on 12" December 2005. Shri
Karabasappa Mudigoudra, Shri A.B. Desai, Dr. K.S. Amur,
Shri B. Ajjappa, and Shri S.V. Kalledevar, Head Master, Sri
Matharavid High School participated in the function.

The Purnea branch (Bihar) celebrated the Gita Jayanti on
11* December 2005 with a collective reading of Sri
Aurobindo’s Essays on the Gita.

The Haldwani centre (Uttaranchal) organised a 7-day
Asana camp from 15" December 2005 at the women's prison
for the inmates of the Jail. The camp was conducted by Smt.
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Kala Bist and Smt. Kanta Vinayak. Shri Nanak Chand
Lohia distributed booklets to the prisoners and read out
from the writings of the Mother and Sri Aurobindo.

The Vadodara branch (Gujarat) organised on 15" Decem-
ber 2005 a dance-drama on Sri Aurobindo’s epic “Savitri”
performed by Smt. Renu Ray and group from Canada at
M.S.University Auditorium. The programme left a noble
and deep influence in the hearts of the citizens. The branch
conducted a state-level Youth Camp on 9*, 10" & 11* De-
cember at Sri Aurobindo Nivas. The main theme was “Art
of Living” in the light of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother.

Sri Aurobindo’s bust was installed and unveiled at
Matwad, Navasari (Gujarat) in Sri Aurobindo Park by Dr.
A.S. Kapadia on 24™ November 2005. Shri Bhanabhai Patel
offered the Park and the Bust to his native place.

FORM IV
Statement about ownership...
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Sri Aurobindo Andhra Bhavan
at Pondicherry

18- room Guest House under construction
at 36, Vysial Street, Pondicherry

(A Guest House primarity meant for visitors to
Sri Aurobindo Ashram)

The Guest House is already partially functional
since 15th August 2005 with dormitary accommodation

*
ki
AN APPPEAL

Rs.23 lakhs have already been spent on this
project of Rs. One Crore
For a speedy comletion of the building
PLEASE GIVE YOUR OFFERINGS LIBERALLY

Send your valued offering to
Prof. Kittu Reddy, Chairman,
Sri Aurobindo Andhra Bhavan Trust,
Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Pondicherry - 605 002

*Cheques/bank drafts to be made payble to Sri Aurobindo
Andhra Bhavan Trust, Pondicherry.
* All donations are exempt under 80(G) of Income Tax Act
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Statement about ownership and other particulars con-
cerning All India Magazine, Form IV

(1) Place of publication: Sri Aurobindo Society, 64, Rue
Manakula Vinayagar Covil, Pondicherry -605 002; (2) Peri-
odicity of its publication: Monthly; (3) Printer’s name, natonality
and address: Amiyo Ranjan Ganguly, Indian, Sri Aurobindo
Ashram Press, Pondicherry - 605002; (4) Publisher’s name,
nationality and address: Pradeep Narang, Indian, Sri
Aurobindo Society, 64, Rue Manakula Vinayagar Covil,
Pondicherry - 605002; (5) Editor’s name, nationality & address:
K.C. Anand, Indian, Sri Aurobindo Society, Pondicherry -
605 002; (6) Names and addresses of individuals who own the
newspaper and partners or shareholders holding more than one
percent of the total capital: Sri Aurobindo Society, 64, Rue
Manakula Vinayagar Covil, Pondicherry - 605 002.

I, Pradeep Narang, hereby declare that the particulars given
above are true to the best of my knowledge and belief.

21st February 2006 Sd.
Pradeep Narang
Publisher
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