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For Sri Aurobindo the question of human progress is, as almost everything he wrote about, complex. While 
he believes in 1909 that human progress is the agent of change and writes: “ Whether we take the modern 
scientific or the ancient Hindu standpoint the progress of humanity is a fact.”(Aurobindo 1909) by the early 
1940s his view seems to have notably altered and he writes: 

“the idea of human progress itself is very probably an illusion, for there is no sign that man, once emerged 
from the animal stage, has radically progressed during his race-history; at most he has advanced in 
knowledge of the physical world, in Science, in the handling of his surroundings, in his purely external and 
utilitarian use of the secret laws of Nature. But otherwise he is what he always was in the early beginnings 
of civilization: he continues to manifest the same capacities, the same qualities and defects, the same 
efforts, blunders, achievements, frustrations. If progress there has been, it is in a circle, at most perhaps in 
a widening circle. Man today is not wiser than the ancient seers and sages and thinkers, not more spiritual 
than the great seekers of old, the first mighty mystics, not superior in arts and crafts to the ancient artists 
and craftsmen; the old races that have disappeared showed as potent an intrinsic originality, invention, 
capacity of dealing with life and, if modern man in this respect has gone a little farther, not by any 
essential progress but in degree, scope, abundance, it is because he has inherited the achievements of his 
forerunners. Nothing warrants the idea that he will ever hew his way out of the half-knowledge half-
ignorance which is the stamp of his land, or, even if he develops a higher knowledge, that he can break out 
of the utmost boundary of the mental circle.” (Aurobindo 1949 p832) 

No longer optimistic about the inevitable triumph of human progress, the evolutionary transcendence of the 
human race he suggests will be facilitated only by a few special individuals. 

“if a superior creation is intended, then, certainly, it is not out of man that the new grade, type or pattern 
can develop; for in that case there would be some race or kind or make of human beings that has already 
the material of the superman in it, just as the peculiar animal being that developed into humanity had the 
essential elements of human nature already potential or present in it: there is no such race, kind or type, at 
most there are only spiritualised mental beings who are seeking to escape out of the terrestrial creation. If 
by any occult law of Nature such a human development of the supramental being is intended, it could only 
be by a few in humanity detaching themselves from the race so as to become a first foundation for this new 
pattern of being. There is no reason to suppose that the whole race could develop this perfection; it cannot 
be a possibility generalized in the human creature.” (Aurobindo 1949 831/832) 

In the above passage what is notable is the use of the word “if”, as in “if a supramental creation is intended”. 
One finds in his text that even when his statements suggest an inevitability that “if “ is implicitly never far 
away. If his mature conclusions regarding human progress are no longer optimistic he does not discount 
some forms of human progress, if not in developing new skills and traits then marked by an increase in 
subtly, complexity, and variety of development: 

“It cannot truly be said that there has been no such thing as human progress since man’s appearance or 
even in his recent ascertainable history; for however great the ancients, however supreme some of their 
achievements and creations, however impressive their powers of spirituality, of intellect or of character, 
there has been in later developments an increasing subtlety, complexity, manifold development of 
knowledge and possibility in man’s achievements, in his politics, society, life, science, metaphysics, 
knowledge of all kinds, art, literature; even in his spiritual endeavor, less surprisingly lofty and less 
massive in power of spirituality than that of the ancients, there has been this increasing subtlety, plasticity, 
sounding of depths, extension of seeking.” (Aurobindo 1949, 841) 

Although he even issues a caveat here, prefixing the above statement with the following: 

“it may be conceded that what man has up till now principally done is to act within the circle of his nature, 
on a spiral of nature-movement, sometimes descending, sometimes ascending, — there has been no 
straight line of progress, no indisputable, fundamental or radical exceeding of his past nature: (1949) “ 



Therefore, Sri Aurobindo concludes that the mere refining of skills by the Modern has done nothing to 
facilitate the transformation of humanity that is the aim of his yoga to accomplish: 

“his progress has not indeed carried the race beyond itself, into a self-exceeding, a transformation of the 
mental being. But that was not to be expected; for the action of evolutionary Nature in a type of being and 
consciousness is first to develop the type to its utmost capacity by just such a subtilisation and increasing 
complexity till it is ready for her bursting of the shell, the ripened decisive emergence, reversal, turning 
over of consciousness on itself that constitutes a new stage in the evolution”(841) 

When Sri Aurobindo says that human progress is probably an illusion he is stating that there is no unending 
linear human progress as was the type envisioned in the European Enlightenment. In the European post-
Enlightenment view of progress, humanity follows a steady path of evolutionary advance. In contrast Sri 
Aurobindo views human progress as defined by advances and then by sudden reversals in fortune that result 
in it following a curved rather than a straight lines. In this respect Sri Aurobindo’s view of human progress is 
fairly consistent with the views of Ronald Wright who states that human progress, as an ideology is merely a 
myth. The path of progress is beset by a myriad of traps and snares that ultimately lead human kind to circle 
back on itself. 

But if there is nothing in collective human progress that is being perfected to prepare for an inevitable 
descent of what Sri Aurobindo calls the “supramental manifestation” then what is it that is preparing for the 
appearance of the superman? A careful reading of Sri Aurobindo reveals that the deliverance of the new race 
is not dependent on human progress but by the force he has already described in the Synthesis of Yoga “the 
effort of nature in  man” or “nature’s yoga”. 

But what does this exactly mean that the evolution of human consciousness is not the result of human 
progress but is a product of nature? In the following passage Debashish Banerji elaborates: 

“Mankind has not evolved as a species, there is no such thing as “human progress.” On the other hand there 
is a cosmic evolution which is going on (this is the teleological part in SA) which is not only an evolution of 
forms but an evolution of consciousness. This is “nature’s yoga,” which leads to the statement “all life is 
yoga.” This cosmic evolution throws up different general (genus) and special (species) manifestations of 
gradations of consciousness. These genus and species do not “evolve” within their class but are subject to 
cosmic evolutionary forces, so that they develop and express certain innate capacities at certain times and 
others at other times. He does not elaborate on a theory for non-human cases, but this stasis and “progress 
in a circle” applies to mankind as well until the point that there is a sufficient generalization of all the 
human capacities in the mass through “nature’s action” in or as time. When this happens, some new 
possibilities of emergence occur – in the human case, these possibilities are part of individual choice as 
yoga.” (Banerji 2009) 

In other words, Homo sapeins is a vehicle, the conduit in the dialectic between spirit and matter, that is 
under pressure from the Supermind (shakti) to create ever more complex orders of being. Human nature 
(prakriti) itself need not change, just facilitate the initial conditions in a few special individuals for the novel 
emergence of the superman. In other words, for what Sri Aurobindo calls the supramental manifestation to 
occur “nature’s yoga” requires only its facilitation by a few special individuals as it perfects itself in them 
through the evolution of their psychic being (soul). The psychic being then facilitates the preparation in 
these individuals for the grace and descent of Supermind. 

In contrast to Teilhard De Chardin’s view of evolution in which it is the collectivization of human 
consciousness advancing toward a noosphere that facilitates the omega point of species, Sri Aurobindo 
invest his hope in the individual as the unit of evolutionary selection. In so doing the Aurobindian superman 
on closer inspection shares many similar traits with the Nietzschean overman.  

 

The notion of humanity as a bridge between the animal and the Superman is in fact almost identical to Sri 
Aurobindo’s view of man the transitional being. He says: “Man is a transitional being; he is not final. For in 
man and high beyond him ascend the radiant degrees that climb to a divine supermanhood. There lies our 
destiny and the liberating key to our aspiring but troubled and limited mundane existence”. In eschewing 
collective progress in favor of an occult force of nature operating in extrodinary individuals who act in a 



world according to standards that would defy conventional morality Sri Aurobindo’s view like Nietzsche’s is 
also categorized by an profoundly anti-humanist tone. This anti-humanist tone also characterizes his 
thoughts on the advance of human societies toward human unity, although this part of Sri Aurobindo’s 
philosophy is more reminiscent of Georg Hegel than Friedrich Nietzsche. So it is interesting to assess Sri 
Aurobindo’s culminating vision of history’s progressive march toward Human Unity with these comparisons 
and contrasts to Hegel in mind. In an earlier passage taken from the text which we will now again reference, 
Sri Aurobindo has conceded the anti-humanist point that it may even take the specter of a final horrible war 
to achieve the inevitable ends of Human Unity. In other words, human unity might be gained in spite of, and 
not because of any humanist effort. In this concluding paragraph in his postscript to the Ideal of Human 
Unity (1949), he sums up his final word on the matter: 

“We conclude then that in the conditions of the world at present, even taking into consideration its most 
disparaging features and dangerous possibilities, there is nothing that need alter the view we have taken 
of the necessity and inevitability of some kind of world-union; the drive of Nature, the compulsion of 
circumstances and the present and future need of mankind make it inevitable. The general conclusions we 
have arrived at will stand and the consideration of the modalities and possible forms or lines of alternative 
or successive development it may take. The ultimate result must be the formation of a World-State and the 
most desirable form of it would be a federation of free nationalities in which all subjection or forced 
inequality and subordination of one to another would have disappeared and, though some might preserve 
a greater natural influence, all would have an equal status. A confederacy would give the greatest freedom 
to the nations constituting the World-State, but this might give too much room for fissiparous or 
centrifugal tendencies to operate; a federal order would then be the most desirable. All else would be 
determined by the course of events and by general agreement or the shape given by the ideas and 
necessities that may grow up in the future. A world-union of this kind would have the greatest chances of 
long survival or permanent existence. This is a mutable world and uncertainties and dangers might assail 
or trouble for a time; the formed structure might be subjected to revolutionary tendencies as new ideas 
and forces emerged and produced their effect on the general mind of humanity, but the essential step 
would have been taken and the future of the race assured or at least the present era overpassed in which it 
is threatened and disturbed by unsolved needs and difficulties, precarious conditions, immense upheavals, 
huge and sanguinary world-wide conflicts and the threat of others to come. The ideal of human unity 
would be no longer an unfulfilled ideal but an accomplished fact and its preservation given into the charge 
of the united human peoples. Its future destiny would lie on the knees of the gods and, if the gods have a use 
for the continued existence of the race, may be left to lie there safe.” 

The final lines of this passage are staggering in their implications for human agency because even when 
Human Unity is achieved, the fate of mankind will ultimately still reside with the gods and whatever use they 
may have for humanity. 

And perhaps these Gods may not look so benevolently on humanity if a fundamental shift in human 
consciousness does not follow the achievement of nature’s drive toward world union. In the final chapter of 
the Life Divine Sri Aurobindo view on the future of the human race becomes at times most pessimistic when 
he considers what can happen if the evolutionary pressures of mind working upon life in humanity do not 
prove able to support it due to a lack of “inner” human progress: 

“The evolution of Mind working upon Life has developed an organization of the activity of Mind and use of 
Matter which can no longer be supported by human capacity without an inner change. An accommodation 
of the egocentric human individuality, separative even in association, to a system of living which demands 
unity, perfect mutuality, harmony, is imperative…….because the burden which is being laid on mankind is 
too great for the present littleness of the human personality and its petty mind and small life-instincts, 
because it cannot operate the needed change, because it is using this new apparatus and organization to 
serve the old infraspiritual and infrarational life-self of humanity, the destiny of the race seems to be 
heading dangerously, as if impatiently and in spite of itself, under the drive of the vital ego seized by 
colossal forces which are on the same scale as the huge mechanical organization of life and scientific 
knowledge which it has evolved, a scale too large for its reason and will to handle, into a prolonged 
confusion and perilous crisis and darkness of violent shifting incertitude. Even if this turns out to be a 
passing phase or appearance and a tolerable structural accommodation is found which will enable 
mankind to proceed less catastrophically on its uncertain journey, this can only be a respite. For the 
problem is fundamental and in putting it evolutionary Nature in man is confronting herself with a critical 
choice which must one day be solved in the true sense if the race is to arrive or even to survive. ” 
(Aurobindo 1949, 1054/55) 



In short, Sri Aurobindo conceives his ideal of human unity driven by the effort of nature in man as 
inevitable, but only if the human race survives to witness it! 

I would like to conclude this section by offering up one possibility as to why Sri Aurobindo’s perspective on 
human progress seems to have shifted during the course of his lifetime by referencing his original text on 
Yoga and Human Evolution from 1909, in which he writes: 

“The progress of mankind has been placed by many predominately in the development of the human 
intellect, and intellectual development is no doubt essential to self-conquest. The animal and the savage are 
bound by the body because the ideas of the animal or the ideas of the savage are mostly limited to those 
sensations and associations which are connected with the body. The development of intellect enables a man 
to find the deeper self within and partially replace what our philosophy calls the dehatmaka-buddhi, the 
sum of ideas and sensations which make us think of the body as ourself, by another set of ideas which 
reach beyond the body, and, existing for their own delight and substituting intellectual and moral 
satisfaction as the chief objects of life, master, if they cannot entirely silence, the clamor of the lower 
sensual desires……  

But it is not only through the intellect that man rises. If the clarified intellect is not supported by purified 
emotions, the intellect tends to be dominated once more by the body and to put itself at its service and the 
lordship of the body over the whole man becomes more dangerous than in the natural state because the 
innocence of the natural state is lost. The power of knowledge is placed at the disposal of the senses, sattva 
serves tamas, the god in us becomes the slave of the brute. The disservice which scientific Materialism is 
unintentionally doing the world is to encourage a return to this condition; the suddenly awakened masses 
of men, unaccustomed to deal intellectually with ideas, able to grasp the broad attractive innovations of 
free thought but unable to appreciate its delicate reservations, verge towards that reeling back into the 
beast, that relapse into barbarism which was the condition of the Roman Empire at a high stage of 
material civilization and intellectual culture and which a distinguished British statesman declared the 
other day to be the condition to which all Europe approached. The development of the emotions is therefore 
the first condition of a sound human evolution. Unless the feelings tend away from the body and the love of 
others takes increasingly the place of the brute love of self, there can be no progress upward….” (1909) 

In reading the above passage it is clear that Sri Aurobindo insisted that the transformation of intellectual 
capabilities must be supported by the purification of the emotions that provides the platform for human 
progress. 

Although his perspective on human progress may simply have changed because he further refined his ideas 
about it, in separating it out from “the effort of nature in man,” one can also imagine another contributing 
factor for his shift in perspective as well. 

Over the course of his lifetime having witnessing the horrors of two world wars, the degradations of 
colonialism, the violence of partition, and the myriad of other travesties that took place during the period in 
which he lived, he certainly could have come to the conclusion that the advance of mankind’s intellectual 
capabilities, of science, technology, and industrialism only exacerbated human cruelty and magnified 
mankind’s propensity for evil. It was the hardening of the heart rather than the purification of emotions that 
supported the intellectual advance of the 20th century. Could this decoupling of mental from vital, of 
intellectual from emotional evolution led him to eschew the idea of human progress as he envisioned it in 
1909? 

 


