Chapter Two

Doubt and Faith
Doubt and Yoga
As to doubts and argumentative answers to them I have long
given up the practice as I found it perfectly useless. Yoga is
not a ﬁeld for intellectual argument or dissertation. It is not by
the exercise of the logical or the debating mind that one can
arrive at a true understanding of Yoga or follow it. A doubting spirit, “honest doubt” and the claim that the intellect shall
be satisﬁed and be made the judge on every point is all very
well in the ﬁeld of mental action outside. But Yoga is not a
mental ﬁeld, the consciousness which has to be established is
not a mental, logical or debating consciousness — it is even laid
down by Yoga that unless and until the mind is stilled, including
the intellectual or logical mind, and opens itself in quietude or
silence to a higher and deeper consciousness, vision and knowledge, sadhana cannot reach its goal. For the same reason an
unquestioning openness to the Guru is demanded in the Indian
spiritual tradition; as for blame, criticism and attack on the
Guru, it was considered reprehensible and the surest possible
obstacle to sadhana.
If the spirit of doubt could be overcome by meeting it with
arguments, there might be something in the demand for its
removal by satisfaction through logic. But the spirit of doubt
doubts for its own sake, for the sake of doubt; it simply uses
the mind as its instrument for its particular dharma and this
not the least when that mind thinks it is seeking sincerely for a
solution of its honest and irrepressible doubts. Mental positions
always differ, moreover, and it is well known that people can
argue for ever without one convincing the other. To go on perpetually answering persistent and always recurring doubts such
as for long have ﬁlled this Asram and obstructed the sadhana, is
merely to frustrate the aim of the Yoga and go against its central
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principle with no spiritual or other gain whatever. If anybody
gets over his fundamental doubts, it is by the growth of the
psychic in him or by an enlargement of his consciousness, not
otherwise. Questions which arise from the spirit of enquiry, not
aggressive or self-assertive, but as a part of a hunger for knowledge can be answered, but the “spirit of doubt” is insatiable and
unappeasable.
*
I have started writing about Doubt, but even in doing so I am
afﬂicted by the “doubt” whether any amount of writing or of
anything else can ever persuade the eternal doubt in man which
is the penalty of his native ignorance. In the ﬁrst place, to write
adequately would mean anything from 60 to 600 pages, but not
even 6000 convincing pages would convince Doubt. For Doubt
exists for its own sake; its very function is to doubt always and,
even when convinced, to go on doubting still; it is only to persuade its entertainer to give it board and lodging that it pretends
to be an honest truth-seeker. This is a lesson I have learnt from
the experience both of my own mind and of the minds of others;
the only way to get rid of Doubt is to take Discrimination as
one’s detector of truth and falsehood and under its guard to
open the door freely and courageously to experience.
All the same I have started writing, but I will begin not
with Doubt but with the demand for the Divine as a concrete
certitude, quite as concrete as any physical phenomenon caught
by the senses. Now, certainly, the Divine must be such a certitude
not only as concrete but more concrete than anything sensed by
ear or eye or touch in the world of Matter; but it is a certitude not
of mental thought but of essential experience. When the Peace of
God descends on you, when the Divine Presence is there within
you, when the Ananda rushes on you like a sea, when you are
driven like a leaf before the wind by the breath of the Divine
Force, when Love ﬂows out from you on all creation, when
Divine Knowledge ﬂoods you with a Light which illumines and
transforms in a moment all that was before dark, sorrowful and
obscure, when all that is becomes part of the One Reality, when
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the Reality is all around you, you feel at once by the spiritual
contact, by the inner vision, by the illumined and seeing thought,
by the vital sensation and even by the very physical sense, everywhere you see, hear, touch only the Divine. Then you can much
less doubt it or deny it than you can deny or doubt daylight or air
or the sun in heaven — for of these physical things you cannot
be sure that they are what your senses represent them to be; but
in the concrete experience of the Divine, doubt is impossible.
As to permanence, you cannot expect permanence of the initial spiritual experiences from the beginning — only a few have
that and even for them the high intensity is not always there; for
most the experience comes and then draws back behind the veil
waiting for the human parts to be prepared and made ready to
bear and hold, ﬁrst, its increase and then its permanence. But
to doubt it on that account would be irrational in the extreme.
One does not doubt the existence of air because a strong wind
is not always blowing or of sunlight because night intervenes
between dawn and dusk. The difﬁculty lies in the normal human
consciousness to which spiritual experience comes as something
abnormal and is in fact supernormal. This weak limited normality ﬁnds it difﬁcult at ﬁrst even to get any touch of that greater
and intenser supernormal or it gets it diluted into its own duller
stuff of mental or vital experience, and, when the spiritual does
come in its own overwhelming power, very often it cannot bear
or, if it bears, cannot hold and keep it. Still once a decisive breach
has been made in the walls built by the mind against the Inﬁnite,
the breach widens, sometimes slowly, sometimes swiftly, until
there is no wall any longer, and then there is the Permanence.
But the decisive experiences cannot be brought, the permanence of a new state of consciousness in which they will
be normal cannot be secured if the mind is always interposing
its own reservations, prejudgments, ignorant formulas or if it
insists on arriving at the Divine certitude as it would at the
quite relative truth of a mental conclusion, by reasoning, doubt,
enquiry and all the other paraphernalia of Ignorance feeling
and fumbling around after Knowledge; these greater things can
only be brought by the progressive opening of a consciousness
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quieted and turned steadily towards spiritual experience. If you
ask why the Divine has so disposed it on this highly inconvenient
basis, it is a futile question, — for this is nothing else than a
psychological necessity imposed by the very nature of things.
It is so because these experiences of the Divine are not mental
constructions, not vital movements; they are essential things,
not things merely thought but realities, not mentally felt but felt
in our very underlying substance and essence. No doubt, the
mind is always there and can intervene; it can and does have
its own type of mentalisings about the Divine, thoughts, beliefs,
emotions, mental reﬂections of spiritual Truth, even a kind of
mental realisation which repeats as well as it can some kind
of ﬁgure of the higher Truth, and all this is not without value,
but it is not concrete, intimate and indubitable. Mind by itself
is incapable of ultimate certitude; whatever it believes, it can
doubt; whatever it can afﬁrm, it can deny; whatever it gets hold
of, it can and does let go. That, if you like, is its freedom, noble
right, privilege; it may be all you can say in its praise, but by
these methods of mind you cannot hope (outside the realm of
physical phenomena and hardly even there) to arrive at anything
you can call an ultimate certitude. It is for this very compelling
reason that mentalising or enquiring about the Divine cannot
by its own right bring the Divine. If the consciousness is always
busy with small mental movements, — especially accompanied,
as they usually are, by a host of vital movements, desires, prepossessions and all else that vitiates human thinking, even apart
from the native insufﬁciency of reason, — what room can there
be for a new order of knowledge, for fundamental experiences
or for those deep and stupendous upsurgings or descents of
the Spirit? It is indeed possible for the mind in the midst of
its activities to be suddenly taken by surprise, overwhelmed,
swept aside while all is ﬂooded with a sudden inrush of spiritual
experience. But if afterwards it begins questioning, doubting,
theorising, surmising what this might be and whether it is true
or not, what else can the spiritual Power do but retire and wait
for the bubbles of the mind to cease?
I would ask one simple question of those who would make
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the intellectual mind the standard and judge of spiritual experience. Is the Divine something less than Mind or is It something
greater? Is mental consciousness with its groping enquiry, endless argument, unquenchable doubt, stiff and unplastic logic
something superior or even equal to the Divine Consciousness
or is it something inferior in its action and status? If it is greater,
then there is no reason to seek after the Divine. If it is equal, then
spiritual experience is quite superﬂuous. But if it is inferior, how
can it challenge, judge, make the Divine stand as an accused or a
witness before its tribunal, summon It to appear as a candidate
for admission before a Board of Examiners or pin It like an insect
under its examining microscope? Can the vital animal hold up
as infallible the standard of its vital instincts, associations and
impulses and judge, interpret and fathom by it the mind of man?
It cannot because man’s mind is a greater power working in a
wider, more complex way which the animal vital consciousness
cannot follow. Is it so difﬁcult to see similarly that the Divine
Consciousness must be something inﬁnitely wider, more complex than human mind, ﬁlled with greater powers and lights,
moving in a way which mere Mind cannot judge, interpret or
fathom by the standard of its fallible Reason and limited mental
half-knowledge? The simple fact is there that spirit and mind
are not the same thing and that it is the spiritual consciousness
into which the Yogin has to enter (in all this I am not in the
least speaking of the supermind) if he wants to be in permanent contact or union with the Divine. It is not then a freak
of the Divine or a tyranny to insist on the mind recognising its
limitations, quieting itself, giving up its demands and opening
and surrendering to a greater Light than it can ﬁnd on its own
obscurer level.
This does not mean that the Mind has no place at all in
the spiritual life; but it means that it cannot be even the main
instrument, much less the authority to whose judgment all must
submit itself, including the Divine. Mind must learn from the
greater Consciousness it is approaching and not impose its own
standards on it; it has to receive illumination, open to a higher
Truth, admit a greater Power that does not work according
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to mental canons, surrender itself and allow its half-light halfdarkness to be ﬂooded from above till where it was blind it
can see, where it was deaf it can hear, where it was insensible
it can feel, and where it was bafﬂed, uncertain, questioning,
disappointed it can have joy, fulﬁlment, certitude and peace.
This is the position on which Yoga stands, a position based
upon constant experience since men began to seek after the
Divine. If it is not true, then there is no truth in Yoga and no
necessity for Yoga. If it is true, then it is on that basis, from the
standpoint of the necessity of this greater consciousness that we
can see whether Doubt is of any utility for the spiritual life. To
believe anything and everything is certainly not demanded of
the spiritual seeker; such a promiscuous and imbecile credulity
would be not only unintellectual, but in the last degree unspiritual. At every moment of the spiritual life until one has got
fully into that higher Light, one has to be on one’s guard and
to be able to distinguish spiritual truth from pseudo-spiritual
imitations of it or substitutes for it set up by the mind and
by vital desire. A power to distinguish between truth of the
Divine and the lies of the Asura is a cardinal necessity for Yoga.
The question is whether that can best be done by the negative
and destructive method of doubt, which often kills falsehood
but rejects truth too with the same impartial blow, or a more
positive, helpful and luminously searching power can be found
which is not compelled by its inherent ignorance to meet truth
and falsehood alike with the stiletto of doubt and the bludgeon
of denial. An indiscriminateness of mental belief is not the teaching of spirituality or of Yoga; the faith of which it speaks is not
a crude mental belief but the ﬁdelity of the soul to the guiding
light within it, a ﬁdelity which has to remain ﬁrm till the light
leads it into knowledge.
*
As for the doubts of which you have written, I cannot write much
today for obvious reasons and in any case writing is not the remedy, though it may help and encourage — for these doubts rise
not from the intellect but from the vital mind which sees things
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according to its condition and mood and needs something else
than what the mind asks for to satisfy it. It is perfectly true that
these reasonings have no force when the vital is in its true poise
of love or joy or active and creative power, and when the vital
is depressed then it is hard and seems sometimes impossible, so
long as the depression is there, to surmount the trouble. But
still the clouds do not last for ever — and even one has a certain
power in the mind to shorten the period of these clouds, to reject
and dissipate them and not to allow them to remain until they
disappear in the course of nature.
By all means use the method of japa and bhakti. I have never
insisted on your using the method of dry or hard tapasya — it
was some idea or feeling in your own mind that made you lay
so much stress on it. There are some to whom it is natural and
necessary for a time, but each ought to move in his own way and
there is no one rule for all — even if the objective is and must be
the same, contact and union and opening to the Divine.
In the end these doubts and depressions and despairs must
cease. Where the call of the soul perseveres, the response of the
Divine must come.
Na hi kalyān.akr.t kaścid durgatiṁ tāta gacchati.1
*
There is no reason why your present condition should be more
than a passing phase, unless you yourself choose that it should
be otherwise. If it is the “imposition” of the rule of Karmayoga
on you that is the cause of your doubts, it is unjustiﬁed, because
there is no imposition or compulsion, and you need only work
if you wish to do so; if you think that by sitting in meditation
only you will best progress, you are free to do it.
I did not answer to your statement of your doubts, because
they seem to repose on certain statements and suppositions
about myself (which are quite inaccurate) and I do not usually
care to enter into personal matters. I do not know who gave you
this information, e.g. that I have not done my sadhana in full
1 “Never does anyone who practises good, O beloved one, come to woe.” Gita 6.40.
— Ed.
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heat of work but have had to lead a very quiet and extremely
retired life all the time. I am afraid, whoever he is, he knows
nothing about either my past life or my present life or my Yoga.
As for the ground put forward that there is no precedent for
progress during work or for such a method, nor have people in
the past been able to do it, it amounts to a statement that there
has never been any such thing as Karmayoga or a Karmayogi,
that the Gita was never written or was not founded on any
truth of experience and that no Yogi ever did works as part
of his sadhana. There seems to be some exaggeration in these
statements from whatever quarter they may have been breathed
into your mind. I have never said that the Supermind is working
in the sadhaks here; I have said the contrary in many letters.
I say so much however only to indicate the quite gratuitous
character of the afﬁrmations on which these doubts are founded
— from wherever they may come. But a detailed answer is hardly
necessary; for meditation is not forbidden in this sadhana. Except for those who prefer to go through work alone, meditation
and works and bhakti each in its place make up the foundations
of the sadhana. But you are free to follow the way of meditation
alone, as some others do, if you think that better.
*
I agree with most of what Krishnaprem says, though one or
two things I would put from a different angle. Your reasonings
about faith and doubt have been of a rather extravagant kind
because they came to this that one must either doubt everything
or believe everything however absurd that anybody says. I have
repeatedly told you that there is not only room for discrimination in Yoga, but a need for it at every step — otherwise you
will get lost in the jungle of things that are not spiritual — as for
instance the tangle of what I call the intermediate zone. I have
also told you that you are not asked to believe everything told
you by anybody and that there is no call to put faith in all the
miraculous things narrated about Bijoykrishna or another. That,
I have said, is a question not of faith but of mental belief — and
faith is not mental belief in outward facts, but an intuition of
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the inner being about spiritual things. Krishnaprem means the
same thing when he says that faith is the light sent down by the
higher to the lower personality. As for the epithet “blind” used
by Ramakrishna, it means as I said, not ignorantly credulous,
but untroubled by the questionings of the intellect and unshaken
by outward appearances of fact. E.g. one has faith in the Divine
even though the fact seems to be that the world here or at
least the human world is driven by undivine forces. One has
faith in the Guru even when he uses methods that your intellect
cannot grasp or approves things as true of which you have yet no
experience (for if his knowledge and experience are not greater
than yours, why did you choose him as a Guru?). One has faith
in the Path leading to the goal even when the goal is very far off
and the way covered by mist and cloud and smitten repeatedly
by the thunderbolt. And so on. Even in worldly things man can
do nothing great if he has not faith — in the spiritual realm it is
still more indispensable. But this faith depends not on ignorant
credulity, but on a light that burns inside though not seen by the
eyes of the outward mind, a knowledge within that has not yet
taken the form of an outer knowledge.
One thing however — I make a distinction between doubt
and discrimination. If doubt meant a discriminant questioning
as to what might be truth of this or that matter, it would be a
part of discrimination and quite admissible; but what is usually
meant now by doubt is a negation positive and peremptory
which does not stop to investigate, to consider in the light, to
try, to inquire, but says at once, “Oh, no, I am never going to
take that as possibly true.” That kind of doubt may be very
useful in ordinary life, it may be practically useful in battering
down established things or established ideas or in certain kinds
of external controversy to undermine a position that is too dogmatically positive; but I do not think it is of any positive use in
matters even of intellectual inquiry. There is nothing it can do
there that impartial discrimination cannot do much better. In
spiritual matters discrimination has a huge place, but negating
doubt simply stops the path to Truth with its placard “No entry”
or its dogmatic “This far and no farther.”
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As for the intellect it is indispensable to man up to a certain
point; after that it becomes an inferior instrument and often
misleading and obstructive. It is what I meant when I wrote,
“Reason was the helper; reason is the bar.”2 Intellect has done
many things for man; it has helped to raise him high above the
animal; at its best it has opened a ﬁrst view on all great ﬁelds of
knowledge. But it cannot go beyond that; it cannot get at Truth
itself, only at some reﬂections, forms, representations of it. I
myself cannot remember to have ever arrived at anything in the
spiritual ﬁeld by the power of the intellect — I have used it only
to help the expression of what I have known and experienced,
but even there it is only certain forms that it provided, they
were used by another Light and a larger Mind than the intellect.
When the intellect tried to decide things in this ﬁeld, it always
delayed matters. I suppose what it can do sometimes is to stir up
the mind, plough it or prepare — but the knowledge comes only
when one gets another higher than intellectual opening. Even
in Mind itself there are things higher than the intellect, ranges
of activity that exceed it. Spiritual knowledge is easier to those
than to the reasoning intelligence.
*
The abnormal abounds in this physical world; the supernormal
is there also. In these matters, apart from any question of faith,
any truly rational man with a free mind (not tied up like the
rationalist’s or so-called freethinker’s at every point with triple
cords of a priori irrational disbelief) must not cry out at once,
“Humbug! falsehood!”, but suspend judgment until he has the
necessary experience and knowledge. To deny in ignorance is no
better than to afﬁrm in ignorance.
*
As for the faith-doubt question you evidently give to the word
faith a sense and a scope I do not attach to it. I will have to
2 Sri Aurobindo, Essays in Philosophy and Yoga, volume 13 of THE COMPLETE
WORKS OF SRI AUROBINDO, p. 199.
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write not one but several letters to clear up the position. It
seems to me that you mean by faith a mental belief in an alleged
fact put before the mind and senses in the doubtful form of
an unsupported asseveration. I mean by it a dynamic intuitive
conviction in the inner being of the truth of supersensible things
which cannot be proved by any physical evidence but which
are a subject of experience. My point is that this faith is a
most desirable preliminary (if not absolutely indispensable —
for there can be cases of experience not preceded by faith) to the
desired experience. If I insist so much on faith — but even less
on positive faith than on the throwing away of a priori doubt
and denial — it is because I ﬁnd that this doubt and denial have
become an instrument in the hands of the obstructive forces and
clog your steps whenever I try to push you to an advance. If
you can’t or won’t get rid of it, (“won’t” out of respect for the
reason and fear of being led into believing things that are not
true, “can’t” because of contrary experience) then I shall have
to manage for you without it, only it makes a difﬁcult instead
of a straight and comparatively easy process.
Why I call the materialist’s denial an a priori denial is because he refuses even to consider or examine what he denies, but
starts by denying it, like Leonard Woolf with his “quack quack”,
on the ground that it contradicts his own theories, so it can’t be
true. On the other hand the belief in the Divine and the Grace
and Yoga and the Guru etc. is not a priori, because it rests on a
great mass of human experience which has been accumulating
through the centuries and millenniums as well as the personal
intuitive perception. Therefore it is an intuitive perception which
has been conﬁrmed by the experience of hundreds and thousands
of those who have tested it before me.
*
Go on the path of Yoga without doubt of the ultimate success
— surely you cannot fail! Doubts — they are nothing; keep the
ﬁre of aspiration burning, it is that that conquers.
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I do not ask “undiscriminating faith” from anyone, all I ask is
fundamental faith, safeguarded by a patient and quiet discrimination — because it is these that are proper to the consciousness
of a spiritual seeker and it is these that I have myself used and
found that they removed all necessity for the quite gratuitous
dilemma of “either you must doubt everything supraphysical
or be entirely credulous”, which is the stock-in-trade of the
materialist argument. Your doubt, I see, constantly returns to
the charge with a repetition of this formula in spite of my denial
— which supports my assertion that Doubt cannot be convinced,
because by its very nature it does not want to be convinced; it
keeps repeating the old ground always.
*
X upbraids you for losing your reason in blind faith, but what is
his view of things except a reasoned faith; you believe according
to your faith, which is quite natural, he believes according to
his opinion, which is natural also but no better so far as the
likelihood of getting at the true truth of things is in question. . . .
Each reasons according to his view of things, his opinion, that is,
his mental constitution and mental preference. So what’s the use
of running down faith which after all gives something to hold
on to amidst the contradictions of an enigmatic universe? If one
can get at a knowledge that knows, it is another matter; but
so long as we have only an ignorance that argues, well, there
is a place still left for faith — even, faith may be a glint from
the knowledge that knows, however far off, and meanwhile
there is not the slightest doubt that it helps to get things done.
There’s a bit of reasoning for you! just like all other reasoning
too, convincing to the convinced, but not to the unconvincible,
i.e., who don’t agree with the ground upon which the reasoning
dances. Logic after all is only a measured dance of the mind,
nothing else.
*
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Your dream was certainly not moonshine; it was an inner experience and can be given its full value. As for the other questions,
they are full of complications and I do not feel armed to cut
the Gordian knot with a sentence. Certainly, you are right to
follow directly the truth for yourself and need not accept X’s or
anybody else’s proposition or solution. Man needs both faith and
reason so long as he has not reached a surer insight and greater
knowledge. Without faith he cannot walk certainly on any road,
and without reason he might very well be walking, even with the
staff of faith to support him, in the darkness. X himself founds
his faith, if not on reason, yet on reasons; and the rationalist, the
rationaliser or the reasoner must have some faith even if it be
faith only in reason itself as sufﬁcient and authoritative, just as
the believer has faith in his faith as sufﬁcient and authoritative.
Yet both are capable of error, as they must be since both are
instruments of the human mind whose nature is to err, and they
share that mind’s limitations. Each must walk by the light he has
even though there are dark spots in which he stumbles.
*
The faith in spiritual things that is asked of the sadhak is not
an ignorant but a luminous faith, a faith in light and not in
darkness. It is called blind by the sceptical intellect because it
refuses to be guided by outer appearances or seeming facts, —
for it looks to the truth behind, — and does not walk on the
crutches of proof and evidence. It is an intuition, — an intuition
not only waiting for experience to justify it, but leading towards
experience. If I believe in self-healing, I shall after a time ﬁnd out
the way to heal myself — if I have faith in transformation, I can
end by laying my hand on and unravelling the whole process of
transformation. But if I begin with doubt and go on with more
doubt, how far am I likely to go on the journey?
*
The faith is there, not in your mind, not in your vital, but in
your psychic being. It was this faith that ﬂung you out of the
world and brought you to Pondicherry; it is this faith that keeps
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you to what the soul wills and refuses to go back on what it has
decided. Even the mind’s questionings have been a groping after
some justiﬁcation by which it can get an excuse for believing in
spite of its difﬁculties. The vital’s eagerness and its vairagya are
shadows of this faith, forms which it has taken in order to keep
the vital from giving up in spite of the pressure of despondency
and struggle. Even in the mind and vital of the man of strongest
mental and vital faith there are periods when the knowledge
in the psychic gets covered up — but it persists behind the veil.
In you the eclipse has been strong and long because, owing to
certain mental and vital formations, the assent of the mind and
vital got clouded over and could only take negative forms. But
there is always the knowledge or intuition in the soul that started
you on the way. I have been pressing on you the need of faith
because the assent has again to take a positive form so as to
give free way to the Divine Force; but the persistent drive in the
soul (which is a hidden and externally suppressed faith) is itself
sufﬁcient to warrant the expectation of the Grace to come.
*
The sense of calm and light and divine guidance can never be an
illusion. It is the dark state which is the state of Ignorance, of
Maya — if faith fails then, it is because the darkness of the Ignorance shuts the mind to the Truth, obscuring the buddhi. What
is thought when the buddhi is obscured cannot be the Truth; it
is not darkness but the Light that brings Truth. Therefore you
must take what you feel when you are in the light to be true, not
what you feel when you are in the darkness.

