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Abstract

This paper discusses the religio-philosophical views of Shumei Okawa, focusing
firstly on his definition and understanding of the concept of religion and Supreme Being
(£ DAy, Shikou No Seimei), and then on his views about Indian Philosophy, in
particular on the concept of Brahman as understood by him. It then talks about his
understanding of the Bhagvad Gita, the most sacred of all the Hindu texts, as a text
dealing with morality and ethics but also talking about action and practical philosophy. It
further introduces Okawa’s views about Aurobindo Ghosh; an Indian philosopher for
whom Okawa has very high regard, and explains the philosophy of Ghosh as seen through
the eyes of Okawa. After discussing the monotheistic characteristics of the Gita, it
examines the views of Ghosh based on the God of the Gita and the philosophy and the
message behind the Gita. Finally, it compares Okawa’s views with those of Ghosh and

examines Okawa’s understanding and interpretation of the latter.
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Introduction

While researching the religio-philosophical ideas of Shumei Okawa; a well-known
ideologist in 1930s and during WWII, one often comes across his favourite expression %
F— (Bonga Ichinyo, Aham Brahma Asmi, I am Brahman). One could suppose this
tendency should have had its origin in Confucian ideas, in particular FEFs 711734 (Inyou
Gogyou Setsu, The theory on Yin Yang and the five elements) which emphasizes the

coordination of idea and action. At the same time, after the drastic change in Okawa’s life
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into political one, namely the result of his dramatic encounter with Henry Cotton’s book
at Kanda, he became involved very deeply in India and Indian people. This involvement,
whether he was conscious of it or not, had obviously been embedded long before when he
was a student of comparative religions at Tokyo Imperial University studying Buddhist
philosophy [the title of his bachelor thesis was [ ®EMHFZEFRE /(Ryujyu Kenkyu
Jyosetsu) (An introduction to Nagarjuna research)].

Against this background a few points that need reflection are; a) the reason for
Okawa’s fondness of the expression 3EF—#I(I am Brahman); an expression obviously
of Indian origin, and b) the relation of this expression with Confucian ideas shared more
or less by Japanese ruling elites or intellectuals in the Edo and Meiji era. One hypothesis
that can be offered is that besides his natural character, his notion concerning the
relationship between idea and action may have had its origin in his early Indian studies
and then his direct involvement in Indian affairs might have enhanced and developed this
notion to such an extent that it formed one of the pillars of his philosophical ideas.
Despite this, thus far no serious attempt has been made concerning the influence of Indian
philosophical thought in formulating Okawa’s ideas. Particularly as is shown below, the
fact that Okawa emphasizes the significance of Aurobindo Ghosh’s ideas in the

awakening of modern India has never been referred to.

Shumei Okawa and Indian Philosophy

As already mentioned, Okawa completed his graduation from Tokyo Imperial
University, where he studied Nagarjuna(¥&#), an Indian Buddhist philosopher. He
claims that his aim was to continue with his research of Indian philosophy all his life. In
fact, after his graduation, he continued following his wish without entering into any kind
of service.! However, after his reading of the book ‘New India or India in Transition’ by
Sir Henry Cotton, his interest in Indian philosophy shifted to politics.? By this time he had
read extensively on Indian Philosophy, especially Upanishads, as is evident from his
knowledge of them, as well as through his various writings on religion and ethics.

To explain briefly his views on religion, one can see that he considered the
difference between human beings and animals to be the basic difference of being
governed by nature. Human beings are ashamed of being governed by nature, and try to
live an ideal life. This, according to Okawa is moral or ethical living.> He defines morals
or ethics as based on one’s relationship with a) someone superior, b) someone equal and
c) someone subordinate to oneself. The relationship one has with someone superior

encompasses the feeling of reverence, a feeling which according to him is similar to the
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respect a person has for one’s parents.
WD EAFIZNRAH DA L THRCDICH DR O3 2 i % - SCREI/NNBIZ
EDTHEZZ2LO, ACI ) ED E22 DL EELNLDTH S
This feeling (of reverence) is first observed in the infant in its feelings towards his parents...
for a child, its parents are sacred, and a sense of value more than oneself is felt towards them.
However, according to Okawa, the feeling of reverence is not only towards one’s parents
but towards everything that has a Supreme Value(=E = OAffififi).
MU T—YOMlifED2EDH) b, BEEOMEEZ AT 2 DIE, HHZIZ KD THIL
L. HOZHIZEDOTH—EH25HMGEDEDTH 55
...thus, amongst all the things that are valuable, the being which has the Supreme Value is the
life itself on which everything depends, and through which all things are unified.
Okawa explains this feeling of reverence towards this Supreme in the following way.
%kibk%d%ﬂlD%<@m§£%®$ﬁ%%béwﬁu&w DT IED
iy DR 4 AH 2 51 12 728 A?FE%%?/\L“CE‘%%O)%E ICEES 5, oMz H
5'0)“)% ZEL. EEJ%JH:@@E CHEHA L DI, FEICAEDOERLIZHEL T,
(e e Xl &féﬁﬁ&é%kf%éo_®£kﬁ0hh®%ﬁ®ﬁ%ﬁ\kﬁ
E‘JéE‘(ﬁJ: DHIREONT, FHEMEND, (to T, FHOEEIELTITOIRA
AR R B RGOS TH %6
It is not that human beings are aware of the existence of this Supreme Being for the beginning.
Initially human beings acknowledge the various forms of this Being, and then assemble all
forms to realize this Reality (of the Supreme Being). And the desire of realizing this Supreme
Being within the self, and merge the self within this Supreme Being is the most intrinsic and
solemn desire of human beings. This desire, and the road for the actualization of this desire,
when extracted from the ethical lives of human beings, is called religion. Therefore, needless to
say, the base for religion is the feeling of reverence which is inherent in the human beings.

A person is not naturally aware of the existence of this Supreme Being(ZE i D A1),
but he realizes its existence in various parts, until he becomes aware of the ultimate
Reality. According to Okawa, it is the deepest desire of man to be completely united with
this Being. The realization of this aim of uniting with the Supreme Being is the one part
of ethical life called the path of religion. Therefore, to Okawa, the foundation of religion
is nothing but the feeling of reverence inherent in every person.

Here we see that Okawa understands religion to be born of the feeling of reverence
which begins with his parents and reaches to the Supreme Being. The aim of any person
is to realize himself in that Being, and vice versa, in other words, to merge and become

one with that Being.
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This idea is very similar to the idea of Brahman found in the Upanishads. In his [FEJ!
£ FAEMERL] (Indo Shisou Gaisetsu, Outlines of Indian Philosophy) Okawa elaborates
further on this idea.

IRFEFER O A E %, MLREOREZ ML b 0L LT [REE] LiFidh

5o ML TZOEREDORNLIEHFIZ [HE Brahman] K [# Atman] TH B 7 /3=T %
FORARRIL, 2 [#RIF Brahman=Atman] ®O—MIZR X %, HIH, FHO—Y),
CNEYVHTTINIKDTH L, RICFEALZISEFT M —EBHEOEL, WH b E
ST EEHEOARK, BEOALORYE, REOHEF A% LT HBETH L, 1M
LCTHOBBZZ, 9=y F2 LTRMBEILIIAFI L LEEDDTH L,

The philosophical treatises of the Vedic hymns which interpret and explain the inner meaning
of the Vedas are called, “the book on the esoteric meanings” i.e., Upanishads. Thus, the object
of these treatises is the Brahman or Atman...The fundamental thought of the Upanishads can be
explained in one phrase ‘Brahman = Atman’. In other words, everything in the universe comes
from this One and Universal Brahman, exists due to it and returns back to it, which in turn
means that this thought ( Brahman= Atman) is our true self, our true unchanging nature, and one
and indivisible with our souls. Along with the Heaven and the Earth, this very thought is
something that makes the philosophy of the Upanishads imperishable and everlasting.

Okawa deals with this topic at length in [FIEEEUEMESL] (Outlines of Indian
Philosophy) dwelling on the characteristics and the differences of Brahman and Atman.
However, the conclusion is that the aim of an individual (atman) is to realize himself in
the Brahman. Hence we can understand that the Brahman or the Supreme Being (225 @
H:417) is the same concept.

Now, to elaborate further on this topic, let us take a look at another section, iR
MR — v 7 4 3] (Ajia Kensetsusha, Gandhi Shutsugen, The Builders of Asia:
Emergence of Gandhi) where Okawa again explains the nature of Indian philosophy,
particularly about Upanishadic thought.

L DHEXHOREI BN TH L nsl ik, ARV EZANE L L AT
Hbo FIEDOHAHAICH T, FHEMBERREMAICEI N2 EH BRI )0
FAETH %o FIENIZBEICRFERMUICR TR S B ROBTRICEFL—M2 LT L, K
T [ Aham Brahma Asmi $&(1337% ) | & BZ5AEMIAEO FI A FEE L7z IEAFIE DK
MY EERIE, EICCOBEBRABEOETFO FICEHRT L L 52 L UAMNIEY, HiE
TRELO RN 7 - FNEESS B0, KBz % am i & 83 2 2 B4712 X2 Ty ANKIC A @
HALBEELZBIML, —YoAEEERA L CHFEZERL, < LTHITKE —F
5 REOHMEE L I T, BLHOMATZ2—I12F %, #5TIUTHEDOH B
I B5BITED LD LRNEHLZOEMICONTEDL LIEEN R U THEZ AL
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DI %08,

In essence, it can be said without doubt that the nature of Indian civilization is very spiritual.
This is evident from the fact that the religious class occupies the topmost position in the social
structure of Indian society. Ever since the Vedic times, Indians were able to sense the existence
of the One behind the tens of thousands of phenomena, and were awakened to the unbreakable
truth of ‘Aham Brahma Asmi’. The spiritual thirst of orthodox Indians is to realize this truth in
their daily lives. Blooming like hundreds of flowers, the varied Indian philosophies and
religions lie in the oneness of the destination of merging with the Brahman in various ways ;
that is, from sophisticated logic to deliberate training, or the training of the will and the intellect
through the Law and to rid oneself of all the imperfections to attain perfection. In other words,
generally speaking within the Indian teachings, although diverse religious schools exist, they are
similar in the fact that all of them consider nirvana as the ultimate destination.

Indians have realized the existence of one universal principle behind everything, and
hence the ultimate aim is to be one with the Brahman, the universal principle or Supreme
Being.

Okawa explains that the nature of Indian philosophy to be essentially spiritual and
the ultimate aim, in spite of its many schools of thought is to be one with the Ultimate
Reality, to merge with the ‘Brahman’ or in other words, to attain nirvana.

However, he further adds that this explanation is not complete, and that Indians also
have a realistic and practical outlook towards life.

SVES, ZHHERMOEERTIIR S, 8K TH V155 EE D 2\ FIEEA
AR E& 2 A U722 SIS N &2 B PR 72 2 D ISERR T 2 D —D & %2 DT
Ja %o M U Tk & 5 Camilar & allikim & OFE LZEIGHIETH ), BEIZ
TAEDETICR T, EIZ=1 0%, NTHMHOW 248 LCun) 2 IZHEI,
LW 70 BRI WEAROAE N 2 A L a2 HENCETORDZ L2 E
B MOELLEIWETH 5%

However this is neither the complete spirituality of India, nor is there any reason for thinking
that it is...that the Indians value spiritual intuition has caused a misunderstanding that the
Indians are irrational and illogical in their outlook. But, India is the oldest country in the world
where the sciences of logic and epistemology were developed. Even as far as two thousand
years ago, they were studying 32 types of sciences and 64 types of arts...in addition to that,
India had exceptionally practical energy and ever flowing creativity...to say that the Indians are
not practical is an irresponsible remark with no foundation.

This practical outlook is most strikingly visible in the Bhagvad Gita. Okawa
describes Bhagvad Gita as
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HEOHIEMER L, WO 2 ) 22 F T VY2 FORERTH 5. Ik
SO, MBI AEFERIH O RS 7% 5 2502, B S U O RILH 2R T 5 AV
e DR 5, HEEERZ L B Z, & BEICERNE 5 IR T, BRI kkE
MO —RHTh b, Hixbh%, HEEBROFLTEE LT K3k % % E AP
BEBT L, MALICHBEEI2AMERIILO2S LIZRT, 2o TR D
D Ldo, HoOFEMEROLIZHD 2 3w FIZHMAEHRIE, MO, W2z %
EEEEIET, ERICWOTARELH AL THIHEELRLELICE D T, BEHEMRD
HWTH 50,

Indian classical text ; the Bhagvad Gita is a dialogue between Krishna and Arjuna. The Gita,
described in the critical situation of warfare, discusses the issue of life and death very frankly,
and does not resemble at all to the other Indian texts which have long discussions and
commentaries, but is the one conspicuous text in the vast corpus of Indian literature which
explains its sublime and crystal clear ideas in an indirectly abridged and simple way. The
Bhagvad Gita ; second to none, would be helpful for the leaders engaged in revival of India to
build a sacred national ideal, and no other text would surpass this powerful text in building and
nurture a strong, unyielding Indian spirit. Truly, the Bhagvad Gita, going beyond the confines of
time and country, is the most valued holy book of the true warrior who wants to fight injustice
with righteousness.

We can clearly see that of all the Indian texts, Okawa places the most importance on
the Bhagvad Gita. To him, the Bhagvad Gita is the most important text not limited only to
the Indians, but applicable to any righteous warrior of any period, any generation or any
country. He further describes the Gita as concise and easy to understand, unlike other
Indian texts which are unending commentaries. But the point he has to make is that the
Gita’s importance lies in the fact that it lays stress on actively fighting the unrighteous
with the help of righteousness. This is possibly the part of the Gita which Okawa liked the
most.

To summarise, on one hand we can see the complete devotion of Indian thought to
this Idea of ‘Brahman’ and the preoccupation with the spiritual and unworldly things. But
on the other hand, the practical aspects of living and the worldly life are not neglected,
thereby stressing not only the Idea but also giving equal importance to Action as is seen in
the Bhagvad Gita.

There have been many attempts during the freedom movement of India to apply the
concept of action in Bhagvad Gita in rousing the nationalist sentiment among the Indian
youth, especially in the late 19" and early 20" century, by the leaders of political
movements like Bal Gangadhar Tilak and Mahatma Gandhi. There was a definite attempt
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to turn to all things Indian for inspiration in the effort to overthrow the British rule.
Okawa too shares the same views, as is evident from his [ H AT/ 4E ] (Nihon
Nisen Roppyaku Nenshi, Japan: 2600 years of History) where he makes clear his
aversion to unnecessary imitation of ideas or cultures of other countries, and emphasizes
his firm opinion that imitation does not help in the betterment of one’s own country.

W 7 Zo Aty AT 7 2 B & v, Sl U o LB E R A dy O 3y - AHBE
POEFNL, MIZELHET 5720121, BRIEGORICECHERLLD0 - H
E&%%@-%%&é%@%?ﬁb\Z%@@ﬁbﬁé:tulof\ﬁtﬁﬁbo
DHBHMELITE L 21T % Sd, fiRICE 2, duE i3 e id. BE0#EZ
DCTHEOEZHSZ & TR R S FROFIIZ, W U T2 2 MmEITRE
ST, FEIEDPEIKRODQE RS0, ML TEFRITRG NS EFROEMIZ,
ZHEOBERZFRI LIZEIDOTOA, ZE2EET L LKL,

Irrespective of country or era, the necessity of reform and reconstruction arises from the
collapse and decay of the nation’s spirit. Therefore, to reform and reconstruct, one has to be
conscious of something great, valuable and sound hidden in the nation’s spirit. The present
maladies have to be destroyed with the help of these values by rebuilding them in the nation’s
spirit. In simple words, reform or reconstruction is the fighting of the evil infecting one’s nation
with the good of the same nation... Therefore, the principles of reconstruction should not be
sought from any other country, but should be searched from within one’s own country. Hence
the principle of reconstruction that we are seeking will be found only by studying the history of

one’s own country.

A point he re-emphasizes in the context of India in his [HLMHEEEERHE — 7> 7 1 H
Hi] (Builders of Asia: Emergence of Gandhi )

COZEiE, HEHERZEHT L RIS, DT LELR/MED—TH L, HRMHE
FEEEIET, R THREHORKZ P I NEREZEOERIL, EICHOBE T I
AT R S5, FNOEOEREHICE X, #HLERNPEMTH ). AW
THhHVHRWTHL 2 51E, Ry —HROEY2/HsE LTh, HORPITEIIEI &
BEMIZBIIHKDLTHS o I L TH LEOEF A, 4 ERAKOIFEMIIRE
L. @EEOZKEFMIR T, Bz 2 ERMEOIEE 2RO 5 IR TE, B i i,
Hol LG % FZ3EFIXIE T iz

In criticizing the restoration of India, this is also one of the most essential postulates. Not
only just India, but for all countries, the foundation for success of all nationalistic movements is
based on nothing but this valuable postulate. No matter which country’s nationalistic movement
it is, if it is an imitation, imported and literal, then, although it might see some success at some

time, in the long run it will only be a suicidal success. On the contrary, if the movement is
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firmly based in the indigenous spirit of the nation, if the national spirit is observed in various
aspects of the movement, then sooner or later, the heroism and the bravery would come about in
due course.

Therefore, like the views of the Indian leaders, Okawa too thinks that it is important
for the Indians for the success of their nationalist movements to draw inspiration not from
foreign philosophies, but from their own culture. Here he quotes from the Gita to justify
not only his views, but also those of the Indian nationalist leaders.

SCHomAOEHIE, HO—FHIZRTTOMCHL — MREFHEELAL D,
CHOARRI V)2 R 13 TNMOARIRICHSICE L. CROARKRIZIE S 5130
W, MEOARKRITHS TR AR SH] Lo AN HRERIZ DN, A HE
EWATGZEHOEITED T, HEIKEIZ L TRERD Z 23, HO THER I #R 5 B
ELRNRDHDN MITEMEL T—ROIPZE LM, Pt E ORI Er N T
RECESEEFELL, RPTUHERED 2 ERWUITHKS S22 F 2015,

In one of its verses this rare classical text says as follows, “Far better to do one’s duty ill than
do another’s duty well, in one’s own duty better die, in other’s duty harm will lie.”!# ... At the
individual level or at the national level, anyone who is living a moral life, knows that as long as
you are truthful to yourself, even if you die, you can have a chance at resurrection by so doing,
but even if one gains success by following somebody else’s truth, like a dried leaf which gets
blown into the air by the autumn wind, they have no other way but to whether away and perish.

Hence we can say that Okawa was a strong advocate of knowing and understanding
one’s own culture, and applying the indigenous concepts of that country for its
development; a useful idea for a country fighting for its identity and independence; and

also one which finds reflection in the verses of the Indian classical text, the Gita.

From the above discussion, we can summarise that Okawa understood Indian
philosophy to be not only spiritual but practical, and that he was not only concerned with
the ‘Idea’ but also with ‘Action.” We saw that he gave special importance to the Bhagvad
Gita because of its practical philosophy, which to use his words, transcends time and
country. We also acquainted ourselves with his views about drawing inspiration from
indigenous culture rather than indiscriminate imitation of foreign things. Let us now see
how these views influence the understanding of Okawa with respect to Aurobindo
Ghosh’s philosophy of the Gita.

Aurobindo Ghosh and Shumei Okawa

Aurobindo Ghosh was born in India, but due to his father’s fascination with the West,
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was sent to England to study in 1879 at the age of 7 and he stayed there till 1893. He
returned to India, and initially worked in Baroda under Gaekwads, the rulers of Baroda,
and then at Baroda College. In 1906 he shifted to Bengal to participate in the freedom
movement and was very active till 1910. He wrote articles for journals like Jugantar, and
also became the secret chief editor of the daily Bande Mataram. With an impending arrest
by the British on charges of sedition, Ghosh left Bengal and settled in Pondicherry where
he began his spiritual work. There he started a monthly journal called Arya in 1914. This
paper quotes from his book ‘Essays on the Gita’ which is a series of articles published in
Arya.

Okawa came to know of Aurobindo Ghosh through his friend Paul Richard who was
a personal acquaintance of Ghosh. We can only assume this by taking into consideration
the circumstantial evidence found in [451—IK§ | (Dai Jyuuichiji, The Eleventh Hour)
which does not supply us with abundant information concerning Ghosh-Okawa
relationship. Richard first met Ghosh in 1910 when he came to Pondicherry hoping to
contest the elections from this French territory. He came back in 1914 this time with his
wife Mirra, to run for the elections. Though he lost, the couple decided to stay in India
and together with Aurobindo started the monthly journal Arya. The three developed close
bonds, and Aurobindo and Richard came to see each other as brothers. Richard was
considered a personal friend and a brother in Yoga by Aurobindo.”” We can see that the
same is true for Richard, who refers to Ghosh as ‘my great Brother.”'® In footnotes to
chapter 4 of [HiHl i@ i% & — & >~ 7 4 H3] (Builders of Asia : Emergence of Gandhi)
too Okawa talks of this relationship between Richard and Ghosh.

TIEYY - I—2 2O FR MBI LOFELEIPEL AT [7 =0 Y] ITEKE S
— K& Essays on the Gita, Synthesis of Yoga, Life Divine Td» 5. FAWHED KA - -
DYy VBET—v 2 b BORN DY), BOT— Y 253 TFOIHR [+
—IR] OHIZAES Y,

The finest means of knowing about the philosophy of Aurobindo Ghosh is the three series of
articles, namely, Essays on the Gita, Synthesis of Yoga, Life Divine, which were published in
his monthly magazine ‘Arya’. My best friend Mr. Paul Richard is very close to Ghosh, and they
are almost like brothers. Richard’s thoughts about Ghosh are published in [ &5+ —k§ ]
previously translated by me.

In an address to the “Students Asiatic Union” on May 3" 1919, at Waseda University
in Tokyo, Richard says that the Japanese youth should prepare themselves for the
magnificent tomorrow...for the great things, events, great men, the divine men of Asia.'®
Richard further says that
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For there are already these men, these divine men —in Asia. ...it is in Asia that I have found
the greatest among them, the leader, the hero of tomorrow. His name is Aurobindo Ghose."”

Five years in the course of which, at my request he has exposed in five volumes of a monthly
publication, the most masterly, the most magnificent teaching of philosophy, of human and
divine wisdom that men have ever received...the saviour of India, he will become in the full
light of the day the Guru of Asia, the teacher of the world. ...Today for the first time I proclaim
in public his name. For it is without doubt you who should hear it the first. Let this name be
henceforth to you, to your association, to the youth of Asia—to Asia, a symbol, a rallying cry, a
programme. For this name signifies Asia free and one — Asia resurgent. Asia in her glory!?°

Okawa, in the last section titled [HMIHEOBEANT Z ¥ ¥ ¥ - I— 3 2 |(Ajia no
Shinjin : Aurobindo Ghosh, The True Asian: Aurobindo Ghosh) in [ &5+ —Kf |(The
Eleventh Hour) translates it as*'

A DM ADKHIR ) DDdH % -1 L THRIZMFMA DR S HEKR R L%, KDH0
SHROIERZ, WM IR TRB Lz ITHEACLT, Ko roers .
T—3 a2 bbb,

e AR FAD K OIS U T H MRS 2 ﬁL RO R B NEAR
ZHILE) L NEDREZILIIHERL, SHBIHEL TV D, SR HOEEDHK
FHES MO E 20 WROBHNE 72 5 XE DSR2 DB REZDORE I T
NOXERETHEGHZLTIHRE T 5, MELNITZZRMICTEI RS DI, %
FHETHORELLBNLTH L. W IXENDOHD, SRFERICHL, #EOR
Ly M O AR Ly SIS LTy — DY ARV B2 DL B
72HAZ LR e RN O EH UM, B HOMWEMIE, F—omHE, 6
DHLHIHE %2 BR S 555 T 5%

Okawa was a very good friend of Richard and even shared lodgings with the
Richards for a period of time.** Hence it is quite probable that he might be influenced by
Richard’s fascination with Ghosh. It would be but natural for him to share the same
fascination for this person who was so highly regarded by his closest friend. Therefore,
although Okawa personally never met Ghosh it is not surprising that he developed great
respect for him and his philosophy and came to regard the Essays on the Gita® as one of
the best works to understand it. Reflecting Richard’s views, Okawa too evaluates Ghosh
to be the first real philosopher of modern India.

ST, FoTEENTHE R, 798V 8 - I—Y 2 oMBUC L DT, FIEI
MO THMDERE %% 2 372 WoEHd, ZHEICHE L HRREEREO ISR 5
PHFETFORRSEE L, BEERAZ % HOOMMIREER & 2 LLCEmiti o B
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WYL LT, B2 5% 5\725 b D%,

Well now looking at the philosophical trends, one can say that India got her first nationalist
philosopher with the emergence of Aurobindo Ghosh. His philosophy, which is the product of
the lessons in Western thinking during the overseas education that he received for 20 years that
he was in Europe, as well as the deep and rich spiritual experiences led him develop and clarify

the essence of the Bhagvad Gita and give it a systematic, wide spread appeal.

According to Okawa, Ghosh’s philosophy is rich not only because of his twenty year

contact with the West that enriched his understanding of the Western culture, but also

because of his deep spiritual experiences, the combination of which is reflected in his

discussions and interpretations of the Gita. It is therefore that Okawa holds Ghosh in high

However, it is not just the spiritual side of Ghosh which was appealing to Okawa,

but also the practical nature. For example, while talking about the situation in India and

Indian freedom struggle, Okawa quotes the following words of Ghosh.

WixFeTom#H 7 — B OMER, BUAMMR, #amdeE, 5
HER 2ROz M D IFEOETINE, FIEREOEM &R & flidr & 2 Ml LT,
FEICVHRROEHE & Tk L 270 BGEEOHE, £, ToREZzmAL 32T
T, DLTHRES FIEED 72D IZ WG L1 72 2 B L BT L el & 24k LIS 5 & E T
T =Y DB NI TN RSO 720 5 A ORI D 1B 7 5 REBRIC i
By FEFHALE 2 ETIMAENEO B L B L HEL 2R FETELRE R DA,
FUEREICH OO 2 AT, VT 5 Edre b 2B L, RO WHNIZH T,
PRAFEEL DS D NI LIS S0 LBUAI - #Hamy - B350 - B E 2 ke il %
L, WOHMZRITSAEE LR, ZZHEHZOHRORITRO QTR HR] &7,

He said the following, “the India of the nineteenth century sought political freedom, social
reform and revival of its religion. However their efforts ignored the spirit of India, its history
and its calling. In vain did they learn from the western systems and directs, western education,
technology, and its bureaucratic system, thinking that importing western ideas would lead to the
same prosperity, vigour, and progress as seen in Europe. Hence, all their efforts ended in failure.
The India of the twentieth century must learn its lesson from this bitter experience and should
throw away the western aims and goals and ideals afflicting the India of nineteenth century.
India should resolutely walk its own path, realize its own spirit and culture, and in front of the
whole world solve its political, social, economic and moral problems which Europe has not yet
been able to do. And the way and the strength to pursue that goal should be sought nowhere else
but within India’s soul itself.

Okawa quotes Ghosh who says that although the Indians tried to model themselves
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on the English pattern, the attempt failed, and hence in the twentieth century the Indians
need to walk their own path, for which they need to look within themselves rather than
imitating England. This quote is strikingly similar to the views of Okawa on mere
imitation of the west.

Further, Okawa says that revolutionary movements in many areas helped the
awaking of the Indian youth to the idea of “Indian spirit.” However, he is of the opinion
that there was none other than Ghosh who could so influence the youth through the print
media.

FIEFEOC, IEL SERWBEREZWEZ L, it THaIRMZ B L7k
5 AT RO ANEILIZ T O CRAFRAR 2 ) Lid e ve §TIZBR2z50 <,
TREC - EMOFEHF TN 2 BB A, FESGOEAREFEIETH Y, HoH
HICERERMEREZRLAZZLEBHFHETH L, ILEFWmLEICIOTHEDORRTE
T NHLTBEZORBEHY LI LHFETH L, SVEL, REHETMADE
AT — 2D EEBAMES, W EREZ 2P H T, MERROBEERL
b DIT A D728,

There is nothing deeper and stronger than Aurobindo Ghosh’s personality and his speeches to
call out to the souls of Indian youth and awaken in them the right sense of nationalism, and
revolution. As already stated, the various movements related to religion, culture and arts are an
undeniable proof of the revival of things Indian, and it is a fact that they indirectly encouraged
the awakening of the nationalist spirit. It is also a fact that there have been many philosophers
who have strongly advocated Indian nationalism through their speeches and their writings.
However none of them as yet had been able to encourage the awakening of the Indian spirit as
decisively and as clearly with a stand based upon deep foundations as our own Aurobindo
Ghosh.

Now, in trying to explain the doctrine of Ghosh’s philosophy, Okawa says that it is
based on the Karmayoga or the Yoga of Works of the Gita. To explain this, however,
Okawa takes the help of Wang Yangming (+-F% ], Ouyoumei) school of thought, stating
that the philosophy of Wang Yangming and Ghosh are exactly the same.
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His principle is based on Karmayoga, the path of Action. The idea is the same as the neo-
Confucian thought of Wang Yangming which states that, “thought is the root of action, action is
thought in expression, wisdom is nothing but this one idea.”

Okawa strongly states that it is this Karmayoga doctrine of the Gita emphasized by
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Ghosh which taught Indians who believed that quiet life and virtuous thoughts were the
basis of a meritorious life that only virtuous thoughts were useless without putting them
into action, and that action itself is the expression and completion of spiritual thinking. It
is Ghosh’s doctrine that stressed that the key to a virtuous life is not the way of retiring to
the mountains and leading the hermit life of a recluse, but living in this world and

overcoming all attachments by performing virtuous actions.

So far we have discussed Okawa’s views on Indian philosophy with respect to idea
and action, and his understanding of Ghosh’s philosophy regarding the same concepts.
This discussion in due course also necessitates the investigation of Ghosh’s ideas.
Therefore, let us now take a look at the philosophy of Ghosh and his understanding of the

Gita, and then compare it with Okawa’s understanding.

Aurobindo Ghosh and Bhagvad Gita

In the ‘Essays on the Gita’ Ghosh says that of any ancient Scripture, what is
important is the spirit in which it is approached and what exactly can be derived from it is
of value to humanity and its future.”® Particularly towards the Gita, Ghosh explains his
approach at the end of the first chapter where he makes clear that Gita must be
approached to distinguish its essential and living message to help man towards his
spiritual welfare,” for to Ghosh; Gita is not a book of practical ethics but of the spiritual
life.*?

He further says that modern mind has exiled from its practical motive-power the two
essential things, God or the Eternal and spirituality or the God-state,”® and that is exactly
what Gita can teach. Although Gita is usually quoted for its advocacy of disinterested
performance of duty, that is not its aim in the least. It does not ask that duties be
performed dispassionately. What Gita advocates is that one must refrain from what one
abhors even if a thousand duties were shattered to pieces.** In other words, the Gita
advocates the following of the call of God, or one’s true nature. In this way, according to
Ghosh even the abandonment of his family by Buddha is justified because he followed his
true nature, without being obstructed by duties. Therefore, he says, what Gita teaches is
the following of divine life, the abandonment of all dharmas, sarvadharman, and to take

refuge in Supreme alone.*

Ghosh and the idea of one God of the Gita
While explaining the core of the teachings of the Gita, Ghosh talks about the various
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ways in which the Gita has been interpreted by different people, laying stress on the
aspect which they find important.*® There he says,

Others again speak of the Gita as if the doctrine of devotion were its whole teaching and put
in the background its monistic elements and the high place it gives to quietistic immergence in
the one self of all.?” And undoubtedly its emphasis on devotion, its insistence on the aspect of
the Divine as Lord and Purusha and its doctrine of the Purushottama, the Supreme Being who is
superior both to the mutable Being and to the Immutable and who is what in His relation to the
world we know as God, are the most striking and among the most vital elements of the Gita.’®

The above quote throws light on the idea of God of Gita as understood by Ghosh. To
him, the Divine, Purusha or Supreme Being is all synonymous to what we know as God.
He points this out as one of the most striking and vital elements of the Gita.

Let us evaluate Ghosh’s view based on the framework provided by some scholars
who elaborate the issue of monotheistic characteristics of the Bhagvad Gita.

Proposing the monotheistic character of the Gita, Garbe says of Krishna that,

In the epoch in which the Kshatriyas took a prominent share in the re-formation of the
spiritual life of ancient India— in my opinion they took the leading part in it— there was founded
by the fighting warrior Krishna the son of Vasudeva and Devaki a monotheistic religion which
spread first among his tribesmen the Yadavas, Satvatas or Vrishnis and subsequently beyond the
limits of his tribe. This idea was first propounded only conjecturally by R G Bhandarkar in
connection with his description of the Ramanuja system and its fore runners; but it can be well
established.?”

Akamatsu completely accepts Garbe’s view that Gita is about one God. He
summarizes Garbe’s discussion in the following way.
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Originally the Bhagvad Gita was a monotheistic poem; the basis of which was the idea of
Sankhya Yoga; thought to be written to disseminate the tribal beliefs of Krishna-ism and its
religious and philosophical doctrines.

As Garbe points out, the Gita shows a very strong monotheistic aspect in the whole corpus of
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Indian polytheistic literature, which in turn acknowledges and emphasizes the peculiarity of the
Gita. Basically, the Gita is a dialogue between Arjuna and Krishna, the latter being God, it is but
natural that it would turn out to be a monotheistic text.

Another reason why Gita can be regarded as monotheistic is because of the concept
of devotion which is predominantly associated with another monotheistic tradition like
Christianity. Akamatsu continues
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The concept of ‘Bhakti’ (devotion) presumes a personal God, an unshakable faith in one God,
and hence researchers in the nineteenth century came out with the hypothesis that Gita had its
roots in Christianity. However it is now clear that the Gita was compiled much before the origin
of Christianity, and the hypothesis of Christian influences on the Gita have been completely
disproved. In fact, in the present times it is possible that there are researchers, who wonder if the
opposite is possible, but certainly there was no one during that time who thought about this. At
the very least, we can say that the early researchers of Europe, given that the nature of faith as
seen in the Gita was monotheistic, were compelled to consider the influences of Christianity on
the Gita.

Garbe has argued this point in lot more detail in An introduction to the Bhagavadgita
where he says that there is no proof that the idea of bhakti (devotion) is borrowed from
Christianity. He further strengthens his argument by saying that bhakti is also an
indigenous concept of Indian people, the traits of which were visible even in the times of
the Rig Veda and that the love of God and the seeking after the Divine developed
gradually, not only in the monotheistic religions, but even outside the monotheistic circle
of ideas.®

From the above discussion, we can accept Bhagvad Gita to be monotheistic on the
following grounds:

(a) The dialogue is between Arjuna and Krishna, Krishna revealed to be the Supreme

Teacher and God

(b) Krishna is originally a personal god who must have established a monotheistic
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religion which subsequently spread amongst other tribes

(c) Bhagvad Gita is about absolute devotion to God, a characteristic trait of monotheism

Evaluating Ghosh’s writings, it is not seen that he explicitly refers to the Gita a
monotheistic text. Naturally so, as we can see that it is not his concern ; and hence not
dwelling on the issue at all. But as seen above, we find several evidences where he relates
Krishna, the God of the Gita, to the Supreme Being, the Brahman, effectively stating that
Gita is about one God and that the One is none other than Brahman. This God, this
Supreme Being descends on the earth in the form of an Avatar with specific functions. In
fact, Ghosh does not even concern himself with the historicity of Krishna, only dwelling
on Krishna as a Supreme Being or the Divine Teacher and incarnation of God, an Avatar
who has descended on earth to fulfill two-fold functions of a) upholding the Law, Dharma,
and b) enabling the human beings to attain the divine state.*

Therefore we can say that although Ghosh believes Gita to be about One God, his
reference to the monotheistic elements of the Gita is somewhat indirect, and
understandably so as this is not what Ghosh wants to explain here in the Essays on the
Gita. His aim lies in explaining the unity of man with the Divine, the idea of God in man,

and ways to realize this existence within man’s own self.

Ghosh, the Gita and the idea of God in man

As we have already seen, Ghosh considers the God of Gita to be one God, referred to
by various names like Krishna, Vasudeva, Brahman, Purusha, Parameshwara, Ishwara, or
Purushottama. This Supreme is the creator of the universe and all creatures and all objects
are becomings of the one divine Being; manifestation of the one Infinite.*

There is an utmost supreme Self, Lord and Brahman, one who is both the impersonal and the
personal, but other and greater than either of them and other and greater than both of them
together.... Each soul is a partial being of this self-existent One, an eternal soul of this All-Soul,
a partial manifestation of this supreme Lord and his universal Nature. All here is this Divine,
this Godhead, Vasudeva; for by Nature and the soul in Nature he becomes all that is and
everything proceeds from him and lives in or by him, though he himself is greater than any
widest manifestation, any deepest spirit, any cosmic figure*¢

Here we can see one of the oldest concepts in Indian philosophy, that ‘all creatures
and all objects are becomings of the one divine Being.” We all have Divinity inside us.
This Divinity sometimes known as the Vasudeva is all that is, says the Gita."’

This Godhead is one in all things that are, the self who lives in all and the self in whom all
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live and move ; therefore man has to discover his spiritual unity with all creatures, to see all in
the self and the self in all beings, even to see all things and creatures as himself, and accordingly
think, feel and act in all his mind, will and living. This Godhead is the origin of all that is here
or elsewhere and by his Nature he has become all these innumerable existences ; therefore man
has to see and adore the One in all things animate and inanimate, to worship the manifestation
in sun and star and flower, in man and every living creature, in the forms and forces, qualities
and powers of Nature, vasudevah sarvam iti. He has to make himself by divine vision and
divine sympathy and finally by a strong inner identity one universality with the universe.*

Vasudeva is present in all things animate and inanimate, and the nature of man is to
worship the manifestation of this divine, this self in all things. He has to see all in the Self
and the Self in all beings. This is the true calling, and the true nature of man is then to
realise the existence of this Divinity within himself. This is the idea which reoccurs
throughout the Gita. According to Ghosh, this is the supreme secret of the Gita, the
fullness of Spiritual Action.

Therefore, says Ghosh, to attain unity with the Godhead, that being his ultimate aim,
man has to a) awake to the Godhead within himself, b) to know the divinity he houses, c)
to rise out of all that veils and obscures it and d) to become united with this inmost Self of
his self. He has to e) discover his spiritual unity with all creatures, to see all in the self and
the self in all beings, even to see all things and creatures as himself, and accordingly think,
feel and act in all his mind, will and living g) therefore man has to see and adore the One
in all things animate and inanimate and h) has to make himself by divine vision and
divine sympathy and finally by a strong inner identity one universality with the universe.*’

Returning to initial section of this paper, we can say that these thoughts of Ghosh
find a striking reflection in what Okawa considers to be that part of ethical life called
religion, the feeling of reverence starting with one’s parents and ending with uniting
oneself with the Supreme Being and realising the same within oneself.

In conclusion we can say that the concurrent thought running in Ghosh’s Essays on
the Gita is about the Avatar who descends on the earth to fulfil the two-fold functions of
upholding the Dharma and teaching humanity the ways to attain and merge with the
Divine Supreme, the Eternal. He considers the God of the Gita to be One, Divine, Eternal
and Supreme Being, thoughts which are strikingly similar to Okawa’s views of Z& /5 D4
.

Now that we have clarified the object of Ghosh and Okawa’s religio-philosophical

speculations, our next concern is what Ghosh says about faith and action.
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Ghosh on Faith and Action

The aim of the Gita on the spiritual level is to enlighten the soul about its true nature,
and urge it on its path of union with the Divine. According to Ghosh, the union with the
Divine Supreme can be achieved by ‘three great steps,” this being the answer to the
problems posed in the Gita.*

The first step is Karmayoga, the selfless sacrifice of works and here Gita’s insistence is on
action. The second is Jnanayoga, the self-realization and knowledge of the true nature of the self
and the world, and here the insistence is on knowledge; but the sacrifice of works continues and
the path of Works becomes one with but does not disappear into the path of Knowledge. The
last step is Bhaktiyoga, adoration and seeking of the supreme Self as the Divine Being, and here
the insistence is on devotion; but the knowledge is not subordinated, only raised vitalized and
fulfilled, and still the sacrifice of works continues; the double path becomes the triune way of
knowledge, works and devotion.’!

Therefore, to Ghosh, there is no insistence on only one aspect, like the Karmayoga
that was emphasized by many in that period,”* but that the message of the Gita is the
combination of all three ways to attain the Divine Supreme. Ghosh explains that

The Gita does not teach the disinterested performance of duties but the following of the
divine life, the abandonment of all dharmas, sarvadharman, to take refuge in the Supreme alone
...although Gita prefers action to inaction, it does not rule out the renunciation of works, but
accepts it as one of the ways to the Divine. If that can only be attained by renouncing works and
life and all duties and the call is strong within us, then into the bonfire they must go, and there is
no help for it. The call of God is imperative and cannot be weighed against any other
considerations.>?

Therefore, according to Ghosh, Gita does not advocate renunciation or giving up of
action. Rather it strongly teaches a person to follow his true nature. Of course, if his true
nature is to renounce life, then at that time he would be in perfect harmony with the
teachings of the Gita. However, according to the Gita, renunciation of works is not the
only way to achieve God. What is important is to follow the call of God, one’s true nature,
and any path which is in adherence to that call is the right path to attain union with the
Divine. What Gita teaches is to be not attached to the fruits of one’s action. The solution it
offers is for man to rise above the three natures or gunas of his being; Tamas (inertia,
ignorance) Rajas (passion, action, emotion) and Sattva (poise, knowledge, satisfaction)
which lead man to perform action. Any action performed after conquering these three
natures is not an action which generates fruits, says the Gita, but an action as a sacrifice to
God.
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Betai, commenting on Ghosh’s doctrine of Karmayoga, explains that the solution
that the Gita offers to rise above the three gunas is the dissolution of ego. This can be
achieved by an act of faith, surrendering oneself to God and sacrificing all action to Him
by giving up the idea of being the doer of any action. Therefore, once the ego is dissolved
(aham) through faith or devotion towards the Supreme Being, one can rise above the three
gunas, and be free from the fruits of one’s actions.”

Ghosh, when he explains about action and the fruits of action, says

Nature is the universal worker ; his works are hers, even as the fruits of her works in him are
part of the grand sum of result guided by a greater Power than his own. If he can do these two
things spiritually, then the tangle and bondage of his works will fall far away from him, for the
whole knot of that bondage lay in his egoistic demand and participation...Action will produce
no subjective reaction and will leave no stain nor any mark on his spirit’s purity and peace...>

If a person can always be aware that he is not the doer of his actions, but that they
are performed by nature through him, guided by the Supreme Being, then with this
spiritual outlook he is freed from all the bondage that the result of the actions done by him
might incur. A person who has attained this knowledge is thus freed from the fruits of his
actions. He works for God, for the Soul of the world, for the universal welfare, and as a
divine agent.*® He will have attained union with the Supreme. Therefore the solution is not
the renunciation of action, but by a complete act of faith or devotion, the surrendering of
all actions to the Will of the Divine.

To summarize, Ghosh reads Gita as teaching that one should sacrifice all actions to
the Divine through an act of complete faith and allow the Supreme to guide and lead him.
He is then freed of the fruits of his actions.

Okawa understands Ghosh to have taught the path of action to the Indians who

hitherto were in a state of dispassionate, passive acceptance.
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This philosophy of Action, taught the Indians who believed that wisdom was contemplation
and the quietly sitting in meditation that Action and only Action was the expression and
completion of the contemplation. He refuted the necessity of retreating to the forests and

mountains, and preached the rising above of all the successes or failures, and to engage
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ceaselessly in sacred and heroic actions. Therefore, this idea encouraged a strong realistic desire
in the Indian youth.

Therefore, according to Okawa, the greatest contribution of Ghosh is the
philosophical awakening of the ‘Indian Spirit’ amongst the Indians, his call to them to
give up passive acceptance and rise to action, the idea which became the foundation for
revival of India.
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He told the youth, “As true Indians, the first thing is to be able to believe all, to carry out all,
and to sacrifice all. Therefore, it is firstly very important for you to be Indians in the true sense.
Acquire once more the thinking of the Aryans, the discipline of the Aryans, their personality
and their spirit. Not in your intellect or in your feelings, but gallop and let this permeate in your

spirits themselves.”

Conclusion

In this paper we discussed the relationship between idea and action as understood by
Okawa through Indian philosophical thought. The crux of this discussion is that Okawa
interpreted it to be not only spiritual but also very practical; the best example of which is
the Bhagvad Gita. We also discussed the views of Aurobindo Ghosh on the same subject
and the God of Gita as understood by him so that this investigation might support the
afore-mentioned argument on Okawa’s interpretation of Indian philosophy.

Now, the ideas of Okawa and Ghosh can be compared based on the following points-
a) idea of one God
b) spiritual aim of existence
c) aim of the Bhagvad Gita
d) looking inwards rather than outwards
e) the relationship between idea and action

This paper first dealt with Okawa’s definition of religion, which he defines as that
part of ethical life which deals with reverence. He then acknowledges the existence of one
Supreme Being which he calls as /& D44y, and states that the most intrinsic and
solemn desire of human beings is to realize this Supreme Being within the self and vice
versa, an idea similar to Aham Brahma Asmi (I am Brahman) found in the Indian texts.

Ghosh too is of the same view where he refers to the God of the Gita as the Supreme
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Being; or the Brahman, although using various names like Krishna, Vasudeva or
Purushottama, to denote the same God. Ghosh, like Okawa, believes that this Supreme
Being is present in all things animate and inanimate, and the nature of man is to worship
the manifestation of this Divine in all things. Man has to see all in the Self and the Self in
all beings. We can see that Okawa and Ghosh are in agreement on the concept of Supreme
Being and the basic desire of man to see itself in this Supreme Being and vice versa. In
understanding this similarity, their conception of unity with one universal principle
(Brahman, 22 /& @ 4 47, Supreme Being) is of the utmost significance.

As to their views on the Bhagvad Gita, Okawa looks towards it as a text which lays
emphasis on action, rather than passive acceptance. He also says that Indian leaders,
especially Ghosh, have expounded its philosophy based on action to rouse the nationalist
sentiments in the Indian youth. However, Ghosh does not only lay emphasis on the
practical aspect, but says that the spirit of the Gita is to help man towards his spiritual
welfare, and that Gita is not only a book of practical ethics but of the spiritual life.

Also, in the interpretation of the Gita, we can see that Okawa and Ghosh are in
complete agreement when it comes to looking inwards for inspiration or for solutions to
problems pertaining to one’s country rather than imitating other countries. Both are of the
opinion that imitation, although providing temporary progress, cannot in the long term be
beneficial for the country. This is very clearly written in the Gita,” in the often quoted
verse by Okawa. Despite this, as compared with Ghosh, Okawa seemingly concentrates
more on the practical aspect of Gita and of Ghosh’s philosophy, the latter of which as
mentioned earlier, is more about looking within oneself rather than outside for betterment
and development.

Okawa’s understanding of Ghosh’s philosophy emphasizes his doctrine of
Karmayoga, the path of Action, but Ghosh in Essays on the Gita, does not insist on only
one aspect of Action, but gives equal importance to the path of Knowledge (Jnyanayoga)
and path of Devotion (Bhaktiyoga) as well. The aim of these three paths is to help the
individual rise above his ego, by surrendering himself to the Will of the Supreme Being,
and merge oneself in that Being.

To conclude, one can see that the views of Ghosh to a great extent support Okawa’s
point of view. Keeping aside for the time being the question of whether Ghosh had a
decisive influence in Okawa’s life, or Okawa was emphasizing the points made by Ghosh
to support his own opinions, one thing we can clearly state is that Okawa derived an

unshakable inspiration from this distinguished Indian philosopher.
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