
Abhinivesha
Definitional Essay
Theosophy Trust

Some endings disturb us because a familiar task is unfinished; others disturb us because we no 
longer know who we will be when it is finished.  Abhinivesha directs attention to this deeper 
clinging.  In Professor Iyer’s  reading of  Patanjali,  it  is  tenacious attachment to phenomenal 
existence, the fifth of the kleshas. Often understood through the fear of death, it reaches into the 
insistence that life must continue under the conditions by which the personal self has learned to 
recognize itself. Its study asks for courage joined to tenderness toward human vulnerability.

The term belongs within a connected account of bondage. Avidya mistakes the changing field of 
Nature for the spiritual Self. Asmita identifies the power of the Seer with its instrument. Raga 
pursues  what  promises  pleasure  or  security,  and  dvesha recoils  from what  threatens  pain. 
Abhinivesha extends  their  operation  into  the  demand for  continued existence  as  a  familiar 
separate  being.  The  sequence  is  a  philosophical  explanation  of  interdependence  among 
afflictions, rather than a rigid timetable through which every individual experience must pass.

Professor Iyer describes clinging as a logical outcome of ignorance which, once aroused, sustains 
itself through the inertia of habit. This gives the term a reach beyond a deliberate thought about 
mortality. We may cling to a role, a grievance, a pattern of recognition, or even an unhappiness 
whose familiarity supplies an identity. These everyday applications illustrate the principle. They 
should not be treated as a complete account of a person’s fear, nor used to dismiss the real 
circumstances of a difficult transition.

Care for embodied life has a rightful place. The body is an instrument through which duties are 
fulfilled, affection expressed, and understanding developed. Prudence, grief, and the desire to 
protect  another are not thereby condemned. The inquiry concerns the point at  which care 
becomes governed by a demand that the changing must remain unchanged. A finite form cannot 
provide the permanence expected of it. The burden becomes painful both for the one who clings 
and for those asked to preserve that form.

The related terms tanha and trishna express thirst or craving. Blavatsky’s Theosophical Glossary 
associates tanha with the desire for earthly life and the causes of rebirth. Professor Iyer’s “The 
Pilgrimage of Humanity” connects trishna with the wish to exist as a separate being in a form. 
These teachings widen the setting beyond a single personality. They concern the momentum of 
conditioned existence, while abhinivesha has its precise place among Patanjali’s afflictions. Their 
correspondence is illuminating without making every use interchangeable.
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The distinction between spiritual continuity and personal continuation is essential. Theosophy 
does not make the immortal possibilities of consciousness depend on an unchanged personality. 
A particular role, reputation, or bodily condition belongs to the changing field. The deeper 
aspiration is  to  know the spiritual  ground through which experience is  possible.  Clinging 
reverses the relation: the instrument is made ultimate, and its alteration feels like the loss of  
everything. Study gradually makes room for another conception of identity and responsibility.

Samskaras help explain the persistence of this reversal. Professor Iyer describes experiences as 
leaving impressions which stimulate desires to repeat or avoid future conditions. The familiar 
is  continually  rehearsed,  and  the  future  is  approached  through  the  deposits  of  the  past. 
Abhinivesha can therefore survive a change of outward circumstance. A new role may be made 
to secure the same old demand for importance. Seeing the pattern requires attention to motive,  
rather than confidence that a change of setting has completed the inward work.

Imagine someone who has long cared for a garden and now needs to share its tending. The  
practical question is how the garden will flourish; the inward difficulty may concern whether 
being needed has become the chief proof of worth. Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception 
includes the garden’s future, the abilities of those willing to help, and the continuing value of  
knowledge that can be freely passed on. Sharing responsibility can become a form of fidelity to  
what has been loved, even while it asks us to release a familiar position.

This application does not require pretending that relinquishment is easy. The person may feel 
sorrow as well as relief. Those receiving responsibility can honor the labor that preceded them, 
listen carefully, and make the transition with consideration. Human Solidarity is present on both 
sides: in the willingness to let a common good outlive one’s control, and in the willingness to 
receive another’s vulnerability without impatience. Inner freedom becomes humane when it 
enlarges care rather than demanding an appearance of detachment.

The spiritual disciplines address clinging at its root. Tapas strengthens the capacity to restrain 
an impulse; svadhyaya examines the assumptions it carries; ishvarapranidhana offers the personal 
will toward the divine. Professor Iyer places these together at the beginning of yoga practice.  
Their relation matters because courage without self-understanding may become hardness, while 
understanding  without  sustained  effort  may  remain  theoretical.  The  orientation  toward  a 
deeper Self helps prevent the work from becoming another project for the anxious personality 
to possess.

Dhyana,  meditation,  develops  the  detachment  and  patient  endurance  through  which 
accumulated  impressions  can  be  met.  Professor  Iyer  is  explicit  that  the  karmic  matrix  is 
dissolved over time. There is no promise that one clear moment cancels every consequence or  
ends every fear. The direction of effort changes first. A returning impulse can be observed 
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without immediately arranging life around it, and an old demand can be reconsidered in the 
light of what the present actually requires.

This patience also changes how we accompany another person through an ending. Explaining 
impermanence is rarely sufficient. We can listen, help with the next practical step, and leave 
room for  feelings that  cannot  be  hurried.  The teaching is  more faithfully  served when its 
language supports compassionate presence than when it is used to demand that another release 
a fear on our timetable.

A useful distinction separates remembrance from captivity to an old story. Gratitude for what 
has passed may enrich the present; insisting that the past must return can prevent us from 
meeting it. We can preserve the value of an experience without requiring its conditions to be 
restored. This is particularly important where others are changing. Affection becomes more 
generous when it permits a person to grow beyond the role through which we first knew them, 
while retaining care for their enduring welfare.

The image of a hand gripping water offers a contemplative aid. The effort to hold what cannot 
be held produces tension, while the water continues to move. An open hand can receive and 
offer it.  The image concerns a  change in relationship,  not  a  counsel  to  abandon duties.  A 
responsibility may still need to be firmly carried; what can loosen is the claim that its present 
form must guarantee our permanence. The distinction allows steadiness of care to coexist with 
an increasing willingness to release.

At the culmination described in “Kaivalya Pada,” the residues of the afflictions fall away and 
the yogin attains emancipation even during embodied life. This distant scope gives the practice 
direction, without authorizing a premature claim of attainment. Today, we may be able to share 
a task, relinquish a demand, or meet a change without making another person responsible for  
our fear. Such acts leave more room for life to continue its work. The hand opens a little, and 
what it loves can be cared for more freely.

Glossary

Abhinivesha — Clinging to conditioned existence; one of the five afflictions in Patanjali’s 
yoga.

Asmita — Egoism or identification of the power of seeing with its instrument.

Avidya — Fundamental ignorance or mistaken identification, from which the other afflictions 
arise.

Buddhi — Spiritual intuition or wisdom; the principle through which higher discernment 
illumines mind.
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Dharmamegha — The “rain cloud of righteousness”; a culminating state associated with 
continuous discernment.

Dhyana — Sustained meditation or contemplation.

Dvesha — Aversion or repulsion; one of the five afflictions.

Ishvarapranidhana — Surrender or devotion to the divine Lord within; one of the yogic 
observances.

Klesha — An affliction that binds consciousness; kleshas is the plural.

Kshanti — Patience, forbearance, or endurance, joined here to detachment in spiritual practice.

Parinama — Change or transformation; in the cited passage, the changing consequences 
associated with karma.

Prakriti — Nature or the field of manifestation, distinguished from Purusha in Patanjali’s yoga.

Purusha — The Seer or spiritual consciousness, distinguished from the changing field of 
Prakriti.

Raga — Attachment or attraction that binds consciousness to its objects.

Sadhana — Sustained spiritual practice integrating discipline, study, and devotion.

Samadhi — Meditative absorption; a discipline with gradations culminating in spiritual 
cognition.

Samskara — An impression or tendency formed through experience; samskaras is the plural.

Svadhyaya — Sacred study and self-examination, deepening toward contemplation of the Self.

Tanha — Pali for thirst or craving; in the cited glossary, clinging to earthly life and the causes 
of rebirth.

Tapa — Anxious brooding in the quoted passage; distinct there from tapas as spiritual 
discipline.

Tapas — The concentrated effort of contemplation, self-discipline, and purification.

Trishna — Thirst or craving; in the cited passage, the desire to exist as a separate being in a 
form.

Vairagya — Detachment or dispassion, joined to discriminative understanding.

Yogin — A practitioner of yoga; yogins and yogi are related forms.
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Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 277.

“Patanjali initiated his teaching concerning praxis by calling attention to the three chief 
elements in the discipline of yoga: tapas, austerity, self-restraint and eventually self-mastery; 
svadhyaya, self-study, self-examination, including calm contemplation of purusha, the Supreme 
Self; and ishvarapranidhana, self-surrender to the Lord, the omnipresent divine spirit within the 
secret heart. The threefold practice or sadhana can remove the kleshas or afflictions which 
imprison purusha and thus facilitate samadhi or meditative absorption.”

Meditation thought: Let discipline, inquiry, and devotion support the encounter with clinging. 
Courage becomes more humane when it is joined to understanding.

2. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 277.

“The kleshas, though varied in their myriad manifestations, are essentially five: avidya, 
ignorance; asmita, egoism; raga, attachment; dvesha, aversion; and abhinivesha, tenacious 
clinging to mundane existence. Ignorance, however, is the broad field in which all the other 
kleshas arise, because they are no more than distinct specializations of ignorance.”

Meditation thought: Study clinging within the whole pattern of the afflictions. Its deepest 
support may lie in a mistaken conception of identity.

3. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 277.

“Ignorance is a fundamental inverted confusion which mistakes prakriti for purusha, the false 
for the true, the impure for the pure, and the painful for the pleasurable – a persisting malaise 
which might have been difficult to comprehend in the past but which is now a familiar 
condition in contemporary psychology.”

Meditation thought: Consider what is changing and what you have asked to be permanent. This 
distinction can soften an impossible demand upon life.

4. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 277.

“Springing from fundamental ignorance, egoism (asmita) confuses the potency of the Seer 
(purusha) with the power of sight (buddhi). Attachment (raga) is the pursuit of what is mistaken 
to be pleasurable, whilst aversion (dvesha) flees from what is believed to be painful. These two 
constitute the primary pair of opposites on the psychological level in the field of ignorance, 
and all other pairs of opposites are derived from them.”

Meditation thought: Notice how attachment and aversion gather around a personal claimant. 
What would remain worthy of care if that claim were loosened?
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5. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 277.

“Clinging to phenomenal existence (abhinivesha) is the logical outcome of the operation of 
ignorance, and once aroused is self-sustaining through the inertia of habit, so that 
countervailing measures are needed to eradicate it, together with the other kleshas.”

Meditation thought: Observe the habit that continually renews a fear of change. A small release 
may interrupt its automatic continuation.

6. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 278.

“In the graphic language of spiritual physiology, the kleshas constitute a psychic colouring or 
peculiar obsession which forms a persisting matrix of karma, the results of which must 
eventually be experienced, and also creates mental deposits which channel mental energies 
into repeatedly reinforcing the kleshas.”

Meditation thought: Distinguish the tendency from the whole person. The pattern has 
consequences, but it need not be treated as an unalterable identity.

7. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 278.

“Dhyana alone can effectively eradicate these mental deposits while providing the clear 
detachment (vairagya) and cool patience (kshanti) to exhaust and dissolve the karmic matrix 
over time. As long as the kleshas remain, involuntary incarnation into bodies captive to the 
pleasure-pain principle is inescapable.”

Meditation thought: Allow detachment and patient endurance to accompany meditation. 
Deeply established conditions require sustained, compassionate attention.

8. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 278.

“Elation and depression are the inevitable effects of such embodiment. Since these are the 
product of egoism and the polarity of attraction and aversion, rooted in ignorance and 
resulting in the tenacious clinging to mundane existence, the discerning yogin comes to see that 
the truth of spiritual freedom and the rapture of limitless love transcend the kleshas entirely.”

Meditation thought: Consider a freedom whose measure exceeds alternating pleasure and pain. 
Let the teaching widen the purpose of present effort.
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9. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 278.

“Karma means parinama, change, and this invariably induces the longing to recover what is 
receding, to enhance what is emerging, or to sustain a static balance where no thing can 
endure. To be drawn to some objects and conditions and to be disinclined towards others is 
indeed to foster tapa, anxious brooding over what might be lost or what one might be forced to 
encounter.”

Meditation thought: Notice the attempt to preserve a balance that life is already changing. What 
response would honor both continuity and necessary transition?

10. R.N. Iyer — “The Pilgrimage of Humanity”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 98.

“This psychic drowsiness is due to the desire to exist as a separate being in a form, and this 
thirst (trishna) is what all mystical training seeks to overcome. Unless one begins by subduing 
and transcending the intense will to exist as a separate being, one is not ready to enter the Path 
of spiritual enlightenment.”

Meditation thought: Contemplate separative existence as a limitation of perspective. Keep the 
wish for spiritual freedom joined to care for living beings.

11. R.N. Iyer — “Kaivalya Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 298.

“All the residues of the afflictions (kleshas) simply drop away as water runs off an impervious 
surface, and the yogin finds self-emancipation even in embodied life. Dharmamegha samadhi 
destroys the residuum of karma and the kleshas at the root, so that they can never arise again.”

Meditation thought: Let the description of culmination encourage perseverance. Do not confuse 
a temporary easing of fear with the complete ending of its causes.

12. H.P. Blavatsky — The Theosophical Glossary, entry “Tanha”, p. 322.

“Tanha (Pali). The thirst for life. Desire to live and clinging to life on this earth. This clinging is 
that which causes rebirth or reincarnation.”

Meditation thought: Keep the doctrinal meaning of thirst distinct from responsible care for life. 
Understanding craving should deepen sympathy toward vulnerability.
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