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Atma-Buddhi-Manas is the immortal spiritual triad in Theosophical accounts of the human
constitution. Atma is universal Spirit; Buddhi is the spiritual soul or vehicle of its light; Manas, in
its higher aspect, is self-conscious mind. Together they express the higher individuality behind
the succession of earthly personalities. The compound gathers principles that must be
understood through their relationship. It asks how a universal spiritual life can be consciously
reflected through a particular human being, and how the experience of that life may contribute

to an enduring spiritual development.

The first distinction concerns Atma, also called Atman. It is universal and cannot be possessed
by an individual. Buddhi is its spiritual vehicle, while Manas supplies the self-conscious element.
The triad therefore includes the higher aspect of mind, rather than every passing thought of the
personality. Theosophy also speaks of Atma-Buddhi as the Monad, the spiritual duad. Adding
Manas brings the relation to the human thinker into focus. These formulations offer different
emphases within the same architecture; they should not be treated as interchangeable lists

without regard to their purpose.

The Secret Doctrine gives the triad the image of a three-tongued flame. The four lower wicks are
extinguished, while the spiritual flame endures. In the usual sevenfold account, the lower
quaternary comprises the physical body, vitality, astral form and desire-principle. The lower
reflection of Manas is associated with these during embodied life. It is not an additional eighth
principle. The distinctions describe levels and relations within a living being, rather than

separate anatomical parts that could be displayed beside one another.

Blavatsky interprets the enduring flame through the spiritual fruit of experience. After
incarnation, Manas adds something of itself to Atma-Buddhi and, through assimilation, shares its
immortality. This is more precise than saying that everything personal survives unchanged. The
doctrine concerns what has become capable of participating in the higher life. It gives learning
an importance that exceeds immediate success, while asking the student to distinguish the
spiritual meaning of an experience from attachment to its particular circumstances or to the

image of oneself within them.

Atma itself does not progress. Blavatsky states that it neither forgets nor remembers, because it
is the ray of eternal light. Buddhi becomes conscious through what it receives from Manas.
Development therefore concerns the relation of the principles and the spiritual assimilation of

experience, rather than an improvement in universal Spirit. Holding this distinction prevents



ATMA-BUDDHI-MANAS theosophytrust.org

the triad from becoming a vaguely exalted personality. The source of spiritual life remains

universal, while conscious participation in it requires a transformation of the human instrument.

Professor Iyer places the triad within cosmology in “Cognition, Breath and Speech.” Father-
Mother-Son are one, the immortal spiritual triad in the cosmos and in the human being. These
symbolic relations concern spiritual principles. Their purpose is to disclose correspondences
between the universal and the individual, beyond a literal account of family or gender. The
human being is a microcosm: intelligence and spiritual life have a larger setting than personal
psychology. The study begins with that setting and returns to the responsibilities of embodied

consciousness.

The distinction between individuality and personality helps with this return. A personality
includes the name, remembered history and particular capacities through which we act in one
life. The higher individuality belongs to the enduring spiritual pilgrimage. The personality
remains the present instrument of duty. Its skills may become more useful, its habits less
obstructive, and its relationships more truthful. Understanding its temporary character should
increase care in its use, since the opportunity to learn and serve takes place through the

conditions now available to us.

In “As Above, So Below,” Professor Iyer explains that the Initiate is more than the triad
considered apart from embodiment. The perfected being includes the essence extracted from the
lower principles, forming a stable focus for the triad in space and time. This ideal gives the work
of transformation a practical meaning. The lower nature must become capable of expressing a
higher purpose. A skill learned carefully, a promise kept through difficulty, or an impulse
patiently redirected can help us understand why the instrument itself deserves disciplined

attention.

The mediating role of Buddhi is central. Professor Iyer describes universal principles being
brought together through Buddhi in an individuated, perfected instrument. Spiritual
individuality consequently grows through participation in the whole. The ideal does not
culminate in a more isolated self. It points towards a being whose distinct capacities have
become more available to universal purposes. This helps explain why the tradition places such
weight on motive. The same knowledge can be used to secure personal advantage or to make

another person's work and understanding possible.

Human Solidarity follows from this relation between individuality and universal life. Professor
Iyer describes the Atma-Buddhi-Manas of the Adept as inseparable from that of individual human
beings. The perfected ideal belongs to the spiritual life of humanity. For a student, the practical
direction is to widen concern while becoming more dependable in particular duties. We can

support another person's learning without seeking to control its outcome, and offer useful work
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without making recognition its condition. A common spiritual root asks for an increasingly

responsible expression of individual capacity.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception includes the long consequences of that expression. A
word spoken to a child, a habit encouraged in a group, or a piece of knowledge made accessible
may affect lives beyond the immediate encounter. We rarely see the whole result. The doctrine
of spiritual continuity invites us to take the quality of these contributions seriously. It also places
our own development within a shared inheritance. We have received much from people whose

names we may hever know; our conduct becomes part of what others receive.

Self-study can make this responsibility specific. We may notice that haste prevents us from
completing a task properly, or that pride makes correction feel like an injury. The observation
becomes useful when it leads to a practical change. We can slow down, ask for help, or repair
an error. These are beginnings in preparing the personality to serve a purpose beyond its
immediate reactions. The ideal of the triad gives the effort a spiritual orientation while allowing

us to be honest about the distance still to travel.

Meditation offers a complementary way of recollecting that orientation. In “Atma Vidya,”
Professor lyer presents the image of the higher triad overbrooding the person, with a pristine
ray passing through the human instrument. It is a contemplative representation of a
metaphysical relation, not a bodily phenomenon that must be forced into experience. One may
use the image to remember that the source exceeds the instrument. Afterwards, the work is to

let that recollection inform how the instrument thinks, speaks and fulfils its responsibilities.

Atma-Buddhi-Manas gives continuity a purpose beyond the preservation of a personal story. It
directs attention towards the spiritual understanding that experience can nourish and the wider
life that understanding can serve. The three-tongued flame remains a symbol of this enduring
relation. We approach its meaning through careful study and through the willingness to let
ordinary conduct be corrected by a larger view of who we are. What is received as insight asks
to become character, and what deepens as character can become a more trustworthy

contribution to the lives around us.

Glossary

Adept — A being of mature spiritual attainment whose perfected capacities serve universal

purposes.

Atma / Atman — Universal Spirit or Self; it does not progress, forget or remember, since

development belongs to its vehicles and their relations.
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Atma-Buddhi — The spiritual duad or Monad, considered as universal Spirit in relation to its

spiritual vehicle.

Atma-Buddhi-Manas — The immortal spiritual triad: universal Spirit, the spiritual soul and

higher self-conscious mind.

Buddhi — The spiritual soul and vehicle of Atman, receiving the spiritually assimilable fruits

of Manasic experience.
Duad — A unity considered in two aspects; here, Atma and Buddhi.

Higher individuality — The enduring spiritual identity distinguished from the temporary
personality through which it is partially expressed.

Initiate — In Professor Iyer’s passage, a perfected being whose transformed lower principles

provide a stable focus for the immortal triad.

Lower quaternary — The four lower principles: physical body, vitality, astral form and desire;

the lower reflection of mind is associated with them during incarnation.

Manas — The self-conscious thinking principle; its higher aspect belongs to the triad and

contributes the spiritual fruit of experience.

Microcosm — A lesser whole reflecting the principles of the greater cosmos, applied here to

the human constitution.

Monad — Spiritual unity, commonly expressed as Atma-Buddhi in the analysis of human
principles.
Personality — The temporary embodied instrument through which duties are fulfilled and

experience is gathered in one life.

Psyche — The soul or inner personal life; in the quoted passage, the projected ray through

which the Monad is partially expressed.

Spiritual Ego — Manas inseparably united with Atma and Buddhi; the real individuality
described in The Key to Theosophy.

Taijasi — Radiant; a designation for Manas illuminated through its union with the higher
principles.
Tetraktys — The sacred fourfold figure of Pythagorean teaching; Professor Iyer relates it to

universal principles expressed through an individuated, perfected instrument.

Three-tongued flame — The Secret Doctrine’s symbol of the enduring spiritual triad, contrasted

with the four lower wicks of the embodied constitution.
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Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. H.P. Blavatsky — The Secret Doctrine, Volume I, p. 237.

“The “Three-tongued flame’ that never dies is the immortal spiritual triad —the Atma-Buddhi
and Manas—the fruition of the latter assimilated by the first two after every terrestrial life.”

Meditation thought: Contemplate the flame through the relation of its three principles. What is
learned in embodied life may contribute to a deeper continuity.

2. H.P. Blavatsky — The Secret Doctrine, Volume I, pp. 243-244.

“Manas is immortal, because after every new incarnation it adds to Atma-Buddhi something of
itself, and thus, assimilating itself to the Monad, shares its immortality.”

Meditation thought: Distinguish the spiritual fruit of experience from the wish to preserve every
personal detail. What quality of understanding is an experience asking you to develop?

3. H.P. Blavatsky — The Secret Doctrine, Volume I, p. 244.

“Buddhi becomes conscious by the accretions it gets from Manas after every new incarnation
and the death of man.”

Meditation thought: Consider why self-conscious learning matters within the triad. The
relationship gives experience a purpose beyond immediate satisfaction.

4. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, p. 77.

“It is, therefore, when inseparably united to the first two, called the SPIRITUAL EGO, and
Taijasi (the radiant). This is the real Individuality, or the divine man.”

Meditation thought: The subject is Manas united to Atma and Buddhi. Keep that union in view
when considering the distinction between individuality and personality.

5. R.N. Iyer — “Cognition, Breath and Speech”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 81.

“The Father-Mother-Son are One, the three-tongued flame that never dies, the immortal
spiritual Triad in the cosmos and in man — the Atma-Buddhi-Manas.”

Meditation thought: Let the symbolic family express a unity of principles. Its cosmic meaning
reaches beyond the literal relations of a human household.

6. R.N. Iyer — “Atma Vidya”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 62.

“The psyche is merely the projected ray of the divine Monad. As the Monad functions on a
plane of space and time removed from that which is customarily apprehended by the psyche,

the Monad is only partially incarnated.”

Meditation thought: Hold a larger view of human identity while respecting the work of the
present personality. A ray can express its source without exhausting it.
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7.R.N. Iyer — “As Above, So Below”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 174.

“The Initiate is Atma-Buddhi-Manas plus the visualized essence extracted from all the lower
principles and planes so as to serve as a stable focus for the immortal Triad in space and time.
The Initiate permanently synthesizes individuation and universalization.”

Meditation thought: The perfected ideal includes a transformed instrument of action. Consider
how a present skill or responsibility could become more serviceable.

8. R.N. Iyer — “As Above, So Below”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 174.

“The universal principles are brought together through Buddhi in an individuated, perfected
instrument, which exemplifies the Tetraktys.”

Meditation thought: Attend to the mediating role of Buddhi. Greater individuality can mean a
more faithful expression of universal concern.

9. R.N. Iyer — “As Above, So Below”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 175.

“The Atma-Buddhi-Manas of the Adept is necessarily inseparable from the Atma-Buddhi-Manas
of individual human beings. The Adept is verily the spiritual soul of all humanity.”

Meditation thought: Read spiritual fulfilment through solidarity. Let the ideal enlarge the circle
of lives whose welfare matters to you.

10. R.N. Iyer — “Cognition, Breath and Speech”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 81.

“Since the cosmos, including human nature, is completely in order, it does not matter at what
level one begins one’s meditations, so long as one is inwardly attuned to a line of transmission
and reflection.”

Meditation thought: Begin with a principle you can study honestly. Follow its relationships
patiently, allowing contemplation to deepen through attention.
11. R.N. Iyer — “Manasadharma”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 358.

“The master key to the release of the spiritual will is the recognition that one’s immediate duty
is supremely important. To it must be brought all one’s energies.”

Meditation thought: Give an ordinary duty your undivided care. Consider whose life becomes
easier when that responsibility is fulfilled well.

12. R.N. Iyer — “As Above, So Below”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 177.
“Real devotion is a return to one’s true nature.”

Meditation thought: Let the return be expressed through a gentler use of speech, a clearer
motive, or a patient act of service. Devotion can acquire a familiar daily form.
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