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We can know many things and still misunderstand the life in which we know them. We may 
recognize the impermanence of possessions while relying on them for an enduring sense of 
worth. We may affirm the unity of life while treating another’s difficulty as wholly unrelated to 
our own. Avidya names the spiritual ignorance underlying such contradictions. It concerns the 
way reality is apprehended, not the amount of information a person possesses. Its study begins 
by asking what we have mistaken for the lasting ground of our existence.

The word is commonly translated as ignorance or lack of true knowledge. In the Theosophical 
source field, it includes a persistent inversion of perception. Professor Iyer’s “Sadhana Pada” 
describes the confusion of prakriti with purusha, the false with the true, the impure with the pure, 
and the painful with the pleasurable. The changing field of experience is invested with the 
character of the spiritual Self. From that mistaken foundation, apparently reasonable choices can 
carry us further into dependence and sorrow.

This distinction makes the teaching exact without making it contemptuous.  Avidya does not 
divide  humanity  into  an  educated  minority  and  an  ignorant  remainder.  Intellectual 
accomplishment  may furnish  the  personality  with  more  elaborate  defenses.  An unlearned 
person may show a practical humility and generosity absent from a sophisticated explanation. 
The question is whether understanding loosens false identification and strengthens truthful 
conduct. The Voice of the Silence places soul-wisdom above head-learning that has lost its inward 
guide.

The same text calls the first Hall the Hall of Ignorance. It is the field in which ordinary embodied 
life  begins  and ends.  The  image  places  ignorance  within  a  path  of  education  rather  than 
presenting it as a final sentence. The Hall of Learning brings further possibilities and further 
deceptions; the Hall of Wisdom points beyond them. Accumulating attractive ideas does not 
automatically carry the student from one to the other. Each stage requires a change in the quality 
of seeing.

In  Patanjali’s  account,  avidya is  the  broad  ground  of  the  other  four  kleshas.  Asmita gives 
misidentification the form of a personal claimant. Raga seeks what appears to secure or delight 
that claimant; dvesha recoils from what appears to threaten it.  Abhinivesha clings to continued 
existence under these familiar conditions. These afflictions express a common error in different  
ways. Their relation helps explain why rearranging the objects of desire can leave the underlying 
dependence intact.
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Avidya is also central to the Buddhist teaching of dependent origination. The sequence of nidanas 
describes conditioned arising, in which ignorance is associated with formations and the further 
development of suffering. Blavatsky’s discussion in The Secret Doctrine places these links within 
a concatenation of causes and effects. This Buddhist account and Patanjali’s account of the 
afflictions  illuminate  one  another,  while  retaining  their  distinct  philosophical  settings.  We 
should not turn their correspondence into a claim that every technical term has an identical 
meaning in both systems.

Maya and  avidya likewise  require  distinction.  Blavatsky  describes  maya as  entering  finite 
experience through the relation between things and the mind that apprehends them.  Avidya 
concerns the ignorance through which conditioned appearances are taken without adequate 
discernment.  Calling  the  world  illusory  does  not  remove  that  ignorance.  A  pain  has 
consequences on the plane where it is experienced, and a person in distress still deserves help. 
Metaphysical  inquiry becomes more responsible when it  respects relative experience while 
seeking its deeper ground.

Professor  Iyer’s  “Death and Immortality” describes  ignorance as  bound up with modified 
consciousness,  whose  habits  prevent  a  wider  apprehension  of  reality.  Likes,  dislikes,  and 
preconceptions shape what we think we see. This suggests a searching form of self-study. We 
can ask which conclusions are supported by the present situation and which depend on a need 
to preserve a familiar identity. Such inquiry does not require doubting everything. It asks that 
certainty become answerable to truth rather than to comfort.

A practical occasion arises when we learn that a group we have dismissed contains people 
whose lives we have never seriously considered. Our judgment may have been built from a few 
striking  examples,  a  repeated  phrase,  or  inherited  prejudice.  Drawing  a  Larger  Circle  of 
Conception means making room for particulars that our generalization omitted. We listen to an 
actual account, examine the evidence, and distinguish a person from the category into which we 
placed them. The resulting understanding may demand more work, but it is less dependent on 
the convenience of a small picture.

Human Solidarity becomes tangible through this willingness to see beyond our own enclosure. 
A person’s  suffering is  not  made less  real  by  its  distance  from our  experience.  Nor  does 
sympathy  require  pretending  that  all  actions  are  equally  wise  or  harmless.  The  wider 
recognition joins discernment with concern. We can identify an error and still acknowledge the 
dignity  of  the  one  who  made  it.  Theosophical  brotherhood asks  that  knowledge  increase 
responsibility for the shared life, rather than create another ground for separation.

A helpful image is the mirror of mind, which The Voice of the Silence describes as gathering dust 
while it reflects. The dust suggests accumulated illusion; soul-wisdom supplies the cleansing 



AVIDYA theosophytrust.org

3

influence. The image is gentle but demanding. A clearer reflection cannot be secured by insisting 
that the present one is perfect. We must be willing to recognize distortion and to let the inward 
instrument be changed. Study, meditation, and correction in daily conduct belong to the same 
patient work.

Vidya,  knowledge  or  wisdom,  cannot  be  reduced  to  a  collection  of  answers  about  avidya. 
Understanding ripens through disciplined observation, purification of motive, and the gradual 
turning  of  Manas toward  Buddhi.  A  generous  act  may  expose  how  strongly  we  wanted 
recognition; a disagreement may reveal an unexamined claim to authority. These discoveries 
can be received without humiliation. They disclose where practice is needed. The aim is an 
increasingly truthful relation to experience, not the cultivation of an image of oneself as someone 
free from illusion.

The different uses of a term must also remain visible. Blavatsky’s glossary connects avidya with 
the causal body in an exoteric explanation, then distinguishes an esoteric meaning involving 
Buddhi and higher  Manas. The distinction warns against flattening a layered teaching into a 
single formula. We cannot infer that every reference to a causal principle means ignorance, or 
that the spiritual individuality is itself an affliction. Care with language is part of care with 
perception: each statement needs its proper scope.

Spiritual ignorance can obscure the recognition of the Real without creating or destroying the 
Real  itself.  This  is  the  ground  for  perseverance.  The  aspirant  is  more  than  the  present 
arrangement  of  opinions  and  reactions,  and  another  person  is  more  than  our  current 
understanding of them. The possibility of wisdom remains open, though no private impression 
should be mistaken hastily for its fulfillment. Humility protects that openness while sustained 
effort gives it direction.

The movement through avidya begins whenever a cherished misreading yields to a more faithful 
understanding. We may have to repair a judgment, reconsider a motive, or listen where we once 
dismissed. These are small acts, yet their consequences enter the world others inhabit. As the 
mirror  clears,  less  of  our  confusion  is  imposed  upon them.  Knowledge  becomes  humane 
through this change in use, and the search for wisdom begins to illumine the common life.

Glossary

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

Ajnyana — Ignorance or absence of true knowledge; the spelling used in the quoted passage 
from The Voice of the Silence.
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Akshara — The imperishable; in The Voice of the Silence, the indestructible fount beyond the 
Hall of Wisdom.

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.

Devachan — The assimilative, blissful post-mortem state described in Theosophy.

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

Hinayana — A historical Buddhist designation meaning Lesser Vehicle; retained here as the 
terminology of the quoted source.

Karana Sarira — The causal body; the cited glossary distinguishes its exoteric association with 
avidya from its esoteric spiritual meaning.

Karanopadhi — The causal basis or vehicle; in the cited glossary, associated with Buddhi and 
higher Manas.

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

Manas — Mind; the human principle of self-conscious thought and moral choice.

Maya — Illusion or conditioned appearance; the tendency to take the relative as final reality.

Nidana — A causal link in dependent origination; nidanas is the plural.

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.

Raja — King or ruler; used in Raja Yoga and in the symbolic phrase Rajah of the senses.

Samsara — Conditioned cyclic existence, understood in relation to karma, rebirth, and 
suffering.

Sat — Being or Reality; in the cited passage, the eternal and changeless.

Taraka Raja Yoga — The integral yoga discussed in Professor Iyer’s exposition of Patanjali.

Vahan — A vehicle or bearer; the Sanskrit term used in the cited passage.
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Vidya — Knowledge or wisdom; in these passages, spiritual illumination contrasted with 
avidya.

Yana — A vehicle or path in Buddhist terminology.

Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, Fragment I, p. 5.

“The name of the first Hall is IGNORANCE—Avidya. It is the Hall in which thou saw’st the 
light, in which thou livest and shalt die. The name of Hall the second is the Hall of 
LEARNING. In it thy Soul will find the blossoms of life, but under every flower a serpent 
coiled. The name of the third Hall is WISDOM, beyond which stretch the shoreless waters of 
AKSHARA, the indestructible Fount of Omniscience.”

Meditation thought: Hold the three Halls as stages of education. Learning can bring new 
possibilities while still requiring discernment about appearances.

2. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, Fragment I, p. 6.

“That which is uncreate abides in thee, Disciple, as it abides in that Hall. If thou would’st reach 
it and blend the two, thou must divest thyself of thy dark garments of illusion. Stifle the voice 
of flesh, allow no image of the senses to get between its light and thine, that thus the twain 
may blend in one. And having learnt thine own Ajnyana, flee from the Hall of Learning.”

Meditation thought: Ask what image has come between your attention and a deeper 
understanding. Release the need to preserve it merely because it is familiar.

3. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, Fragment II, p. 20.

“But even ignorance is better than Head-learning with no Soul-wisdom to illuminate and 
guide it. The seeds of Wisdom cannot sprout and grow in airless space. To live and reap 
experience the mind needs breadth and depth and points to draw it towards the Diamond 
Soul. Seek not those points in Maya’s realm; but soar beyond illusions, search the eternal and 
the changeless SAT, mistrusting fancy’s false suggestions.”

Meditation thought: Let knowledge acquire breadth through humility and depth through 
practice. A formulation needs an inward guide if it is to become wisdom.
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4. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, Fragment II, p. 20.

“For mind is like a mirror; it gathers dust while it reflects. It needs the gentle breezes of Soul-
Wisdom to brush away the dust of our illusions. Seek, O Beginner, to blend thy Mind and 
Soul. Shun ignorance, and likewise shun illusion. Avert thy face from world deceptions; 
mistrust thy senses, they are false. But within thy body—the shrine of thy sensations—seek in 
the Impersonal for the ‘eternal man,’ and having sought him out, look inward: thou art 
Buddha.”

Meditation thought: Consider the dust of assumption on the mirror of mind. What encounter 
invites you to see a person more faithfully?

5. H.P. Blavatsky — The Secret Doctrine, Vol. I, p. 39.

“The twelve Nidanas or causes of being. Each is the effect of its antecedent cause, and a cause, 
in its turn, to its successor; the sum total of the Nidanas being based on the four truths, a 
doctrine especially characteristic of the Hinayana System. They belong to the theory of the 
stream of catenated law which produces merit and demerit, and finally brings Karma into full 
sway.”

Meditation thought: Think of causes as interdependent rather than isolated. A present choice 
participates in a continuity whose consequences deserve care.

6. H.P. Blavatsky — The Secret Doctrine, Vol. I, p. 39.

“Yana, or Vehicle (in Sanskrit, Vahan) is a mystic expression, both ‘vehicles’ inculcating that 
man may escape the sufferings of rebirths and even the false bliss of Devachan, by obtaining 
Wisdom and Knowledge, which alone can dispel the Fruits of Illusion and Ignorance.”

Meditation thought: Let wisdom mean a transformation of understanding. The promise of relief 
is not fulfilled by repeating the language of knowledge.

7. H.P. Blavatsky — The Secret Doctrine, Vol. I, p. 39.

“Maya or illusion is an element which enters into all finite things, for everything that exists has 
only a relative, not an absolute, reality, since the appearance which the hidden noumenon 
assumes for any observer depends upon his power of cognition. To the untrained eye of the 
savage, a painting is at first an unmeaning confusion of streaks and daubs of colour, while an 
educated eye sees instantly a face or a landscape.”

Meditation thought: Distinguish relative appearance from absolute reality. Greater discernment 
should increase care for experience rather than dismiss it.
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8. H.P. Blavatsky — The Theosophical Glossary, entry “Kârana Sarîra”, p. 176.

“Kârana Sarîra (Sk.). The ‘Causal body’. It is dual in its meaning. Exoterically, it is Avidya, 
ignorance, or that which is the cause of the evolution of a human ego and its reincarnation; 
hence the lower Manas; esoterically—the causal body or Kâranopadhi stands in the Taraka Raja 
yoga as corresponding to Buddhi and the Higher ‘Manas,’ or Spiritual Soul.”

Meditation thought: Keep the exoteric and esoteric uses of the causal body distinct. Precise 
reading protects the teaching from a misleading equation.

9. R.N. Iyer — “Gods, Monads and Atoms”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. I, p. 282.

“Let us start with the waking world. According to The Voice of the Silence, it is the hall of avidya, 
hall of, ignorance in a pristine, philosophical sense. It is the hall in which shadows flit through 
existence, living in a state of psychic tension. Reacting to external stimuli, they interact not in a 
creative, self-conscious and cooperative manner but rather as bundles of emotion interacting 
with other bundles of emotion.”

Meditation thought: Notice when an exchange becomes a meeting of reactions instead of a 
meeting of people. What would restore a more conscious participation?

10. R.N. Iyer — “Death and Immortality”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 242.

“Arising out of the sensations that we have of the very flux of samsara, we have avidya, 
congenital ignorance. It is more than ignorance as we normally understand it. It is not just lack 
of knowledge. It is a peculiar perversity of the modified consciousness available to us which 
prevents us from rising to the level of total universal consciousness and seeing all human and 
cosmic experiences as continuous events in a single stream.”

Meditation thought: Widen attention beyond the preferences that usually organize experience. 
Consider the possibility of a more continuous and inclusive understanding.

11. 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: Look for the common misidentification beneath a recurring affliction. 
Correcting the root requires more than changing its outward object.
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12. R.N. Iyer — “Enlightenment”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 236.

“Ultimately, there can be no true comprehension of enlightenment or of the path outside of 
enlightenment itself. Mortality cannot judge of immortality; avidya cannot conceive of vidya. 
The insubstantial self of mayavic matter cannot encompass the boundlessness of the Real. The 
shadow cannot comprehend the light that casts it.”

Meditation thought: Let the limits of ordinary understanding teach humility. The image invites 
fidelity to inquiry, without pretending that a concept contains the Real.
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