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Jati means  birth.  In  dependent  origination  it  is  the  eleventh  link,  conditioned  by  Bhava, 
becoming, and conditioning Jaramarana, aging and death. Birth is the arising of a being within 
conditioned existence, where the aggregates and faculties become manifest. The Theosophical 
discussion places this event within reincarnation and karmic continuity. These accounts provide 
the wider frame; the immediate human fact is equally clear. Every newborn enters a life of 
vulnerability and dependence, calling forth responsibility from those already here.

The Theosophical Glossary defines Jati as birth according to the traditional modes of entering the 
stream of life and reincarnation. Its enumeration begins with birth and differs from the usual  
forward  Buddhist  sequence.  The  difference  should  be  made  explicit  rather  than  silently 
corrected inside a quotation. Traditional references to modes and realms of birth belong to the 
cosmological teaching; they are not a modern biological classification.

The same Glossary links Bhava with Jati by calling Bhava the karmic agent that leads sentient 
beings to be born in one or another mode of existence. It also says Upadana is the creative cause 
of  Bhava, which becomes the cause of  Jati. Here the inner chain is clear: grasping produces 
becoming; becoming produces birth. Birth is the visible flower of invisible causes.

This does not mean fatalism. Karma is not a mechanical sentence.  Birth brings conditions, 
tendencies,  limitations,  and opportunities.  It  gives  a  body,  family,  language,  society,  time, 
atmosphere, and karmic pattern. Within these, choice reopens the future. Birth is the arrival of 
consequence, but also the beginning of response.

The Key to Theosophy describes karmic tendencies associated with the skandhas as contributing to 
the  formation  of  a  later  personality.  The  new  life  is  not  portrayed  as  causeless,  yet  the 
reincarnating individuality is distinguished from the passing personalities. This is Blavatsky’s 
metaphysical account. It does not authorize us to identify the hidden causes of a particular 
child’s circumstances or to turn an inherited disadvantage into evidence of personal blame.

This is why Krishna’s instruction, emphasized by Professor Iyer, is so important: true wisdom 
includes meditation upon birth, death, sickness, decay, and error. Birth must be meditated upon 
together with the whole condition into which it enters. To meditate on birth and death together 
is to begin seeing the wheel.

Jati is sobering. It says that what is born must pass through vulnerability. The child enters the 
world helpless, dependent, open, impressionable, and subject to conditions not of its choosing.  



JATI theosophytrust.org

2

Every birth is exposure. The newborn being enters a field already thick with causes. This is why 
birth immediately awakens responsibility in those already alive.

Professor Iyer’s “Reincarnation and Silence” gives a tender corrective. The greater gift would 
not be that all people merely believe in reincarnation, but that all could help babies grow with 
dignity, deliberation, beauty, and sanctity in regard to human speech. To understand birth is 
not merely to hold a metaphysical doctrine. It is to protect the atmosphere into which beings are 
born.

A child is born not only into air, food, and physical surroundings, but into speech, tone, gesture, 
expectation, and subtle atmosphere. Words form the early weather of incarnation. Harsh speech, 
contempt, fear, and cynicism can deform the field. Reverent speech, silence, beauty, patience, 
and dignity can help the soul find its bearings. Birth becomes an ethical demand upon the whole 
community.

This gives  Jati a direct connection to Human Solidarity. Every human being has been born 
helpless. Every body began in dependence. No one gives birth to themselves. No one becomes 
human  without  a  field  of  care,  language,  memory,  and  sacrifice.  Jati quietly  teaches 
interdependence before philosophy names it.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception extends that recognition beyond the family we happen 
to know. Food, shelter, education, patient conversation and a safe place to rest are conditions 
through which a child can participate in human life. The practical response may be quite modest: 
relieving  an  exhausted  caregiver,  reading  with  a  child,  or  making  a  shared  place  more 
welcoming. Concern for reincarnation becomes credible when it increases concern for the life 
visibly entrusted to care.

Such care does not require imagining the child as a blank vessel. Nor does it require assigning a 
fixed destiny from a temperament or early difficulty. There is an inward life we do not fully 
know, growing among conditions we can partly influence.  Adults serve it  best  when they 
combine protection with receptiveness, allowing capacities to emerge without forcing a child to 
enact the hopes or fears of another generation.

In “The Rebirth of Humanity”, Professor Iyer gives the governing image: prior to physical birth 
the monad is catapulted into what the Orphics called the tomb of the soul, but also what the 
Ionians regarded as the temple of the human body. Birth is a tomb when consciousness forgets 
its  spiritual  origin.  Birth  is  a  temple  when  the  human  body  becomes  an  instrument  of  
recollection, discipline, and service.

Professor Iyer also interprets the infant’s first sound through the symbolism of AUM, contrasting 
initial innocence with the work required for conscious spiritual renewal. This is a sacred reading 
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of birth, not a literal claim that every infant audibly pronounces the same syllable. Its concern is 
how the possibilities present at the beginning of life are honoured through the choices that 
follow.

The term also brings reverent stewardship. One’s body is a birth-gift and a karmic instrument. 
It is not the Self, but it is not to be despised. The family, culture, capacities, limits, opportunities, 
and wounds of birth are also fields of stewardship. The question is: what can be made from this 
birth in service to truth?

This protects against resentment and vanity alike. The person born into difficulty need not see 
life as punishment. The person born into privilege must not see life as superiority. Both have 
responsibilities.  Difficulty  may  teach  compassion  and  endurance;  privilege  may  become 
obligation and service. Jati gives no one a private throne. It gives everyone a field of work.

Birth also supplies an analogy for beginnings within a life: a friendship, an undertaking or a 
new willingness to learn. These uses must remain distinguishable from Jati as the link of birth 
in dependent origination. Their inward usefulness lies in asking what conditions welcome a 
beginning and what care helps it mature. A promise is easier to announce than to nurture into 
dependable conduct.

Jati teaches patience with human imperfection without weakening responsibility. We do not 
know the full history of another’s birth, tendencies, wounds, and karmic atmosphere. We do 
know that each being is born into limitation and possibility. To serve another is often to help 
them be born again into dignity, courage, and self-respect.

The welcome offered to a new life continues through ordinary days. It is renewed whenever  
patient attention gives a growing person room to ask, attempt, fail and begin again without 
losing their place among us.

Jati asks us to honour the life that has arrived without pretending to know its whole history or  
future. The opportunity of birth is made more fruitful through care, truthful speech, patience 
and room to learn. In helping another person grow, we participate in a purpose larger than the 
maintenance  of  our  own  household  or  name.  The  doorway  of  birth  opens  into  shared 
responsibility, and our welcome helps determine the kind of world encountered on the other 
side.

Glossary

Aggregates — The changing factors through which personal experience is analysed; see 
Skandhas.
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Archetypal — Pertaining to an underlying pattern or formative model, rather than merely an 
individual instance.

AUM — The sacred syllable, also written Aum or Om; used symbolically for spiritual unity 
and manifestation.

Becoming — Conditioned arising and continuation; Bhava is its particular use within 
dependent origination.

Bhava — Conditioned becoming or existence; the tenth link in dependent origination, between 
clinging and birth. Distinguish Bhāva, a related Sanskrit term for a state or disposition.

Catenated — Linked in a connected series; used of the causal relations among the Nidanas.

Chatur Yoni — The four traditional modes of birth referred to in the Glossary’s account of Jati.

Conditioned — Dependent upon causes, circumstances, limits or relations; contrasted with the 
unconditioned.

Dependent Origination — The Buddhist teaching that conditioned existence and suffering 
arise through interdependent causes; the Twelve Nidanas give a standard twelvefold 
exposition.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception — Widening understanding to include relationships, 
circumstances and responsibilities omitted by an isolated personal view.

Ego — A centre of self-reference; Theosophy distinguishes the enduring spiritual individuality 
from the temporary personal ego.

Gati — A course or state of existence; Gâti is the spelling in the cited Glossary passage.

Hinayana — A historical and contested designation for Buddhist teachings seeking liberation; 
spelled Hînayâna in the quotation. Its appearance preserves the source’s terminology.

Human Solidarity — Recognition of shared human dignity, vulnerability and 
interdependence, expressed through considerate responsibility.

Individuality — The enduring spiritual Ego in the Theosophical account, distinguished from 
its successive personalities.

Ionians — Ancient Greek thinkers associated with Ionia; Professor Iyer invokes their image of 
the body as a temple.

Jaramarana — Aging and death; the twelfth link, conditioned by birth. Jarāmaraṇa and 
jarâmarana are alternate spellings used in the sources and discussion.

Jati — Birth; the eleventh link in dependent origination. Jāti and Jâti are alternative spellings.
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Karma — The law of ethical causation and adjustment; actions and motives bear consequences 
within a wider order.

Karmic precipitation — The coming into expression of previously formed causes and 
tendencies.

Manas — The thinking principle in Theosophy; its higher spiritual individuality is 
distinguished from the personal ray. Manasic means pertaining to Manas.

Monad — The spiritual unity or pilgrim principle in Theosophy; the sources distinguish its 
higher nature from a temporary personality.

Nidana — A causal link or condition; the Twelve Nidanas describe the arising of conditioned 
existence. Nidâna is a historical spelling.

Orphics — Adherents of the ancient Greek Orphic religious tradition; invoked here through 
the image of the body as the soul’s tomb.

Personality — The temporary personal constitution, memories and roles of one life, 
distinguished from the enduring individuality in Theosophy.

Reincarnation — Successive embodiment; in Theosophy, the continuing pilgrimage of the 
spiritual individuality through distinct personalities.

Root Race — A major phase in Theosophical human evolution; a technical cosmological term, 
not equivalent to modern ethnicity.

Sentient — Capable of experience or feeling.

Septenary — Sevenfold; used of cycles and divisions in Theosophical teaching.

Skandhas — The aggregates or changing factors of personal experience. Skandha is the 
singular; historical Theosophical translations of the factors differ from current Buddhist 
terminology.

Third Root Race — The third major phase of humanity in Theosophical cosmology, associated 
with the awakening of self-conscious mind.

Trailokya — The three worlds or spheres of conditioned existence in the traditional 
cosmological account.

Upadana — Clinging or appropriation; the ninth link in dependent origination. Upādāna and 
Upâdâna are alternative spellings. Material cause is a distinct philosophical use.
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Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. H.P. Blavatsky, “Nidâna”, The Theosophical Glossary, p. 231.

“Jâti, or birth, according to one of the four modes of entering the stream of life and 
reincarnation—or Chatur Yoni (q.v.), each mode placing the being born in one of the six Gâti 
(q.v.).”

Meditation thought: Birth is placed within a stream of conditioned existence. The traditional 
modes and realms belong to the source’s cosmology; their contemplation should enlarge care 
for the being who has arrived.

2. H.P. Blavatsky, “Nidâna”, The Theosophical Glossary, pp. 231–232.

“Bhava, the Karmic agent which leads every new sentient being to be born in this or another 
mode of existence in the Trailokya and Gâti.”

Meditation thought: The relation of becoming and birth gives the event a causal background. It 
does not give an observer knowledge of the hidden causes of a particular child’s 
circumstances.

3. H.P. Blavatsky, “Nidâna”, The Theosophical Glossary, p. 232.

“Upâdâna, the creative cause of Bhava which thus becomes the cause of Jati which is the effect; 
and this creative cause is the clinging to life.”

Meditation thought: Clinging, becoming and birth are distinguished within one relation. A clear 
understanding of their connection is more useful than treating the unfamiliar terms as 
synonyms.

4. H.P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine, Volume 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 Hînayâna 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: Birth belongs within a chain whose factors are both effects and causes. The 
teaching can support responsibility without turning present conditions into a fixed sentence.

5. H.P. Blavatsky, The Key to Theosophy, p. 87.

“They are destroyed as the working stock in hand of the personality; they remain as Karmic 
effects, as germs, hanging in the atmosphere of the terrestrial plane, ready to come to life, as so 
many avenging fiends, to attach themselves to the new personality of the Ego when it 
reincarnates.”
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Meditation thought: Blavatsky describes tendencies as persisting through karmic effects. The 
new personality remains a new field of experience and response rather than a simple 
repetition of the old.

6. R.N. Iyer, “The Rebirth of Humanity”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 21.

“Just as the global rebirth of humanity mirrors the archetypal birth of humanity in the Third 
Root Race, so too the authentic spiritual renewal of every human being reflects and resonates 
with the wider cycle of the race.”

Meditation thought: Individual renewal is placed in relation to a wider human cycle. Consider 
how the care given to one growing life may contribute beyond a single family.

7. R.N. Iyer, “The Rebirth of Humanity”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 21.

“Prior to physical birth each monad has had the metapsychological experience of being 
catapulted into what the Orphics called the tomb of the soul, but also that which the Ionians 
regarded as the temple of the human body.”

Meditation thought: Tomb and temple express two orientations toward embodiment. The body 
can conceal spiritual purpose or become an instrument through which that purpose is served.

8. R.N. Iyer, “The Rebirth of Humanity”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 21.

“And whilst every baby enters the world voicing the AUM, each with a unique accent and 
intonation, it is given to very few to end their lives with the sacred Sound. This is the 
difference which human life makes, with its saga of fantasy and forgetfulness. What one 
sensed in one's pristine innocence at the moment of birth and which is witnessed through the 
enigmatic sounding of the Word becomes wholly obscured by the time of death unless one has 
deliberately and self-consciously sought out the path leading to spiritual rebirth.”

Meditation thought: The infant’s AUM is a sacred interpretation of birth. It concerns the 
preservation of spiritual possibility, not a literal claim about every baby’s audible syllable.

9. R.N. Iyer, “The Rebirth of Humanity”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 21.

“Through the complex processes of karmic precipitation and conscious and unconscious 
exercise of the powers of choice, each human being differentiates from others, self-selecting his 
or her own destiny. To minimize the dangers to the soul and to maximize the continuity of 
spiritual self-consciousness between the commencement and close of incarnation, one must 
learn to look back and forwards over the entire span of a lifetime, breaking it up into 
successive septenary cycles and their sub-phases.”

Meditation thought: Choice operates within complex conditions. Let that relation discourage 
both vanity about advantage and premature judgment of another being’s difficulties.
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10. R.N. Iyer, “Death and Immortality”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 240.

“Lord Krishna tells Arjuna that he must meditate upon birth, death, sickness, decay and error. 
This particular strand in the Bhagavad Gita is central to Buddhist thought. It is not easy for us to 
put ourselves in the position of a Tibetan Buddhist, to whom meditation on death is not a 
morbid activity, reserved for a special period in one's life, a time of deep depression owing to 
the fear of imminent death. It is rather part of a process of meditation which is ceaseless.”

Meditation thought: Meditation upon birth belongs with meditation upon the whole embodied 
condition. Its purpose is steadier understanding, not the cultivation of fear.

11. R.N. Iyer, “Death and Immortality”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 248.

“There is a persisting matrix made up of all these attributes, revivified by one's own newly-
formed desire or attachment. Then one begins to make one's first entry into physical life 
through having formed a line of attachment with particular parents.”

Meditation thought: This is Professor Iyer’s account of attachment and return to physical life. It 
invites self-examination without claiming that we can reconstruct another person’s previous 
existence.

12. R.N. Iyer, “Reincarnation and Silence”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 239.

“Suppose one were to ask of the gods, ‘Give me one of two gifts for all men. Give me first that 
gift which will suddenly enable all men to say that they know about reincarnation and the 
soul, and that they believe in immortality. Second, give me that gift which enables all men to 
help babies to grow with a feeling of dignity, deliberation, beauty and sanctity in regard to 
human speech.’ The wise would know that the latter gift is much more valuable than the 
former, because mere beliefs will not save human beings even though truly philosophical 
reflection upon alternatives is part of the prerogative of a Manasic being, a man in Emerson's 
sense. These beliefs can only be made to come alive through the exercise of conscious and 
deliberate speech, with a delicate sensitivity for the existence of other beings, and an immense 
inner compassion for all that is alive.”

Meditation thought: The passage gives care for children’s speech a value beyond professed 
belief. A philosophy of birth becomes credible through the dignity of the welcome it helps 
provide.
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