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Prajna names wisdom and the capacity for perception. Its scope in Theosophical writing extends 
from the universal ground of cognition to the illumination of a disciplined human mind. The  
Theosophical  Glossary links the term with  Mahat,  Universal  Mind. Professor Iyer unfolds its 
metaphysical depth in “The Spectrum of Consciousness,” considering the potentiality of all 
possible perception. These meanings ask the reader to attend to context. The universal capacity, 
a developing human insight and consummate spiritual wisdom are related, while representing 
very different degrees and standpoints.

At the human level, Prajna is the transformation of intelligence. The lower mind can gather facts, 
make comparisons, form opinions and defend positions. It can also become restless, proud and 
separative.  Prajna begins  when  Manas becomes  transparent  to  Buddhi,  so  that  thought  is 
illumined by soul-wisdom rather than driven by desire or fear. It does not reject reason, but 
purifies and elevates it. Reason becomes a servant of insight, and insight becomes a servant of 
truth.

The Voice of the Silence gives Prajna a sublime place among the golden keys of the Path. It is the 
final  key  of  the  Seven Portals,  “the  key to  which makes  of  a  man a  god,  creating  him a 
Bodhisattva,  son  of  the  Dhyanis.”  This  should  never  be  read  as  personal  exaltation.  The 
Bodhisattva ideal joins wisdom to compassion. The one who truly sees does not become more 
separate from humanity, but more responsible for it. Thus Prajna is inseparable from Universal 
Brotherhood and Human Solidarity. Wisdom that isolates is incomplete; wisdom that sees truly 
sees all beings within one living field.

Professor Iyer repeatedly joins Prajna with Mahakaruna, great compassion. Within every human 
heart, he says, there burns a fire of light-wisdom and love-compassion. This is one of the most 
important safeguards in understanding the term.  Prajna is not cold brilliance. It is not aloof 
superiority or spiritual sharpness without mercy. It is the light that makes compassion more 
exact and intelligence more humane. In daily life, it may show itself as patience, right timing,  
truthful speech, reverent restraint and the ability to recognize another person’s hidden dignity.

Meditation is one of the chief disciplines through which Prajna becomes possible. The Voice of the  
Silence says that the Dhyana gate is like an alabaster vase, white and transparent, within which 
burns “the flame of Prajna that radiates from Atma.” The image is exact. Meditation does not 
manufacture wisdom; it clarifies the vessel. When the mind becomes less clouded by craving, 



PRAJNA theosophytrust.org

2

fear, resentment, self-importance and restless thought, the light already rooted in the higher Self 
may shine through.

In Professor Iyer’s interpretation of Patanjali, prajna is cognitive insight arising through sanyama, 
the coordinated practice of concentration, meditation and absorption. “Samadhi Pada” points 
towards Supreme Truth as its object; “Vibhuti Pada” distinguishes even this high wisdom from 
vivekakhyati, pristine discernment of Reality. The distinction preserves the depth of the teaching. 
An illuminating idea may prepare the mind,  yet  the full  realization cannot be secured by 
possessing a definition. Prajna therefore asks for humility as well as intellectual exactness.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception is a useful preparation for this more inclusive seeing. 
When two people disagree, each may possess a part of the relevant truth. We can examine their 
evidence, purposes and assumptions without declaring every claim equally sound. The effort 
enlarges  the  field  of  inquiry  and  exposes  the  limits  of  our  first  impression.  Such  careful 
understanding is an ordinary exercise, not a claim to perfected prajna. It helps make the mind 
less obstructive to wisdom by weakening the habit of treating its own standpoint as complete.

The ordinary-life usefulness of Prajna is quiet but profound. It teaches a person to see motive 
before acting, to notice how desire colors judgment, to distinguish pain from the story built  
around pain, and to speak only when speech can serve truth. It can make relationships less 
reactive and work more conscientious. It can turn suffering into a field of self-study rather than 
a theater of self-enclosure. It can make beauty educative, because beauty becomes a sign of  
harmony rather than something merely consumed by preference. It also helps love become more 
truthful: less possessive, less reactive, and more able to give space for another soul to grow. In 
this way Prajna does not remove the student from ordinary life; it reveals ordinary life as the 
exact place where wisdom must become character.

A practical example is the difference between knowing a rule and understanding its application. 
A rule may be sound, yet require judgment about timing, circumstance and the people affected. 
Professor Iyer connects wisdom with the ability to think the right thought in the right place and 
time. To approach that fitness we must learn facts, listen well, and recognize where personal 
preference enters judgment. Insight becomes more serviceable as these disciplines support it. 
The  quiet  decision  that  protects  another’s  dignity  may reveal  more  understanding than a 
dazzling explanation.

Prajna also implies stewardship. If perception participates in a universal field, then thought and 
speech are not private debris. They affect the subtle atmosphere of human life. To cultivate 
Prajna is to become more responsible for attention, motive and word. It is to cooperate more 
consciously with the evolutionary process, not by withdrawing from humanity, but by helping 
consciousness become clearer, kinder and more awake.
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This is why Prajna cannot be separated from the long work of self-correction. A flash of insight 
is not yet stable wisdom. The aspirant must test motive, calm speech, restrain the senses, and 
accept the discipline of daily meditation. The more Prajna awakens, the less one can use ideas as 
ornaments or weapons. Truth asks to become character. It asks the student to become self-
determining and self-conscious in relation to the evolutionary process, and to let knowledge 
ripen into service.

Prajna is therefore both a doctrine and a practice. Doctrinally, it points to Mahat, Atman, Buddhi, 
the purified power of perception, and the direct apprehension of Supreme Truth. Practically, it  
asks each human being to become a clearer instrument of compassion. One begins wherever one 
is: in a conversation, in a moment of irritation, in the care of a task, in the recognition of another’s 
suffering. Every such moment can become a small opening through which the golden flame 
shines.

The image of a universal ground of cognition also widens our regard for Nature. Perception 
cannot be treated as though its whole meaning were exhausted by the familiar human mode. 
The teachings describe many degrees of consciousness within a living cosmos. We approach 
that vast conception through reverence and analogy, while acknowledging the limits of present 
knowledge. Such restraint has an ethical fruit: the less completely we presume to define other 
lives, the more carefully we may learn to share the world with them.

The living image of Prajna is a transparent vessel with a steady golden flame within it. The vessel 
is discipline, meditation, self-study and ethical exactness. The flame is wisdom radiating from 
Atma. When the vessel is purified, the flame does not illumine the seeker alone. It throws light 
upon the path of others, and wisdom becomes a quiet radiance in the valley of daily life. Its  
warmth is tested in the care with which we receive the lives around us.

Glossary

Atma / Atman — The universal spiritual Self, beyond the changing personality.

Bodhisattva — One whose aspiration and attainment serve the enlightenment of all beings.

Buddhi — Spiritual intelligence or intuition; the vehicle of Atman.

Dhyana — Meditation; sustained concentrated attention, deepening towards spiritual 
absorption.

Dhyanis — Spiritual beings associated with cosmic intelligence.

Karuna — Compassion grounded in the kinship of life and joined with wisdom.

Logos — The spiritual source and formative intelligence of a manifested cosmos.
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Mahakaruna — Great or universal compassion, directed towards the liberation of beings.

Mahat — Universal Mind or cosmic intelligence; a term associated with Prajna in Theosophical 
usage.

Manas — The human principle of self-conscious thought, capable of reflecting spiritual 
intelligence.

Paramarthasatya — Supreme or absolute truth, contrasted with the relative truths of 
conditioned perception.

Prajna — Wisdom, insight and the capacity for perception, considered at universal and human 
levels.

Purusha — The spiritual Seer, distinguished from Prakriti and its changing forms.

Sanyama — The coordinated exercise of concentration, meditation and absorption: dharana, 
dhyana and samadhi.

Universal Brotherhood — The spiritual kinship of humanity and all life, expressed through 
mutual responsibility.

Upaya — Method or skilful means, joined with wisdom in the compassionate application of 
teaching.

Vivekakhyati — Sustained discernment of Reality; the advanced clarity towards which Viveka 
develops.

Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. H.P. Blavatsky — The Theosophical Glossary, “Pragna”, p. 262.

“A synonym of Mahat the Universal Mind. The capacity for perception.”

Meditation thought: Begin with the breadth of the term. Wisdom is approached here through 
the very possibility of conscious perception.

2. R.N. Iyer — “The Logos and Man”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 56.

“Since Prajna, wisdom and insight, summons the ability to think the right thought in the right 
place and time, to lack intelligence, in this sense, is to be a helpless creature of circumstances. 
A practical test of real intelligence at the ordinary level is one’s ability to recognize and release 
the intelligence of others.”

Meditation thought: Consider the right timing of a true thought. Understanding becomes 
helpful when it meets the actual situation.
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3. R.N. Iyer — “Consciousness and Form”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 123.

“Through perfection in Karuna, universal compassion, man is capable of Prajna, Divine 
Wisdom.”

Meditation thought: Let compassion deepen the wish to understand. The person before you 
deserves both care and accuracy.

4. R.N. Iyer — “Evolution and Karma”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 129.

“The complete union of karuna and prajna, of compassion and self-knowledge, depends upon 
the all-inclusive integration of every element and atom participating in the cyclic sweep of 
cosmic evolution. Under the supreme decree of eternal harmony, all that lives forms a single 
community and brotherhood, bound together and governed by the law of Karma.”

Meditation thought: Include the wider web of life in reflection. What has been left outside your 
present account of a problem?

5. R.N. Iyer — “The Spectrum of Consciousness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 268.

“Prajna in its abstract aspect refers to the capacity which itself gives rise to the power of 
perception.”

Meditation thought: Distinguish the capacity to perceive from any particular perception. Let this 
distinction loosen attachment to a single standpoint.

6. R.N. Iyer — “The Spectrum of Consciousness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 268.

“This causal ground of all possible perception is the bare potentiality of Prajna, the 
unmanifested Logos and the Atman.”

Meditation thought: Read the statement at its metaphysical level. A universal ground of 
perception exceeds the limits of any individual mind.

7. R.N. Iyer — “The Spectrum of Consciousness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 272.

“On the physical and astral planes, the power to perceive is focussed on objects. On the mental 
plane it is focussed on subjects. On the spiritual plane it is focussed on an entire field. This 
synthesis of subject and object on the plane of spirit totally transcends all ordinary modes of 
sensation and discursive cognition.”

Meditation thought: Follow the passage from objects to understanding. Ask what quality of 
consciousness is shaping what you see.
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8. R.N. Iyer — “Light, Love and Hope”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 403.

“Within every human heart there burns a fire of light-wisdom and love-compassion, Prajna 
and Mahakaruna.”

Meditation thought: Tend wisdom and compassion together. A clear insight should make your 
response more humane.

9. R.N. Iyer — “The Message of Buddha”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 226.

“Both wisdom and method, prajna and upaya, require the calm adoption of a scrupulously 
rational approach to the subject-matter of traditional religions.”

Meditation thought: Bring a calm, questioning mind to inherited ideas. Reverence can coexist 
with careful examination.

10. R.N. Iyer — “Vibhuti Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 285.

“Prajna, cognitive insight, the resplendent light of wisdom, or intuitive apprehension, comes as 
a result of mastering sanyama.”

Meditation thought: Recognize the disciplined preparation behind illumined understanding. Let 
a moment of clarity encourage continued practice.

11. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, p. 48.

“The Dhyana gate is like an alabaster vase, white and transparent; within there burns a steady 
golden fire, the flame of Prajna that radiates from Atma.”

Meditation thought: Consider meditation as clarifying the vessel. What habit of attention could 
become a little more transparent today?

12. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, p. 36.

“PRAJNA, the key to which makes of a man a god, creating him a Bodhisattva, son of the 
Dhyanis.”

Meditation thought: Hold this exalted language in the light of the Bodhisattva ideal. Greater 
wisdom brings a more inclusive responsibility.
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