Samskaras
Definitional Essay

Theosophy Trust

A familiar response can be ready before we have considered whether it belongs to the present
occasion. We interrupt, withdraw, or expect disappointment almost without deciding to do so.
Samskaras are the residual impressions through which experience acquires this continuing
influence. In Professor Iyer’s account, they help shape thought and character, carrying the effects
of repeated feelings, desires, and habits. The teaching gives a deeper meaning to self-study: we
examine not only what we are doing now, but the inward inheritance through which the action

has become natural to us.

The image of a path through grass makes this continuity visible. A few footsteps bend the blades;
repeated passage forms a track that others can easily follow. An impression in consciousness
likewise makes a response more available. The analogy does not explain the full doctrine of
karma, but it shows why repetition matters. What has been practiced often can operate before
deliberate attention awakens. We should neither dismiss its momentum nor mistake its

familiarity for a final truth about ourselves.

In “Sadhana Pada,” Professor Iyer describes all experiences as leaving impressions which agitate
the mind and stimulate desires to seek or avoid future experiences. Pleasure supplies an
expectation of repetition; pain prepares a movement of recoil. These effects belong to the
changing field of prakriti and its qualities. The future is thus approached through an already
conditioned instrument. A person may believe they are simply seeing what is there, while an

old pattern has quietly helped determine what appears significant.

Samskaras should be distinguished from memory, mental modification, and latent craving.
Smriti concerns remembering or retaining experience. A chittavritti is a movement or
modification of the mental field. Vasana, in the passages emphasized by Professor Iyer,
particularly concerns the force of craving and the traces of unfulfilled longing. Their meanings
overlap within different philosophical uses, so a rigid equivalence would mislead. Samskara
directs attention to the formative residue through which past experience helps condition the

present.

Blavatsky’s glossary in The Key to Theosophy connects karma with ethical causation and describes
a moral effect as a metaphysical samskara. This prevents us from limiting the term to a private
psychological habit. An action leaves consequences within a lawful order. The visible event may

end while its causes continue toward appropriate effects. The teaching does not present karma
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as a judge distributing arbitrary rewards. It asks us to understand responsibility in terms of the

relations our motives and acts establish.

Professor Iyer’s “Noetic Self-Determination” places the difficulty of change beside the deeper
possibility of freedom. A personality accumulates persistent tendencies, and ordinary wishes
may lack the strength to transform them. Yet the self-conscious power of Manas is not exhausted
by that collection. Through volition and ideation, consciousness can reach beyond habitual
patterns. These two aspects must be held together. Conditioning is substantial enough to require

work; it is not so absolute that sincere effort becomes meaningless.

The recurrence of an old response therefore deserves careful interpretation. It may reveal a
condition that was overlooked, a demand that still receives inward support, or an occasion
requiring more practice. It does not, by itself, prove that every previous effort was false. A newly
chosen direction must become effective in circumstances where the older one has long operated.
Patient attention gives the aspiration continuity, while honest recognition prevents patience

from becoming an excuse to repeat the same harm without correction.

An ordinary example is the habit of interrupting someone whose manner of speaking we find
slow. We may have heard so many similar openings that the conclusion seems obvious. The
interruption then prevents us from discovering whether this occasion differs. A practical
discipline is to hear the person’s thought through before deciding what it means. At first the
impulse may still arise. We can acknowledge it without giving it command, allowing a new

response to become possible through repeated, deliberate listening.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception means considering what our familiar reaction has left
out: the speaker’s intention, the effort needed to express it, and the possibility that the
conversation serves a need beyond the rapid transfer of information. The wider view may
disclose a concern that would otherwise have remained unheard. The point is not to suppress
every judgment about pace or clarity. It is to prevent a habitual expectation from deciding, in

advance, how much reality another person will be allowed to contribute.

This work supports Human Solidarity because the consequences of our impressions do not
remain private. Our habits shape the conditions in which others speak, work, and seek help.
When we interrupt less, someone else has more room to think. When a resentment is examined
before it becomes an accusation, another person is spared an inherited burden. Such changes are
modest but concrete. They show how inward discipline can relieve pressure in the common life,

without waiting for an extraordinary spiritual experience.

Professor Iyer’s “Death and Immortality” extends the discussion into the post-mortem teaching.

He describes a confrontation with personal tendencies and stresses that the decisive preparation
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belongs to life. This should be received within its doctrinal setting, rather than as a prediction
about someone’s private future. Its practical force is present responsibility. The qualities we
strengthen now matter; postponing the work until some imagined later revelation would leave

the very conditions of recognition unchanged.

Dhyana is central to the transformation. In “Kaivalya Pada,” Professor Iyer describes the yogin’s
mind born of meditation as free from the deposits that obstruct ordinary consciousness.
Meditation is therefore more than a pause within an unchanged life. Its deeper purpose is an
integration in which the mind no longer continually reproduces separative impressions. Ethical
discipline supports this integration by reducing the conflict between the intention entertained

in contemplation and the motives acted upon during the day.

The account of nishkama karma adds a necessary clarification. The liberated yogin acts without
the personal appropriation through which action binds the doer. Work continues with precision,
yet it is performed in accord with a wider necessity. This is an account of advanced freedom,
not a convenient label for whatever we happen to prefer. For the student, it suggests a direction:
give the task full care, examine the wish for recognition, and let its usefulness matter more than

the personal story built around it.

The path through grass must not be taken as a complete picture of liberation. Replacing an
unhelpful habit with a constructive one is valuable, but yoga ultimately asks for freedom from
the underlying misidentification that gives conditioning its authority. Good habits prepare the
instrument; they do not manufacture the spiritual Self. Remembering this keeps practice both
practical and open to its deeper purpose. We can cultivate a better response without claiming

that the cultivation has exhausted the possibilities of consciousness.

To study samskaras is to regard the past with responsibility and the future with workable hope.
A well-worn track has momentum, but the next step still deserves attention. We may pause
before the familiar reply, repair what it has damaged, and begin to walk more carefully. The
new direction becomes credible through use. As mind becomes less captive to its deposits, it

gains more freedom to receive the present and more capacity to make the way easier for others.

Glossary

Chittavritti — A modification or movement of the mind-field; chittavrittis is the plural.
Dhyana — Sustained meditation or contemplation.

Guna — A quality or constituent of Prakriti; the three are saftva, rajas, and tamas.

Kshanti — Patience, forbearance, or endurance, joined here to detachment in spiritual practice.
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Manas — Mind; the human principle of self-conscious thought and moral choice.

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

Nishkama — Desireless; acting without personal craving for the result.

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

Prarabdha Karma — Karma whose effects have begun to unfold; in the cited passage, the

conditions with which a life begins.

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

Rajas — Activity, movement, or passion; one of the three gunas.
Samskara — An impression or tendency formed through experience; samskaras is the plural.
Sattva — Lucidity, harmony, or balance; one of the three gunas.

Skandha — An aggregate or constituent of conditioned existence; in the quoted discussion,

the associated tendencies composing personality.

Smriti — Memory, retentiveness, or recollection; also remembered tradition and transmitted

sacred literature.
Tamas — Inertia, obscuration, or resistance; one of the three gunas.
Vairagya — Detachment or dispassion, joined to discriminative understanding.

Vasana — Latent craving or a trace of unfulfilled longing; vasanas are particular tendencies

awaiting conditions for expression.

Yogin — A practitioner of yoga; yogins and yogi are related forms.

Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, glossary entry “Karma”, p. 195.

“Karma (Sans.) Physically, action; Metaphysically, the LAW of RETRIBUTION; the Law of
Cause and Effect or Ethical Causation. It is Nemesis only in the sense of bad Karma. It is the
eleventh Nidana in the concatenation of causes and effects in orthodox Buddhism; yet it is the
power that controls all things, the resultant of moral action, the metaphysical Samskara, or the
moral effect of an act committed for the attainment of something which gratifies a personal
desire.”

Meditation thought: Consider an action in relation to the moral trace it leaves. The visible
moment is part of a wider continuity of cause and consequence.
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2. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, glossary entry “Karma”, p. 195.

“Karma neither punishes nor rewards; it is simply the one Universal LAW which guides
unerringly and, so to say, blindly, all other laws productive of certain effects along the grooves
of their respective causations.”

Meditation thought: Let lawful consequence replace the image of arbitrary reward or
punishment. Responsibility becomes clearer when its relations are understood.

3. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, glossary entry “Karma”, p. 195.

“When Buddhism teaches that “Karma is that moral Kernel (of any being) which alone
survives death and continues in transmigration” or reincarnation, it simply means that there
remains nought after each personality, but the causes produced by it, causes which are
undying, i. e., which cannot be eliminated from the Universe until replaced by their legitimate
effects, and so to speak, wiped out by them.”

Meditation thought: Ask what causes you are strengthening now. Their effects deserve attention
even when they extend beyond the present personality.

4. R.N. Iyer — “Noetic Self-Determination”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol.Il, p. 272.

“Given the Buddhist doctrine of skandhas, or the Hindu doctrine of samskaras, each personality
collects, over a lifetime, persisting associated tendencies. These persisting tendencies of
thought and character are reinforced by appropriate emotions, desires and habits.”

Meditation thought: Notice a tendency reinforced by familiar feelings and habits. Recognition
can reveal a place where deliberate effort is possible.

5. R.N. Iyer — “Noetic Self-Determination”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol.Il, p. 272.

“To take a simple example, as long as the will to live is strong and persistent, there is a sense in
which free will is illusory. One lacks the fundamental capacity to make significant changes in
one’s skandhas or personality. This is an expression of prarabdha karma, the karma with which
one has begun life.”

Meditation thought: Respect the force of existing conditions without declaring change
impossible. The passage describes a limitation that spiritual practice must address.

6. R.N. Iyer — “Noetic Self-Determination”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 271.

“Put another way, the inherent power of Manasic ‘I-am-I" consciousness transcends all
patterns such as those which inhere in the volatile skandhas. The human being can consciously
transcend all behaviour patterns. He can readily transform anything through tapping his
inherent powers of volition and ideation.”

Meditation thought: Remember the deeper capacity of self-conscious choice. Let confidence in
that capacity support a specific and sustained effort.
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7.R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. 111, p. 278.

“All experiences leave residual impressions, samskaras, which agitate the mind and stimulate
desires to have or to avoid possible future experiences. In general, the gunas or root qualities of
prakriti — sattva, rajas and tamas: luminosity, action and inertia; purity, restlessness and languor;
or harmony, volatility and fixity — persist in ceaselessly shifting permutations which
continually modify the uncontrolled mind.”

Meditation thought: Trace the impression left by pleasure or pain into an expectation. The
present occasion may require a different response.

8. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. 11, 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.”

Meditation thought: Give meditation time to address the deposits beneath recurring reactions.
Detachment and patience keep the work from becoming another conflict.

9. R.N. Iyer — “Death and Immortality”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. 11, p. 242.

“Our consciousness is a reflected consciousness, distorted many times, distorted by particular
tendencies and complexes or samskaras, by particular likes and dislikes, preconceptions,
weaknesses of the will, by particular forms of illusion, so that it is very difficult for us to grasp
directly this pure and total consciousness behind the ever-changing forms and phases
assumed by a single substratum.”

Meditation thought: Examine the coloring of perception by an old preference. What part of the
present situation has been overlooked?

10. R.N. Iyer — “Death and Immortality”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. 11, p. 247.

“Whether we quail before this great and frightening revelation of all our personal samskaras,
our peculiar personal and divisive tendencies, whether we are re-attracted to them and are
rapidly drawn back to earthly life, or whether we are able to grasp the nirvanic (as opposed to
the samsaric) stream of consciousness which enables us to see the inwardness of this great
panorama — that is the choice open to us. But it cannot be made then. It has to be made during
life.”

Meditation thought: Receive the post-mortem teaching as a summons to preparation during life.
The quality of present motive and attention matters now.
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11. R.N. Iyer — “Kaivalya Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. I1I, p. 295.

“Whether mental aspects of the yogin or the sympathetic minds of others, no matrix of
consciousness is free of samskaras or mental deposits, save the yogin’s mind born of meditation.
Only the consciousness integrated by pure dhyana is devoid of all impediment.”

Meditation thought: Keep the advanced yogic description in its proper scope. Let it deepen the
purpose of meditation beyond a brief interval of calm.

12. R.N. Iyer — “Kaivalya Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. 11, p. 295.

“Being one with Nature, he ceases to be a separative centre of focus or agency, and his actions,
strictly speaking, are no longer ‘his’, being the spontaneous play of prakriti before purusha.
Hence, he leaves no impressions or residues in his consciousness even whilst doing his duty
with single-minded precision, since he acts as the willing instrument of purusha immanent in

prakriti.”

Meditation thought: Consider exact action without personal appropriation. Begin by giving a
needed task your care without making recognition its condition.
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