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Tapas is the inner heat of spiritual discipline: concentrated effort directed toward purification, 
self-mastery, and truth. Often translated as austerity, it includes the sustained work of bringing 
thought, motive, and conduct into a more coherent relation. H.P. Blavatsky's glossary places 
contemplation close to its meaning. Professor Iyer develops its ethical and contemplative force 
through Patanjali and Gandhi. Together these approaches suggest a steady flame tended for 
understanding and service, rather than hardship treated as a value in itself.

In Patanjali's yoga, tapas belongs to the threefold discipline of sadhana, alongside svadhyaya, self-
study, and ishvarapranidhana, surrender to the divine Spirit within. Professor Iyer describes tapas 
as austerity, self-restraint, and eventually self-mastery. Its companions matter. Study examines 
the direction of effort, while surrender loosens the wish to make discipline an achievement of  
the separate self. The three work together to remove the  kleshas, the afflictions that obstruct 
meditative absorption.

Those afflictions include ignorance, egoism, attachment, aversion, and tenacious clinging to 
mundane existence. They are recognizable in ordinary reactions, yet the teaching traces them to 
a deeper misidentification. Consciousness mistakes its changing instruments and experiences 
for the Self. Discipline addresses this confusion through patient correction. A restrained impulse 
creates room for inquiry; inquiry reveals a motive; a clearer motive gives the next act a different 
direction. Tapas supplies the energy to continue when familiar habits resist.

The metaphor of heat should be read inwardly. It points to the intensity of attention and effort 
required for change, not to a requirement to injure or punish the body. The body participates in 
discipline as an instrument to be cared for and steadied. Austerity becomes distorted when 
discomfort is pursued for display, when endurance becomes a claim to superiority, or when 
one's chosen observance is used to impose unnecessary suffering on others.

Professor Iyer's discussion of Gandhi gives the word a social depth. Tapasya, self-suffering for 
truth,  belongs  to  the  effort  toward  moksha and to  service  of  the  poorest.  The  difficulty  is 
voluntarily borne by the person undertaking the discipline. It is not transferred to another in the 
name of purification. The ethical distinction is decisive: accepting inconvenience to keep a just 
commitment differs from demanding that someone else bear the cost of our spiritual ambition.

This treatment also protects the student from fixation on failure. In “The Seven Deadly Sins,” 
Professor Iyer directs attention toward awakening spiritual vision, recovering the virtues of the 
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soul, and releasing healing sympathy. One's failings need honest recognition, but they need not 
become the permanent centre of inquiry. Attention can turn toward the potential for good in 
oneself, in others, and in Nature. That confidence gives correction a reason to continue.

A practical example is the effort to finish an obligation after the attraction of beginning it has 
faded.  Perhaps a neighbour needs help sorting a room, and the work proves slower than 
expected. Tapas may appear as the willingness to remain attentive, keep the promise within one's 
actual capacity, and speak truthfully about what can still be done. The inward labour includes 
impatience and the desire  to  be admired for helping.  Self-study notices  these movements; 
discipline keeps them from governing the relationship.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception includes the neighbour's pace, the significance of the 
possessions, and the effect of our manner on their dignity. An efficient result obtained through 
pressure  may miss  the  human purpose of  the task.  We can work steadily  while  allowing 
questions, fatigue, and changes of mind to enter our understanding. This is not indulgence of 
every delay. It is the effort to join firmness with a more inclusive view of what the work requires.

Human Solidarity gives such effort its larger meaning. The discipline is not undertaken only to 
enjoy a  purified private  state.  A truthful  word,  a  fulfilled obligation,  or  the  restraint  of  a 
contemptuous  response  changes  what  another  person  must  meet.  The  teaching's  spiritual 
purpose becomes recognizable in these effects. Self-command can lighten a shared burden and 
make dependable cooperation possible. Its worth does not depend on whether anyone calls 
the action spiritual.

Tapas also belongs to meditation. Professor Iyer describes purification as preparation for dharana, 
complete concentration. The mind needs enough freedom from conflicting motives to remain 
steadily with its chosen inquiry. A period of contemplation may reveal a recurring demand for  
reassurance or an unwillingness to release resentment. The task is to understand the movement 
and renew the discipline, not to become fascinated by the difficulty. Effort must retain both 
discernment and proportion.

In “Spiritual Perception,” tapas and daily meditation are linked with increasing continuity of 
consciousness between waking and sleeping, and between life and death. This is a far-reaching 
doctrinal possibility. Its scope should not obscure the work immediately available: returning to 
a worthy intention after distraction, remembering it under pressure, and allowing it to influence 
a decision. These small continuities prepare the student to understand a teaching that extends 
beyond ordinary waking awareness.

The  same  essay  cautions  against  expecting  a  deeply  established  disorder  to  be  corrected 
instantly. Repeated effort is necessary. A failure can disclose where resolve was vague, where a 
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condition was misunderstood, or where an obligation exceeded available strength. The next 
attempt can become more intelligent. Persistence is helped by a practicable commitment and by 
review that learns from the result. Repeating the same strain without examination is not the only 
form that fidelity can take.

Devotion gives this effort an offering beyond self-improvement. Joined to  ishvarapranidhana, 
discipline  is  dedicated  to  the  spiritual  ideal  rather  than  to  the  accumulation  of  personal 
distinction. Success can be received gratefully; failure can be examined without making it an 
identity. The flame is tended because light is needed. This image keeps attention on the purpose 
of practice and on the lives it may help, instead of on the practitioner as its centre.

Tapas helps Manas turn toward Buddhi by educating the mind to remain present when a truth is 
inconvenient. A defended opinion may need revision; a kindly intention may conceal a wish to 
control. The light of discernment can be searching. Discipline gives the student the steadiness to 
receive a correction and act upon it, while compassion prevents that correction from becoming 
cruelty toward oneself or another.

Speech provides another exact field of practice. A useful correction can lose its purpose when 
mixed with sarcasm or a wish to triumph. Tapas may consist in doing the inward work before 
speaking: determining what needs correction, setting aside the impulse to wound, and choosing 
a proportionate word. Silence can help that preparation, provided it does not become an excuse 
to withhold necessary truth. The effort is often hidden, yet the difference is audible to the person 
receiving the words.

This  discipline  can  be  firm  without  becoming  inflexible.  A  chosen  observance  should  be 
reviewed in the light of its purpose and effects. If it encourages vanity or neglect of a real duty, 
its form needs reconsideration. The willingness to make that correction belongs to self-mastery 
as much as the strength to persevere. Intelligent effort remains teachable.

Tapas matures through sustained, intelligent care. It asks for the effort that a real change requires 
and for the humility to let that effort be guided. Its steady flame can warm resolve, clarify 
motive, and strengthen the capacity to serve. A life becomes more trustworthy through many 
such acts: undertaken without spectacle, renewed after interruption, and offered with regard for 
the welfare of all.

Glossary

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

Ahimsa — Harmlessness or nonviolence in thought, speech, and action.
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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.

Dharana — Concentration; the gathering of attention upon a chosen point or object.

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

Ishvarapranidhana — Surrender or devotion to the divine Lord within; one of the yogic 
observances.

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

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

Moksha — Liberation from bondage or ignorance.

Pranayama — The regulation of breath and life-energy within the integrated discipline of 
yoga.

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

Raga — Attachment or attraction that binds consciousness to its objects.

Sadhana — Sustained spiritual practice integrating discipline, study, and devotion.

Samadhi — Meditative absorption; a discipline with gradations culminating in spiritual 
cognition.

Satya — Truth or truthfulness; one of the yogic restraints.

Svadhyaya — Sacred study and self-examination, deepening toward contemplation of the Self.

Swaraj — Self-rule; in the Gandhian passage, government over oneself.

Tapas — The concentrated effort of contemplation, self-discipline, and purification.

Tapasa — An ascetic or practitioner of tapas; tâpasas is the plural form in the quoted glossary 
entry.

Tapasya — Austerity or self-suffering for truth in the Gandhian interpretation.
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Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. R.N. Iyer — “The Seven Deadly Sins”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, pp. 347–348.

“In thinking of the seven deadly sins in relation to non-violence, the emphasis should be upon 
the ability to awaken spiritual vision, to recover the lost virtues of the soul, and to release a 
current of healing sympathy and love towards all other human beings. This was always the 
focus and intent of Gandhi’s life, and the basis of his indomitable goodwill to all. Rather than 
make one’s failings, however portrayed, the immutable centre of one’s metaphysical and 
psychological perspective, one should instead meditate upon the potential of the good, in 
oneself, in others and in Nature. Then, even if one cannot at once go forth to sin no more, one 
can at least go forth to sin less and less.”

Meditation thought: Let correction be guided by the possibility of good. Notice a failing without 
making it the permanent centre of attention.

2. R.N. Iyer — “The Seven Deadly Sins”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 348.

“Gandhi regarded the aim of human life as moksha, liberation from impure thought, and the 
total elimination of impure thought is possible only as a result of much tapasya. The utter 
extinction of egoism is moksha and he who has achieved this will be the very image of Truth or 
God. ‘Government over self is the truest swaraj (freedom); it is synonymous with moksha or 
salvation.’ He also said that ‘ahimsa means moksha and moksha is the realization of Truth’. The 
test of love is tapasya and tapasya means self-suffering. Self-realization is impossible without 
service of, and identification with, the poorest. The quest of Truth involves tapas – self-
suffering, sometimes even unto death. Satya then requires the tapas of ahimsa and this means 
self-suffering and self-sacrifice in the midst of society…”

Meditation thought: Consider voluntary difficulty in the service of truth. Distinguish what you 
choose to bear from what you impose upon another.

3. R.N. Iyer — “The Seven Deadly Sins”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 348.

“Gandhi’s interpretation of moksha as the full realization of Truth and his justification of ahimsa 
as an exercise in tapas, the self-suffering and service needed for the attainment of satya, gave 
traditional values a new meaning and a fresh relevance to politics and to society. In deriving 
satya and ahimsa from what were essentially religious notions Gandhi not only gave spiritual 
values a social significance but also infused into his political vocabulary an other-worldly 
flavor.”

Meditation thought: Ask how an inward discipline changes a public responsibility. Spiritual 
purpose becomes clearer through its human effects.
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4. R.N. Iyer — “The Seven Deadly Sins”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 348.

“Kierkegaard held that as gold is purified in fire, so is the soul in suffering. Unlike passive and 
impotent suffering, active and meaningful anguish takes away the impure elements in human 
nature. It is always man himself that stands in his own way, who is too closely attached to the 
world, to the environment, to circumstances, to external relationships, so that he is not able to 
come to himself, come to rest, to have hope.”

Meditation thought: Keep the distinction between meaningful effort and passive suffering. What 
can be learned or changed within the difficulty before you?

5. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 277.

“Patanjali initiated his teaching concerning praxis by calling attention to the three chief 
elements in the discipline of yoga: tapas, austerity, self-restraint and eventually self-mastery; 
svadhyaya, self-study, self-examination, including calm contemplation of purusha, the Supreme 
Self; and ishvarapranidhana, self-surrender to the Lord, the omnipresent divine spirit within the 
secret heart. The threefold practice or sadhana can remove the kleshas or afflictions which 
imprison purusha and thus facilitate samadhi or meditative absorption.”

Meditation thought: Place discipline beside self-study and surrender. Let the three together 
guide the direction and intensity of effort.

6. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume 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.”

Meditation thought: Identify the affliction most active in a present reaction. A precise 
recognition gives discipline a definite task.

7. R.N. Iyer — “Spiritual Perception”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 145.

“Through tapas and daily meditation one may appreciate the feasibility of increasing 
continuity of consciousness between waking and sleeping, between life and death, bridging all 
the pairs of opposites and transcending the succession of time. One may then come to 
comprehend that the Third Eye has retreated from without inwardly because an earlier phase 
of the logic of evolution extruded it from within without.”

Meditation thought: Begin with a small continuity of intention. Renew it through a change of 
mood or circumstance.

8. R.N. Iyer — “Spiritual Perception”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, pp. 145–146.

“Whatever corruption of consciousness originally occurred has been compounded many times 
over through repeated failures to come to terms with the propensity to prolong spiritual 
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iniquity and accelerate self-destruction. This cannot be put right instantly, and to imagine 
otherwise is only a symptom of the basic problem. One must resolve to try, to try and try 
again.”

Meditation thought: Let repeated effort become more intelligent through review. Persistence 
need not mean repeating a mistake unchanged.

9. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 283.

“The process of purification is not an end in itself, but the necessary condition to prepare the 
mind for dharana, complete concentration. Pranayama, delusive and dangerous when 
misappropriated for selfish purposes pursued through subtle enslavement by the kleshas, is 
hereby integrated into Patanjali’s eightfold yoga as a preliminary step towards subduing the 
restless mind, freeing it to become the servant of the immortal soul, seeking greater wisdom, 
self-mastery and universal self-consciousness.”

Meditation thought: Keep purification directed toward service and clear attention. The means 
should remain accountable to that purpose.

10. H.P. Blavatsky — The Theosophical Glossary, entry “Tapas”, p. 323.

“Tapas (Sk.). “Abstraction”, “meditation”. “To perform tapas” is to sit for contemplation. 
Therefore ascetics are often called Tâpasas.”

Meditation thought: Remember the contemplative meaning of tapas. A quiet, sustained attention 
may demand more of us than an outward display of severity.

11. R.N. Iyer — “Sadhana Pada”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume III, p. 282.

“Tapas, austerity, penance or self-discipline, removes pollution inherited from one's own past 
and releases the full potentials of mind, senses and body, including those psychic faculties 
mistakenly called supernormal only because seldom developed.”

Meditation thought: Consider the release of capacity as a responsibility. Let motive and self-
knowledge grow alongside disciplined energy.

12. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, p. 2.

“Real divine theurgy requires an almost superhuman purity and holiness of life; otherwise it 
degenerates into mediumship or black magic.”

Meditation thought: Let the passage’s demanding standard turn attention toward motive. 
Spiritual aspiration calls for a life increasingly free of exploitation.
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