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Con densed from The Ancient Wisdom

H
aving traced the evo lu tion of the soul by
the way of re in car na tion, we are now in a
po si tion to study the great law of

cau sa tion un der which re births are car ried on,
the law which is named Karma. 

Karma is a San skrit word, lit er ally mean ing
“ac tion”; as all ac tions are ef fects flow ing from
pre ced ing causes, and as each ef fect be comes a
cause of fu ture ef fects, this idea of cause and ef -
fect is an es sen tial part of the idea of ac tion, and
the word ac tion, or karma, is there fore used for
cau sa tion, or for the un bro ken linked se ries of
causes and ef fects that make up all hu man ac tiv -
ity. Hence the phrase is some times used of an
event, “This is my karma,” i.e., “This event is the 
ef fect of a cause set go ing by me in the past.” No
one life is iso lated! It is the child of all the lives
be fore it, the par ent of all the lives that fol low it,
in the to tal ag gre gate of the lives that make up
the con tin u ing ex is tence of the in di vid ual. There 
is no such thing as “chance” or as “ac ci dent”; ev -
ery event is linked to a pre ced ing cause, to a fol -
low ing ef fect; all thoughts, deeds, cir cum stances 
are caus ally re lated to the past and will caus ally
in flu ence the fu ture; as our ig no rance shrouds
from our vi sion alike the past and the fu ture,
events of ten ap pear to us to come sud denly from
the void, to be “ac ci den tal,” but this ap pear ance
is il lu sory and is due en tirely to our lack of
knowl edge. Just as the sav age, ig no rant of the
laws of the phys i cal uni verse, re gards phys i cal
events as uncaused, and the re sults of un known
phys i cal laws as “mir a cles”; so do many, ig no -

rant of moral and men tal laws, re gard moral
and men tal events as uncaused, and the re sults
of un known moral and men tal laws as good
and bad “luck.”

THE MASTERY OF DESTINY

When at first this idea of in vi o la ble, im mu ta -
ble law in a realm hith erto vaguely as cribed to
chance dawns upon the mind, it is apt to re sult
in a sense of help less ness, al most of moral and
men tal pa ral y sis. Man seems to be held in the
grip of an iron des tiny, and the re signed “kis -
met” of the Mos lem ap pears to be the only
philo soph i cal ut ter ance. Just so might the sav -
age feel when the idea of phys i cal law first
dawns on his star tled in tel li gence, and he
learns that ev ery move ment of his body, ev ery
move ment in ex ter nal Na ture, is car ried on un -
der im mu ta ble laws. Grad ually he learns that
nat u ral laws only lay down con di tions un der
which all work ings must be car ried on, but do
not pre scribe the work ings; so that man re -
mains ever free at the cen ter, while lim ited in
his ex ter nal ac tiv i ties by the con di tions of the
plane on which those ac tiv i ties are car ried on.
He learns fur ther that while the con di tions
mas ter him, con stantly frus trat ing his stren u -
ous ef forts, so long as he is ig no rant of them,
or, know ing them, fights against them, he mas -
ters them and they be come his ser vants and
help ers when he un der stands them, knows
their di rec tions, and cal cu lates their forces.

Hence the say ing that “knowl edge is power,”



for ex actly in pro por tion to his knowl edge can he 
uti lize these forces; by se lect ing those with
which he will work, by bal anc ing one against an -
other, by neu tral iz ing op pos ing en er gies that
would in ter fere with his ob ject, he can cal cu late
be fore hand the re sult, and bring about what he
pre de ter mines. Un der stand ing and ma nip u lat ing 
causes, he can pre dict ef fects, and thus the very
ri gid ity of Na ture which seemed at first to par a -
lyze hu man ac tion can be used to pro duce and in -
fi nite va ri ety of re sults. Per fect ri gid ity in each
sep a rate force makes pos si ble per fect flex i bil ity
in their com bi na tions. For the forces be ing of ev -
ery kind, mov ing in ev ery di rec tion, and each be -
ing cal cu la ble, a se lec tion can be made and the
se lected forces so com bined as to yield any de -
sired re sult. The ob ject to be gained be ing de ter -
mined, it can be in fal li bly ob tained by a care ful
bal anc ing of forces in the com bi na tion put to -
gether as a cause. But, be it re mem bered, knowl -
edge is req ui site thus to guide events, to bring
about de sired re sults. The ig no rant man stum -
bles help lessly along, strik ing him self against
the im mu ta ble laws and see ing his ef forts fail,
while the man of knowl edge walks steadily for -
ward, fore see ing, caus ing, pre vent ing, ad just ing, 
and bring ing about that at which he aims, not be -
cause he is lucky but be cause he un der stands.
The one is the toy, the slave of Na ture, whirled
along by her forces: the other is her mas ter, us ing 
her en er gies to carry him on wards in the di rec -
tion cho sen by his will.

That which is true of the phys i cal realm of law
is true of the moral and men tal worlds, equally
realms of law. Here also the ig no rant is a slave,
the sage is a mon arch; here also the in vi o la bil ity, 
the im mu ta bil ity, that were re garded as par a lyz -
ing, are found to be the nec es sary con di tions of
sure prog ress and of clear-sighted di rec tion of
the fu ture. Man can be come the mas ter of his
des tiny only be cause that des tiny lies in a realm
of law, where knowl edge can build up the sci -
ence of the soul and place in the hands of man
the power of con trol ling his fu ture — of choos -

ing alike his fu ture char ac ter and his fu ture cir -
cum stances. The knowl edge of karma that
threat ened to par a lyze, be comes an in spir ing, a 
sup port ing, an up lift ing force.

THE LAW OF CAUSE AND EFFECT

Karma is, then, the law of cau sa tion, the law
of cause and ef fect. It was put point edly by the
Chris tian Ini ti ate, S. Paul: “Be not de ceived,
God is not mocked: for what so ever a man
soweth that shall he also reap.”1 Man is con tin -
u ally send ing out forces on all the planes on
which he func tions; these forces — them selves 
in quan tity and qual ity the ef fects of his past
ac tiv i ties  — are causes which he sets go ing in
each world he in hab its; they bring about cer -
tain def i nite ef fects both on him self and on
oth ers, and as these causes ra di ate forth from
him self as cen ter over the whole field of his ac -
tiv ity, he is re spon si ble for the re sults they
bring about. As a mag net has its “mag netic
field,” an area within which all its forces play,
larger or smaller ac cord ing to its strength, so
has ev ery man a field of in flu ence within
which play the forces he emits, and these
forces work in curves that re turn to their
forth-sender, that re-enter the cen ter whence
they emerged.

As the sub ject is a very com pli cated one, we
will sub di vide it, and then study the sub di vi -
sions one by one.
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The Three Types of Karma

East ern phi los o phy clas si fies Karma
into three im por tant cat e go ries:

Un ripe Karma: the karma that will not
yet be ac ti vated in this par tic u lar life

Ripe Karma: those which will man i fest 
dur ing this life time

Pres ent Karma: the karma forces that
are con stantly be ing gen er ated by the in -
di vid ual at the pres ent time.

1  Galatians, vi, 7



THREE CLASSES OF ENERGIES

Three classes of en er gies are sent forth by man
in his or di nary life, be long ing re spec tively to the 
three worlds that he in hab its; men tal en er gies on
the men tal plane, giv ing rise to the causes we
call thoughts; de sire en er gies on the as tral plane,
giv ing rise to those we call de sires; phys i cal en -
er gies aroused by these, and work ing on the
phys i cal plane, giv ing rise to the causes we call
ac tion. We have to study each of these in its
work ings, and to un der stand the class of ef fects
to which each gives rise, if we wish to trace in tel -
li gently the part that each plays in the per plexed
and com pli cated com bi na tions we set up, called
in their to tal ity “our Karma.” When a man, ad -
vanc ing more swiftly than his fel lows, gains the
abil ity to func tion on higher planes, he then be -
comes the cen ter of higher forces, but for the
pres ent we may leave these out of ac count and
con fine our selves to or di nary hu man ity, tread ing 
the cy cle of re in car na tion in the three worlds.

In study ing these three classes of en er gies we
shall have to dis tin guish be tween their ef fect on

the man who gen er ates them and their ef fect on 
oth ers who come within the field of his in flu -
ence; for a lack of un der stand ing on this point
of ten leaves the stu dent in a slough of hope less 
be wil der ment.

Then we must re mem ber that ev ery force
works on its own plane and re acts on the
planes be low it in pro por tion to its in ten sity,
the plane on which it is gen er ated gives it its
spe cial char ac ter is tics, and in its re ac tion on
lower planes it sets up vi bra tions in their finer
or coarser ma te ri als ac cord ing to its own orig i -
nal na ture. The mo tive which gen er ates the ac -
tiv ity de ter mines the plane to which the force
be longs.

Next it will be nec es sary to dis tin guish be -
tween ripe karma, ready to show it self as in ev i -
ta ble events in the pres ent life; the karma of
char ac ter, show ing it self in ten den cies that are
the out come of ac cu mu lated ex pe ri ences, and
that are ca pa ble of be ing mod i fied in the pres -
ent life by the same power (the Ego) that cre -
ated them in the past; the karma that is now
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Group Karma

Na tions have group or col lec tive karma. As 
they sow they also reap. In di vid uals are sent
to in car nate in na tions whose karma har mo -
nizes with their own, gen er ated by them in
for mer lives. 

Bel gium of fers an ex am ple of na tional
karma. Why did she suf fer so heavily in the
two World Wars? Can we find in her his tory
ag gres sive con duct and wan ton in flic tion of
cru elty upon weaker peo ple of such a na ture
and on such a scale as would seem to jus tify,
ac cord ing to the prin ci ple of cause and ef -
fect, her sub se quent mil i tary di sas ters and
the suf fer ings they brought to her peo ple?
Yes, I think we can. With ev ery re spect to the 
no ble peo ple of Bel gium, I would draw at -

ten tion to what have come to be known by
his to ri ans as “the Bel gian Congo atroc i ties.”
I shall not de scribe here in de tail these prod -
ucts of the purely co lo nial ad min is tra tion of
the Bel gian gov ern ment at that time, but
would re fer those who are in ter ested  . . . to
the of fi cial re cords and pho to graphs il lus -
trat ing the bar ba rous treat ment meted out to
the in dig e nous pop u la tion of the Bel gian
Congo col o nies. From these it may be de -
duced that the Congo atroc i ties con sti tuted a
sow ing from which the later na tional di sas -
ters were a not in ap pro pri ate reap ing, to use
the anal ogy of St. Paul.

– Geoffrey Hodson, Ba sic The os o phy,
199-200



mak ing, and will give rise to fu ture events and
fu ture char ac ter.2 

Fur ther, we have to re al ize that while a man
makes his own in di vid ual karma he also con -
nects him self thereby with oth ers, thus be com -
ing a mem ber of var i ous groups — fam ily,
na tional, ra cial — and as a mem ber he shares in
the col lec tive karma of each of these groups.

It will be seen that the study of karma is one of
much com plex ity; how ever, by grasp ing the
main prin ci ples of its work ing as set out above, a
co her ent idea of its gen eral bear ing may be ob -
tained with out much dif fi culty, and its de tails
can be stud ied at lei sure as op por tu nity of fers.
Above all, let it never be for got ten, whether de -
tails are un der stood or not, that each man makes
his own karma, cre at ing alike his own ca pac i ties
and his own lim i ta tions; and that work ing at any
time with these self-created ca pac i ties, and
within these self-created lim i ta tions, he is still
him self, the liv ing soul, and can strengthen or
weaken his ca pac i ties, en large or con tract his
lim i ta tions.

The chains that bind him are of his own forg -
ing, and he can file them away or rivet them
more strongly; the house he lives in is of his own
build ing, and he can im prove it, let it de te ri o rate, 
or re build it, as he will. We are ever work ing in
plas tic clay and can shape it to our fancy, but the
clay hard ens and be comes as iron, re tain ing the
shape we gave it. A prov erb from the Hitopadesha
runs, as trans lated by Sir Edwin Ar nold:

“Look! The clay dries into iron, but the potter
moulds the clay;
Destiny today is the master — Man was
master yesterday.”

Thus we are all mas ters of our to mor rows,
how ever much we are ham pered to day by the re -
sults of our yes ter days.

Let us now take in or der the di vi sions al ready
set out un der which karma may be stud ied.

Three classes of causes, with their ef fects on

their cre ator and on those he in flu ences. The
first of these classes is com posed of our
thoughts. Thought is the most po tent fac tor in
the cre ation of hu man karma, for in thought the 
en er gies of the SELF are work ing in men tal
mat ter, the mat ter which, in its finer kinds,
forms the in di vid ual ve hi cle, and even in its
coarser kinds re sponds swiftly to ev ery vi bra -
tion of self-consciousness. The vi bra tions
which we call thought, the im me di ate ac tiv ity
of the Thinker, give rise to forms of
mind-stuff, or men tal im ages, which shape and 
mould his men tal body, as we have al ready
seen; ev ery thought mod i fies this men tal body, 
and the men tal fac ul ties in each suc ces sive life
are made by the thinkings of the pre vi ous lives.
A man can have no thought-power, no men tal
abil ity, that he has not him self cre ated by pa -
tiently re peated thinkings; on the other hand,
no men tal im age that he has thus cre ated is
lost, but re mains as ma te rial for fac ulty, and
the ag gre gate of any group of men tal im ages is
built into a fac ulty which grows stron ger with
ev ery ad di tional think ing, or cre ation of a
men tal im age, of the same kind. Knowing this
law, the man can grad u ally make for him self
the men tal char ac ter he de sires to pos sess and
he can do it as def i nitely and as cer tainly as a
brick layer can build a wall. Death does not
stop his work, but by set ting him free from the
en cum brance of the body fa cil i tates the pro -
cess of work ing up his men tal im ages into a
def i nite or gan we call a fac ulty, and he brings
this back with him to his next birth on the
phys i cal plane, part of the brain of the new
body be ing molded so as to serve as the or gan
of this fac ulty, in a way to be ex plained pres -
ently. All these fac ul ties to gether form the
men tal body for his open ing life on earth, and
his brain and ner vous sys tem are shaped to
give his men tal body ex pres sion on the phys i -
cal plane. Thus the men tal im ages cre ated in
one life ap pear as men tal char ac ter is tics and
ten den cies in an other, and for this rea son it is

4 THE AGELESS WISDOM: READINGS ON THEOSOPHY

2  These divisions are familiar to the student as Pr€rabdha (commenced, to be worked out in the life); Sanchita
(accumulated), a part of which is seen in the tendencies, Kriyam€na, in course of making.



writ ten in one of the Upanishads: “Man is a crea -
ture of re flec tion: that which he re flects on in
this life he be comes the same here af ter.”3 Such is 
the law, and it places the build ing of our men tal
char ac ter en tirely in our own hands; if we build
well, ours the ad van tage and the credit; if we
build badly, ours the loss and blame. Men tal
char ac ter, then, is a case of in di vid ual karma in
its ac tion on the in di vid ual who gen er ates it.

This same man that we are con sid er ing, how -
ever, af fects oth ers by his thoughts. For these
men tal im ages that form his own men tal body set 
up vi bra tions, thus re pro duc ing them selves in
sec ond ary forms. These gen er ally, be ing min -
gled with de sire, take up some as tral mat ter, and
I have there fore else where4  called these sec ond -
ary thought-forms astro-mental im ages. Such
forms leave their cre ator and lead a quasi-in de -
pend ent life — still keep ing up a mag netic tie
with their pro gen i tor. They come into con tact
with and af fect oth ers, in this way set ting up
kârmic links be tween these oth ers and him self;
thus they largely in flu ence his fu ture en vi ron -
ment. In such fash ion are made the ties which
draw peo ple to gether for good or evil in later
lives; which sur round us with rel a tives, friends,
and en e mies; which bring across our path help -
ers and hinderers, peo ple who ben e fit and who
in jure us, peo ple who love us with out our win -
ning in this life, and who hate us though in this
life we have done noth ing to de serve their ha -
tred. Studying the re sults, we grasp a great prin -
ci ple — that while our thoughts pro duce our
men tal and moral char ac ter in their ac tion on
our selves, they help to de ter mine our hu man as -
so ci ates in the fu ture by their ef fects on oth ers.

The sec ond great class of en er gies is com posed 
of our de sires — our out go ings af ter ob jects that
at tract us in the ex ter nal world; as a men tal el e -
ment al ways en ters into these in man, we may
ex tend the term “men tal im ages” to in clude
them, al though they ex press them selves chiefly

in as tral mat ter. These in their ac tion on their
pro gen i tor mould and form his body of de sire,
or as tral body, shape his fate when he passes
into K€maloka af ter death, and de ter mine the
na ture of his as tral body in his next re birth.
When the de sires are bes tial, drunken, cruel,
un clean, they are the fruit ful causes of con gen -
i tal dis eases, of weak and dis eased brains, giv -
ing rise to ep i lepsy, cat a lepsy, and ner vous
dis eases of all kinds, of phys i cal mal for ma -
tions and de for mi ties, and, in ex treme cases, of 
mon stros i ties. Bes tial ap pe tites of an ab nor mal 
kind or in ten sity may set up links in the as tral

world which for a time chain the Egos, clothed
in as tral bod ies shaped by these ap pe tites, to
the as tral bod ies of an i mals to which these ap -
pe tites prop erly be long, thus de lay ing their re -
in car na tion; where this fate is es caped, the
bes tially shaped as tral body will some times
im press its char ac ter is tics on the form ing
phys i cal body of the babe dur ing an te na tal life, 
and pro duce the semi-human hor rors that are
oc ca sion ally born.

De sires — be cause they are out go ing en er -
gies that at tach them selves to ob jects — al -
ways at tract the man to wards an en vi ron ment
in which they may be grat i fied. De sires for
earthly things, link ing the soul to the outer
world, draw him to wards the place where the
ob jects of de sire are most readily ob tain able,
and there fore it is said that a man is born ac -
cord ing to his de sires.5 They are one of the
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A
 man can have no

          thought-power, no
men tal abil ity, that he has not 

him self cre ated by pa tiently re peated 
thinkings.

3  Chh€ndogyopanishad IV, xiv, 1.

4  See Karma, by Annie Besant (1979) p. 25—Theosophical Manual No. IV

5  See Brihad€ranyakopanishad, IV, iv, 5,7, and context



causes that de ter mine the place of re birth.

The astro-mental im ages caused by de sires af -
fect oth ers as do those gen er ated by thoughts.
They, there fore, also link us with other souls,
and of ten by the stron gest ties of love and ha tred, 
for at the pres ent stage of hu man evo lu tion an or -
di nary man’s de sires are gen er ally stron ger and
more sus tained than his thoughts. They thus play 
a great part in de ter min ing his hu man sur round -
ings in fu ture lives, and may bring into those
lives per sons and in flu ences of whose con nec -
tion with him self he is to tally un con scious. Sup -
pose a man by send ing out a thought of bit ter
ha tred and re venge has helped to form in an other 
the im pulse which re sults in a mur der; the cre -
ator of that thought is linked by his karma to the
committer of the crime, al though they have
never met on the phys i cal plane, and the wrong
he has done to him, by help ing to im pel him to a
crime, will come back as an in jury in the in flic -
tion of which the whi lom crim i nal will play his
part. Many a “bolt from the blue” that is felt is ut -
terly un de served is the ef fect of such a cause, and 
the soul thereby learns and reg is ters a les son
while the lower con scious ness is writh ing un der
a sense of in jus tice. Noth ing can strike a man
that he has not de served, but his ab sence of
mem ory does not cause a fail ure in the work ing
of the law. We thus learn that our de sires in their
ac tion on our selves pro duce our de sire-nature,
and through it largely af fect our phys i cal bod ies
in our next birth; that they play a great part in de -
ter min ing the place of re birth; and by their ef fect
on oth ers they help to draw around us our hu man
as so ci ates in fu ture lives.

The third great class of en er gies, ap pear ing on
the phys i cal plane as ac tions, gen er ate much
karma by their ef fects on oth ers, but only slightly 
af fect di rectly the In ner Man. Broadly speak ing,
the fa vor able or un fa vor able na ture of the phys i -
cal sur round ings into which we are born de pends 
on the ef fect of our pre vi ous ac tions in spread ing 
hap pi ness or un hap pi ness among other peo ple.
The phys i cal re sults on oth ers of ac tions on the
phys i cal plane work out karmically in re pay ing

to the ac tor phys i cal good or bad sur round ings
in a fu ture life. If he has made peo ple phys i -
cally happy by sac ri fic ing wealth or time or
trou ble, this ac tion kârmically brings him fa -
vor able phys i cal cir cum stances con du cive to
phys i cal hap pi ness. If he has caused peo ple
wide-spread phys i cal mis ery, he will reap
kârmically from his ac tion wretched phys i cal
cir cum stances con du cive to phys i cal suf fer -
ing. And this is so, what ever may have been
his mo tive in ei ther case — a fact which leads
us to con sider the law that:

EVERY FORCE WORKS ON 
ITS OWN PLANE

If a man sows hap pi ness for oth ers on the
phys i cal plane, he will reap con di tions fa vor -
able to hap pi ness for him self on that plane, and 
his mo tive in sow ing it does not af fect the re -
sult. A man might sow wheat with the ob ject of 
spec u lat ing with it to ruin his neigh bor, but his
bad mo tive would not make the wheat grains
grow up as dan de li ons. Mo tive is a men tal or
as tral force, ac cord ing as it arises from will or
de sire, and it re acts on moral and men tal char -
ac ter or on the de sire-nature sev er ally. The
caus ing of phys i cal hap pi ness by an ac tion is a
phys i cal force and works on the phys i cal
plane. “By his ac tions man af fects his neigh -
bors on the phys i cal plane; he spreads hap pi -
ness around him or he causes dis tress,
in creas ing or di min ish ing the sum of hu man
wel fare. This in crease or dim i nu tion of hap pi -
ness may be due to very dif fer ent mo tives —
good, bad, or mixed. A man may do an act that
gives wide spread en joy ment from sheer be -
nev o lence, from a long ing to give hap pi ness to
his fel low crea tures. Let us say that from such
a mo tive he pres ents a park to a town for the
free use of its in hab it ants; an other may do a
sim i lar act from mere os ten ta tion, from de sire
to at tract at ten tion from those who can be stow
so cial hon ors (say, he might give it as pur -
chase-money for a ti tle); a third may give a
park from mixed mo tives, partly un self ish,
partly self ish. The mo tives will sev er ally af fect 
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these three men’s char ac ters in their fu ture in car -
na tions, for im prove ment, for deg ra da tion, for
small re sults. But the ef fect of the ac tion is caus -
ing hap pi ness to large num bers of peo ple does
not de pend on the mo tive of the giver; the peo ple 
en joy the park equally, no mat ter what may have
prompted its gift, and this en joy ment, due to the
ac tion of the giver, es tab lishes for him a kârmic
claim on Na ture, a debt due to him that will be
scru pu lously paid. He will re ceive a phys i cally
com fort able or lux u ri ous en vi ron ment, as he has
given wide spread phys i cal en joy ment, and his
sac ri fice of phys i cal wealth will bring him his
due re ward, the kârmic fruit of his ac tion. This is
his right. But the use he makes of his po si tion,
the hap pi ness he de rives from his wealth and his
sur round ings, will de pend chiefly on his char ac -
ter, and here again the just re ward ac crues to
him, each seed bear ing its ap pro pri ate har vest.6

Truly, the ways of karma are equal. It does not
with hold from the bad man the re sult which
justly fol lows from an ac tion which spreads hap -
pi ness, and it also deals out to him the de te ri o -
rated char ac ter earned by his bad mo tive, so that
in the midst of wealth he will re main dis con -
tented and un happy. Nor can the good man es -
cape phys i cal suf fer ing if he cause phys i cal
mis ery by mis taken ac tions done from good mo -
tive; the mis ery he caused will bring him mis ery
in his phys i cal sur round ings, but his good mo -
tive, im prov ing his char ac ter, will give him a
source of pe ren nial hap pi ness within him self,
and he will be pa tient and con tented amid his
trou bles. Many a puz zle maybe an swered by ap -
ply ing these prin ci ples to the facts we see around 
us.

These re spec tive ef fects of mo tive and of the
re sults (or fruits) of ac tions are due to the fact
that each force has the char ac ter is tics of the
plane on which it was gen er ated, and the higher
the plane the more po tent and the more per sis tent 
the force. Hence mo tive is far more im por tant
than ac tion, and a mis taken ac tion done with a
good mo tive is pro duc tive of more good to the

doer than a well-chosen ac tion done with a bad 
mo tive. The mo tive, re act ing on the char ac ter,
gives rise to a long se ries of ef fects, for the fu -
ture ac tions guided by that char ac ter will all be
in flu enced by its im prove ment or its de te ri o ra -
tion; whereas the ac tion, bring ing on its doer
phys i cal hap pi ness or un hap pi ness, ac cord ing
to its re sults on oth ers, has in it no gen er at ing
force, but is ex hausted in its re sults. If be wil -

dered as to the path of right ac tion by a con flict
of ap par ent du ties, the knower of karma dil i -
gently tries to choose the best path, us ing his
rea son and judg ment to the ut most; he is scru -
pu lously care ful about his mo tive, elim i nat ing
self ish con sid er ations and pu ri fy ing his heart;
then he acts fear lessly, and if his ac tion turn
out to be a blun der he will ingly ac cepts the suf -
fer ing which re sults from his mis take as a les -
son which will be use ful in the fu ture.
Mean while, his high mo tive has en no bled his
char ac ter for all time to come.

This gen eral prin ci ple that the force be longs
to the plane on which it is gen er ated is one of
far-reaching im port. If it be lib er ated with the
mo tive of gain ing phys i cal ob jects, it works on 
the phys i cal plane and at ta ches the ac tor to that 
plane. If it aims at devachanic ob jects, it works 
on the devachanic plane and at ta ches the ac tor
thereto. If it has no mo tive save the di vine ser -
vice, it is set free on the spir i tual plane, and
there fore can not at tach the in di vid ual, since
the in di vid ual is ask ing for noth ing.
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THE THREE KINDS OF KARMA

Ripe Karma. Ripe Karma is that which is ready
for reap ing and which is there fore in ev i ta ble.
Out of all the karma of the past there is a cer tain
amount which can be ex hausted within the lim its 
of a sin gle life; there are some kinds of karma
that are so in con gru ous that they could not be
worked out in a sin gle phys i cal body, but would
re quire very dif fer ent types of body for their ex -
pres sion; there are li a bil i ties con tracted to wards
other souls, and all these souls will not be in in -
car na tion at the same time; there is karma that
must be worked out in some par tic u lar na tion or
par tic u lar so cial po si tion, while the same man
has other karma that needs an en tirely dif fer ent
en vi ron ment. Part only, there fore, of his to tal
karma can be worked out in a given life, and this
part is se lected by the Great Lords of Karma —
of whom some thing will pres ently be said — and 
the soul is guided to in car nate in a fam ily, a na -
tion, a place, a body, suit able for the ex haus tion
of that ag gre gate of causes which can be worked
out to gether. This ag gre gate of causes fixes the
length of that par tic u lar life; gives to the body its
char ac ter is tics, its pow ers, and its lim i ta tions;
brings into con tact with the man the souls in car -
nated within that life-period to whom he has
con tracted ob li ga tions, sur round ing him with
rel a tives, friends, and en e mies; marks out the so -
cial con di tions into which he is born, with their
ac com pa ny ing ad van tages and dis ad van tages;
se lects the men tal en er gies he can show forth by
mold ing the or ga ni za tion of the brain and ner -
vous sys tem with which he has to work; puts to -
gether the causes that re sult in trou bles and joys
in his outer ca reer and that can be brought into a
sin gle life. All this is the “ripe karma,” and this
can be sketched out in a horo scope cast by a
com pe tent as trol o ger. In all this the man has no
power of choice; all is fixed by the choices he
has made in the past, and he must dis charge to
the ut ter most far thing the li a bil i ties he has con -
tracted.

The phys i cal, as tral and men tal bod ies which
the soul takes on for a new life-period are, as we

have seen, the di rect re sult of his past, and they 
form a most im por tant part of this ripe karma.
They limit the soul on ev ery side, and his past
rises up in judg ment against him, mark ing out
the lim i ta tions which he has made for him self.
Cheer fully to ac cept these, and dil i gently to
work at their im prove ment, is the part of the
wise man, for he can not es cape from them.

In ev i ta ble ac tions. There is an other kind of
ripe karma that is of very se ri ous im por tance
— that of in ev i ta ble ac tions. Ev ery ac tion is
the fi nal ex pres sion of a se ries of thoughts; to
bor row an il lus tra tion from chem is try, we ob -
tain a sat u rated so lu tion of thought by add ing
thought af ter thought of the same kind, un til
an other thought — or even an im pulse, a vi bra -
tion, from with out — will pro duce the so lid i fi -
ca tion of the whole; the ac tion which
ex presses the thoughts. If we per sis tently re it -
er ate thoughts of the same kind, say of re -
venge, we at last reach the point of sat u ra tion,
and any im pulse will so lid ify these into ac tion
and a crime re sults. Or we may have per sis -
tently re it er ated thoughts of help to an other to
the point of sat u ra tion, and when the stim u lus
of op por tu nity touches us they crys tal lize out
as an act of her o ism. A man may bring over
with him some ripe karma of this kind, and the
first vi bra tion that touches such a mass of
thoughts ready to so lid ify into ac tion will
hurry him with out his re newed vo li tion, un -
con sciously, unto the com mis sion of the act.
He can not stop to think; he is in the con di tion
in which the first vi bra tion of the mind causes
ac tion; poised on the very point of bal anc ing,
the slight est im pulse sends him over. Un der
these cir cum stances a man will mar vel at his
own com mis sion of some crime, or at his own
per for mance of some sub lime act of
self-devotion. He says: “I did it with out think -
ing,” un know ing that he had thought so of ten
that he had made that ac tion in ev i ta ble. When
a man has willed to do an act many times, he at
last fixes his will ir re vo ca bly, and it is only a
ques tion of op por tu nity when he will act. So
long as he can think, his free dom of choice re -
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mains, for he can set the new thought against the
old and grad u ally wear it out by the re it er a tion of 
op pos ing thoughts; but when the next thrill of
the soul in re sponse to a stim u lus means ac tion,
the power of choice is ex hausted.

Ne ces sity and Free will. Herein lies the so lu tion 
of the old prob lem of ne ces sity and free will;
man by the ex er cise of free will grad u ally cre ates 
ne ces si ties for him self, and be tween the two ex -
tremes lie all the com bi na tions of free will and
ne ces sity which make the strug gles within our -
selves of which we are con scious. We are con tin -
u ally mak ing hab its by the rep e ti tions of
pur pos ive ac tions guided by the will; then the
habit be comes a lim i ta tion, and we per form the
ac tion au to mat i cally. Per haps we are then driven 
to the con clu sion that the habit is a bad one, and
we be gin la bo ri ously to un make it by thoughts of 
the op po site kind, and, af ter many an in ev i ta ble
lapse into it, the new thought-current turns the
stream, and we re gain our full free dom, of ten
again grad u ally to make an other fet ter. So old
thought-forms per sist and limit our think ing ca -
pac ity, show ing as in di vid ual and as na tional
prej u dices. The ma jor ity do not know that they
are thus lim ited, and go on se renely in their
chains, ig no rant of their bond age; those who
learn the truth about their own na ture be come
free. The con sti tu tion of our brain and ner vous
sys tem is one of the most marked ne ces si ties in
life; these we have made in ev i ta ble by our past
thinkings, and they now limit us and we of ten
chafe against them. They can be im proved
slowly and grad u ally; the lim its can be ex -
panded, but they can not be sud denly tran -
scended.

Sud den “con ver sions.” An other form of this
ripe karma is where some past evil-thinking has
made a crust of evil hab its around a man which
im pris ons him and makes an evil life. Mean -
while the soul has been grow ing and has been
de vel op ing no ble qual i ties. In one life this crust
of past evil is thrown out by op por tu nity, and be -
cause of this the soul can not show his later de -
vel op ment; like a chicken ready to be hatched,

he is hid den within the im pris on ing shell, and
only the shell is vis i ble to the ex ter nal eye. Af -
ter a time that karma is ex hausted, and some
ap par ently for tu itous event — a word from a
great Teacher, a book, a lec ture — breaks the
shell and the soul co mes forth free. These are
the rare, sud den, but per ma nent “con ver sions,” 
the “mir a cles of di vine grace,” of which we

hear; all per fectly in tel li gi ble to the knower of
karma, and fall ing within the realm of the law.

Ac cu mu lated Karma. The ac cu mu lated
karma that shows it self as char ac ter is, un like
the ripe, al ways sub ject to mod i fi ca tions. It
may be said to con sist of ten den cies, strong or
weak, ac cord ing to the thought-force that has
gone to their mak ing, and these can be fur ther
strength ened or weak ened by fresh streams of
thought-force sent to work with or against
them. If we find in our selves ten den cies of
which we dis ap prove, we can set our selves to
work to elim i nate them; of ten we fail to with -
stand a temp ta tion, over borne by the strong
outrushing stream of de sire, but the lon ger we
can hold out against it, even though we fail in
the end, the nearer are we to over com ing it.
Ev ery such fail ure is a step to wards suc cess,
for the re sis tance wears away part of the en -
ergy, and there is less of it avail able for the fu -
ture.

Pres ent Karma. The karma which is in the
course of mak ing has been al ready stud ied.

Col lec tive karma. When a group of peo ple is
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con sid ered kârmically, the play of kârmic forces
upon each as a mem ber of the group in tro duces a
new fac tor into the karma of the in di vid ual. We
know that when a num ber of forces play on a
point, the mo tion of the point is not in the di rec -
tion of any one of these forces, but in the di rec -
tion which is the re sult of their com bi na tion. So
the karma of a group is the re sul tant of the in ter -
act ing forces of the in di vid u als com pos ing it,
and all the in di vid u als are car ried along in the di -
rec tion of that re sul tant. An Ego is drawn by his
in di vid ual karma into a fam ily, hav ing set up in
pre vi ous lives ties which closely con nect him
with some of the other Egos com pos ing it; the
fam ily has in her ited prop erty from a grand fa ther
who is wealthy; an heir turns up, de scended from 
the grand fa ther’s el der brother, who had been
sup posed to have died child less, and the wealth
passes to him and leaves the fa ther of the fam ily
heavily in debted; it is quite pos si ble that our Ego 
has had no con nec tion in the past with this heir,
to whom in past lives the fa ther had con tracted
some ob li ga tion which has re sulted in this ca tas -
tro phe, and yet he is threat ened with suf fer ing by 
his ac tion, be ing in volved with fam ily karma. If,
in his own in di vid ual past, there was a
wrong-doing which can be ex hausted by suf fer -
ing caused by the fam ily karma, he is left in -
volved in it; if not, he is by some “un fore seen
cir cum stances” lifted out of it, per chance by
some be nev o lent stranger who feels an im pulse
to adopt and ed u cate him, the stranger be ing one
who in the past was his debtor.

Yet more clearly does this come out, in the
work ing of such things as rail way ac ci dents, ship -
wrecks, floods, cy clones, etc. A train is wrecked,
the ca tas tro phe be ing im me di ately due to the ac -
tion of the driv ers, the guards, the rail way di rec -
tors, the mak ers or em ploy ees of that line, who
think ing them selves wronged, send clus ter ing
thoughts of dis con tent and an ger against it as a
whole. Those who have in their ac cu mu lated
karma — but not nec es sar ily in their ripe karma
— the debt of a life sud denly cut short, may be al -

lowed to drift into this ac ci dent and pay their
debt; an other, in tend ing to go by the train, but
with no such debt in his past, is “prov i den -
tially” saved by be ing late for it.

Col lec tive karma may throw a man into the
trou bles con se quent on his na tion go ing to war, 
and here again he may dis charge debts of his
past not nec es sar ily within the ripe karma of
his then life. In no case can a man suf fer that
which he has not de served, but, if an un fore -
seen op por tu nity should arise to dis charge a
past ob li ga tion, it is well to pay it and be rid of
it for ev er more.

LORDS OF KARMA

The “Lords of Karma” are the great spir i tual
Intelligences who keep the kârmic re cords and
ad just the com pli cated work ings of kârmic
law. They are de scribed by H. P. Blavatsky in
The Se cret Doc trine as the Lipika, the Re -
corders of Karma, and the Mah€r€jas 7 — and
Their hosts, who are “the agents of Karma
upon earth.” The Lipika are They who know
the kârmic re cord of ev ery man, and who with
om ni scient wis dom se lect and com bine por -
tions of that re cord to form the plan of a sin gle
life; They give the “idea” of the phys i cal body
which is to be the gar ment of the re in car nat ing
soul, ex press ing his ca pac i ties and his lim i ta -
tions; this is taken by the Mah€r€jas and
worked into a de tailed model, which is com -
mit ted to one of Their in fe rior agents to be
cop ied; this copy is the etheric dou ble, the ma -
trix of the dense body, the ma te ri als for these
be ing drawn from the mother and sub ject to
phys i cal he red ity. The race, the coun try, the
par ents, are cho sen for their ca pac ity to pro -
vide suit able ma te ri als for the phys i cal body of 
the in com ing Ego, and suit able sur round ings
for his early life. The phys i cal he red ity of the
fam ily af fords cer tain types and has evolved
cer tain pe cu liar i ties of ma te rial com bi na tions;
he red i tary dis eases, he red i tary fine ness es of
ner vous or ga ni za tion, im ply def i nite com bi na -
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tions of phys i cal mat ter, ca pa ble of trans mis sion.
An Ego who has evolved pe cu liar i ties in his
men tal and as tral bod ies, need ing spe cial phys i -
cal pe cu liar i ties for their ex pres sion, is guided to 
par ents whose phys i cal he red ity en ables them to
meet these re quire ments. Thus an Ego with high
ar tis tic fac ul ties de voted to mu sic would be
guided to take his phys i cal body in a mu si cal
fam ily, in which the ma te ri als sup plied for
build ing the etheric dou ble and the dense body
would have been made ready to adapt them -
selves to his needs, and the he red i tary type of
ner vous sys tem would fur nish the del i cate ap pa -
ra tus nec es sary for the ex pres sion of his fac ul -
ties. An Ego of very evil type would be guided to 
a coarse and vi cious fam ily, whose bod ies were
built of the coars est com bi na tions, such as
would make a body able to re spond to the im -
pulses from his men tal and as tral bod ies. An Ego 
who had al lowed his as tral body and lower mind
to lead him into ex cesses, and had yielded to
drunk en ness, for in stance, would be led to in car -
nate in a fam ily whose ner vous sys tems were
weak ened by ex cess, and would be born from
drunken par ents, who would sup ply dis eased
ma te ri als for his phys i cal en ve lope. The guid -
ance  of the Lords of Karma thus ad justs means
to ends, and in sures the do ing of jus tice; the Ego
brings with him his kârmic pos ses sions of fac ul -
ties and de sires, and he re ceives a phys i cal body
suited to be their ve hi cle. 

LIBERATION FROM KARMA

As the soul must re turn to earth un til he has dis -
charged all his li a bil i ties, thus ex haust ing all his
in di vid ual karma, and as in each life thoughts
and de sires gen er ate fresh karma, the ques tion
may arise in the mind: “How can this con stantly
re new ing bond be put an end to? How can the
soul at tain his lib er a tion?” Thus we come to the
“end ing of karma,” and have to in ves ti gate how
this may be. The bind ing el e ment in karma is the
first thing to be clearly grasped. The out -
ward-going en ergy of the soul at ta ches it self to

some ob ject, and the soul is drawn back by this
tie to the place where that at tach ment may be
re al ized by un ion with the ob ject of de sire, so
long as the soul at ta ches him self to any ob ject,
he must be drawn to the place where that ob -
ject can be en joyed. Good karma binds the soul 
as much as does bad, for any de sire, whether
for ob jects here or in Devachan, must draw the
soul to the place of grat i fi ca tion.

Ac tion is prompted by de sire, an act is done
not for the sake of do ing the act, but for the
sake of ob tain ing by the act some thing that is
de sired, of ac quir ing its re sults, or of en joy ing
its fruit. De sire for the fruit of ac tion moves
them to ac tiv ity, and en joy ment of that fruit re -
wards their ex er tions.

De sire is, then, the bind ing el e ment in karma, 
and when the soul no lon ger de sires any ob ject
in earth or in heaven, his tie to the wheel of re -
in car na tion that turns in the three worlds is
bro ken. Ac tion it self has no power to hold the
soul, for with the com ple tion of the ac tion it
slips into the past. But the ever-renewed de sire
for fruit con stantly spurs the soul into fresh ac -
tiv i ties, and thus new chains are con tin u ally
be ing forged.

Nor should we feel any re gret when we see
men con stantly driven to ac tion by the whip of
de sire, for de sire over comes sloth, la zi ness, in -
er tia,8 and prompts men to the ac tiv ity that
yields them ex pe ri ence. Un til man is ap -
proach ing di vin ity he needs the urgings of de -
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sires, and the de sires sim ply grow purer and less
self ish as he climbs up wards. But none the less
de sires bind him to re birth, and if he would be
free he must de stroy them.

When a man be gins to long for lib er a tion, he is
taught to prac tice “re nun ci a tion of the fruits of
ac tion”; that is, he grad u ally erad i cates in him -
self the wish to pos sess any ob ject; he at first vol -
un tarily and de lib er ately de nies him self the
ob ject, and thus ha bit u ates him self to do con -
tent edly with out it; af ter a time he no lon ger
misses it, and he finds the de sire for it is dis ap -
pear ing from his mind. At this stage he is very
care ful not to ne glect any work which is duty be -
cause he has be come in dif fer ent to the re sults it
brings to him, and he trains him self in dis charg -
ing ev ery duty with ear nest at ten tion, while re -
main ing en tirely in dif fer ent to the fruits it brings
forth. When he at tains per fec tion in this, and nei -
ther de sires nor dis likes any ob ject, he ceases to
gen er ate karma; ceas ing to ask any thing from
the earth or from Devachan, he is not drawn to
ei ther; he wants noth ing that ei ther can give him, 
and all links be tween him self and them are bro -
ken off. This is the ceas ing of in di vid ual karma,
so far as the gen er a tion of new karma is con -
cerned.

BREAKING OLD CHAINS OF KARMA

But the soul has to get rid of old chains as well
as to cease from the forg ing of new, and these
old chains must be ei ther al lowed to wear out
grad u ally or must be bro ken de lib er ately. For
this break ing, knowl edge is nec es sary, a knowl -
edge which can look back into the past, and see
the causes there set go ing, causes which are
work ing out their ef fects in the pres ent. Let us
sup pose that a per son, thus look ing back ward
over his past lives, sees cer tain causes which will 
bring about an event which is still in the fu ture;
let us sup pose fur ther that these causes are
thoughts of ha tred for an in jury in flicted on him -
self, and that they will cause suf fer ing a year
hence to the wrong doer; such a per son can in tro -
duce a new cause to in ter min gle with the causes
work ing from the past, and he may coun ter act

them with strong thoughts of love and good -
will that will ex haust them, and will thus pre -
vent their bring ing about the oth er wise
in ev i ta ble event, which would, in its turn, have 
gen er ated new k€rmic trou ble. Thus he may
neu tral ize forces com ing out of the past by
send ing against them forces equal and op po -
site, and may in this way “burn up his karma by 
knowl edge.” In sim i lar fash ion he may bring to 
an end karma gen er ated in his pres ent life that
would nor mally work out in fu ture lives. 

Again, he may be ham pered by li a bil i ties
con tracted to other souls in the past, wrongs he
has done to them, du ties he owes them. By the
use of his knowl edge he can find those souls,
whether in this world or in ei ther of the other
two, and seek op por tu ni ties of serv ing them.
There may be a soul in car nated dur ing his own
life-period to whom he owes some kârmic
debt; he may seek out that soul and pay his
debt, thus set ting him self free from a tie which, 
left to the course of events, would have ne ces -
si tated his own re in car na tion, or would have
ham pered him in a fu ture life. Strange and puz -
zling lines of ac tion adopted by oc cult ists have 
some times this ex pla na tion — the man of
knowl edge en ters into close re la tions with
some per son who is con sid ered by the ig no rant 
by stand ers and crit ics to be quite out side the
com pan ion ships that are fit ting for him; but
that oc cult ist is qui etly work ing out a kârmic
ob li ga tion which would oth er wise ham per and
re tard his prog ress.

Those who do not pos sess knowl edge
enough to re view their past lives may yet ex -
haust many causes that they have set go ing in
the pres ent life; they can care fully go over all
that they can re mem ber, and note where they
have wronged any or where any has wronged
them, ex haust ing the first cases by pour ing out
thoughts of love and ser vice, and per form ing
acts of ser vice to the in jured per son, where
pos si ble on the phys i cal plane also; and in the
sec ond cases send ing forth thoughts of par don
and good will. Thus they di min ish their kârmic 
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li a bil i ties and bring near the day of lib er a tion.

Un con sciously, pi ous peo ple who obey the
pre cept of all great Teachers of re li gion to re turn
good for evil are ex haust ing karma gen er ated in
the pres ent that would oth er wise work out in the
fu ture. No one can weave with them a bond of
ha tred if they re fuse to con trib ute any strands of
ha tred to the weav ing, and per sis tently neu tral -
ize ev ery force of ha tred with one of love. Let a
soul ra di ate in ev ery di rec tion love and com pas -
sion, and thought of ha tred can find noth ing to
which they can at tach them selves. “The Prince
of this world com eth and hath noth ing in me.”
All great Teachers knew the law and based on it
Their pre cepts, and those who through rev er ence 
and de vo tion to Them obey Their di rec tions
profit un der the law, al though they know noth ing 
of the de tails of its work ing. An ig no rant man
who car ries out faith fully the in struc tions given
him by a sci en tist can ob tain re sults by his work -
ing with the laws of Na ture, de spite his ig no -
rance of them, and the same prin ci ple holds good 
in worlds be yond the phys i cal. Many who have
not time to study, and per force ac cept, on the au -
thor ity of ex perts, rules which guide their daily
con duct in life, may thus un con sciously be dis -
charg ing their kârmic li a bil i ties.

In coun tries where re in car na tion and karma are 
taken for granted by ev ery peas ant and la borer,
the be lief spreads a cer tain quiet ac cep tance of
in ev i ta ble trou bles that con duces much to the
calm and con tent ment of or di nary life. A man
over whelmed by mis for tunes rails nei ther
against God nor against his neigh bors, but re -
gards his trou bles as the re sults of his own past
mis takes and ill-doings. He ac cepts them re sign -
edly and makes the best of them, and thus es -
capes much of the worry and anx i ety with which
those who know not the law ag gra vate trou bles
al ready suf fi ciently heavy. He re al izes that his
fu ture lives de pend on his own ex er tions, and
that the law which brings him pain will bring

him joy just as in ev i ta bly if he sows the seed of 
good. Hence a cer tain large pa tience and a
philo sophic view of life, tend ing di rectly to so -
cial sta bil ity and to gen eral con tent ment. The
poor and ig no rant do not study pro found and
de tailed meta phys ics, but they grasp thor -
oughly these sim ple prin ci ples — that ev ery
man is re born on earth time af ter time, and that

each suc ces sive life is molded by those that
pre cede it. To them re birth is as sure and as in -
ev i ta ble as the ris ing and set ting of the sun; it is 
part of the course of Na ture, against which it is
idle to re pine or to re bel. When The os o phy has
re stored these an cient truths to their right ful
place in west ern thought, they will grad u ally
work their way among all classes of so ci ety in
Chris ten dom, spread ing un der stand ing of the
na ture of life and ac cep tance of the re sult of
the past. Then too will van ish the rest less dis -
con tent which arises chiefly from the im pa -
tient and hope less feel ing that life is
un in tel li gi ble, un just, and un man age able, and
it will be re placed by the quiet strength and pa -
tience which come from an il lu mined in tel lect
and a knowl edge of the law, and which char ac -
ter ize the rea soned and bal anced ac tiv ity of
those who feel that they are build ing for eter -
nity.
Annie Besant, The Ancient Wisdom. Theosophical Publishing
House, Adyar, Chennai, India, 1977.

KARMA 13

U
n con sciously, pi ous peo ple
who obey the pre cept of all

great Teach ers of re li gion to
re turn good for evil are ex haust ing
karma gen er ated in the pres ent that

would oth er wise work out in the
fu ture.
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Ques tions for Re view:
1. What is the law of karma and what is its role in hu man life?

2. How do we mold our own des tiny?

3. What are the three types of karma?

4. What are the three classes of causes that pro duce karma?

5. What is the role of mo tive in ac tion? How does it com pare to the ac tion it self in terms of ef -
fects?


