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KARMA AND FREEDOM
The universe in which we live presents itself to our mentality
as a web of opposites and contraries, not to say contradictions, and yet it is a question whether there can be in the
universe any such thing as an entire opposite or a real contradiction. Good and evil seem to be as opposite powers as
well can be and we are apt by the nature of our ethical mind
to see the world, at any rate in its moral aspect, as a struggle
and tug-of-war between these eternal opposites, God and
Devil, Deva and Asura, Ahuramazda, Angrya Mainyu. We
hope always that on some as yet hardly conceivable day the
one will perish and the other triumph and be convinced of
eternity; but actually they are so intertangled that some
believe they are here always together like light and shadow
and, if at all, then only somewhere beyond this world of
action, in some restful and silent eternity is there a release
from the anguish of the knot oftheir intertwining, their bitter
constant embrace and struggle. Good comes out of evil and
again good itself seems often to turn to evil; the bodies of the
wrestling combatants get so mixed and confounded together
that to distinguish them the minds of the sages even are
perplexed and bewildered. And it would seem sometimes as
if this distinction hardly existed except for man and the
spirits who urge him, perhaps since he eat of that tree of dual
knowledge in the garden; for Matter knows it not and life
below man troubles itself but little, if at all, with moral differences. And it is said too that on the other side of human
being and beyond its struggles is a serenity of the high and
universal spirit where the soul transcends sin, but transcends
also virtue, and neither sorrows nor repents nor asks, "Why
have I not done the good and wherefore have I done
this which is evil?"! because in it all things are perfect
1 Taittiriya Upanishad.
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and to it all things are pure.
But there is a yet more radical instance of the eventual
unreality of opposites. For the sages make too an opposition
of the Knowledge and the Ignorance,-viq"a aviq"a, citti
acitti,-on which this question of good and evil seems very
intimately to hang. Evil runs behind an ignorant urge of the
soul in Nature, is itself an ignorant perversion of its will, and
the partiality of good is equally an affliction of the Ignorance.
But when we look closely into the essence of these two things,
we find that on one side ignorance seems to be nothing else
than an involved or a partial knowledge; it is knowledge
wrapped up in an inconscient action or it is knowled&efeeling
out for itself with the tentacles of mind; and again on the
other side knowledge itself appears to be at best a partial
knowing and always to have something beyond of which it is
ignorant, even its highest and widest splendour a golden
outbreak of solar effulgence against the mass of blue-black
light of infinity through which we look beyond it to the
Ineffable.
Our mind is compelled to think always by oppositions,
from the practical validity of which we cannot escape, but
which yet seem always in some sort questionable. We get a
perception of a law of Karma, the constant unavoidable
successions of the acts of energy and its insistent stream of
consequences and reactions, the chain of causality, the great
mass of past causes behind us from which all future consequence ought infallibly to unroll itself, and by this we try
to explain the universe; but then immediately there arises the
opposite idea and the challenging problem of liberty.
Whence comes this notion of liberty, this divine or this titanic thirst in man for freedom, born perhaps of something in
him by which, however finite be his mind and life and body,
he participates in the nature of infinity? For when we look
round on the world as it is, everything seems to be by necessity and to move under a leaden constraint and compulsion.
This is the aspect of the unthinking world of Force and
Matter in which we live; and even in ourselves, in man the
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thinker, how little is free from some kind of present constraint and of compelling previous necessity! So much of
what we are and do is determined by our environment, so
much has been shaped by our education and upbringing,we are made by life and by the hands of others, are clay for
many potters: and, as for what is left, was it not determined,
even that which is most ourselves, by our individual, our
racial, our human heredity or in the last resort by universal
Nature who has shaped man and each man to what he is for
her blind or her conscient uses?
But we insist and say that we have a will which is aware of
a however heavily burdened freedom and can shape to its
own purpose and change by its effort environment and upbringing and the formations of heredity and even our apparently immutable common nature. But this will and its
effort, is it not itself an instrument, even a mechanical engine
of Nature, the active universal energy, and is not its freedom
an arbitrary illusion of our mentality which lives in each
moment of the present and separates it by ignorance, by an
abstraction of the mind from its determining past, so that I
seem at every critical moment to exercise a free and virgin
choice, while all the time my choice is dominated by its own
previous formation and by all that obscure past which I
ignore? Granted that Nature works through our will and can
create and change, can, that is to say, produce a new formation out of the stuff she has provided for her workings, is it
not by a past impulsion and a continuous energy from it that
the thing is done? That is the first idea of Karma. Certainly,
our present will must come in as one though not by any
means the sole element of the act and formation, but in this
view it is not a free ever-new will, but in the first place a child
and birth of all the past nature, our action, our present Karma the result of an already formed shape of the force of that
nature, Swabhava. And in the second place our will is an
instrument constantly shaped and used by something greater
than ourselves. Only if there is a soul or self which is not a
creation, but a master of Nature, not a formation of the

stream of universal energy, but itself the former and creator
of its own Karma, are we justified in our claim of an actual
freedom or at least in our aspiration to a real liberty. There
is the whole heart of the debate, the nodus and escape of this
perplexed issue.
But here the critical negative analytic thinker, ancient
nihilistic Buddhist or modern materialist, comes in to take
away the basis of any actual freedom in our earthly or in any
possible heavenly existence. The Buddhist denied the existence of a Self free and infinite; that, he thought, was only a
sublimation of the idea of ego, an imposition, adJryiiropa, or
gigantic magnified shadow thrown by the falsehood of our
personality on eternal No'n-Existence. But as for the soul,
there is no soul, but only a stream of forms, ideas and sensations, and as the idea of a chariot is only a name for the combination of planks and poles and wheels and axles, so is the
idea of individual soul or ego only a name for the combination or continuity of these things. Nor is the universe itself
anything other than such a combination, sarhhata, formed
and maintained in its continuity by the successionsof Karma,
by the action of Energy. In this mechanical existence there
can be no freedom from Karma, no possible liberty; but
there is yet a possible liberation, because that which exists by
combination and bondage to its combinations can be liberated from itself by dissolution. The motive power which
keeps Karma in motion is desire and attachment to its works,
and by the conviction of impermanence and the cessation of
desire there can come about an extinction of the continuity
of the idea in the successions of Time.
But if this extinction may be called a liberation, it is yet
not a status of freedom; for that can only repose upon an
affirmation, a permanence, not upon a negative and extinction of all affirmations, and needs too, one would imagine,
a someone or something that is free. The Buddha himself,
it may be remarked, seems to have conceived of Nirvana as a
status of absolute bliss of freedom, a negation of Karmic
existence in some incognisable Absolute which he refused
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steadfastly to describe or define by any positive or any negative,-as indeed definition by any exclusive positive or widest
sum of positives or any negative or complete sum of negatives would seem by the very fact of its bringing in a definition
and thereby a limitation to be inapplicable to the Absolute.
The Illusionist's Maya is a more mystic thing and more
obscure to the intelligence; but we have at least here a Self,
a positive Infinite which is capable therefore of an eternal
freedom, but only in inaction, by cessation from Karma.
For the self as the individual, the soul in action of Karma is
bound always by ignorance, and only by rejection of individuality and of the cosmic illusion can we return to the
liberty of the Absolute. What we' see in both these systems is
that spiritual freedom and the cosmic compulsion are equally
admitted, but in a total separation and an exclusion from
each other's own proper field,-still as absolute opposites
and contraries. Compulsion of ignorance or Karma is absolute in the world of birth; freedom of the spirit is absolute
in a withdrawal from birth and cosmos and Karma.
But these trenchant systems, however satisfactory to the
logical reason, are suspect to a synthetic intelligence; and
at any rate, as we find that knowledge and ignorance are
not in their essence absolute contraries but ignorance and
inconscience itself the veil of a secret knowledge, so it may be
at least possible that liberty and the compulsion of Karma
are not such unbridgeable opposites, but that behind and
even in Karma itself there is all the time a secret liberty of
the indwelling Spirit. Buddhism and Illusionism too do not
assert any external or internal predestination, but only a
self-imposed bondage. And very insistently they demand
of man a choice between the righ! and the wrong way,
between the will to an impermanent existence and the will
to Nirvana, between a will to cosmic existence and the will
to an absolute spiritual being. Nor do they demand this
choice of the Absolute or of the universal Being or Power,
who indeed cares nothing for their claim and goes on very
tranquilly and securely with his mighty eternal action, but

they ask it of the individual, of the soul of man halting perplexed between the oppositions of his mentality. It would
seem then that there is something in our individual being
which has some real freedom of will, some power of choice
of a great consequence and magnitude, and what is it then
that thus chooses, and what are the limits, where the beginning or the end of its actual or its possible liberty?
Difficult also is it to understand how unsubstantial Impermanence can have such a giant hold or present this power
of eternal continuity in Time,-there
must surely, one
thinks, be a Permanent which expresses Itself in this continuity, dhruvam adhruvefu; or how an Illusion,-for what
is illusion but an inconsequent dream or unsubstantial
hallucination ?-can build up this mighty world of just
sequence and firm law and linked Necessity; some secret
self-knowledge and wisdom there must be which guides
the Energy of Karma in its idea and has appointed for her
the paths she must hew in Time. It is because of their persistence of principle in all the transiences of particular form
that things have such a hold on our mind and will. It is
because the world is so real that we feel so potently its grasp
on us and our spirits turn on it with this grip of the wrestler.
It is often indeed too fiercely real for us and we seek for
liberty in the realm of dream or planes of the ideal and, not
finding it sufficiently there, because we have not the freedom nor can develop the mastery to impose our ideal on this
active reality, we seek it beyond in the remote and infinite
greatness of the Absolute. We shall do better then to fix
on that other more generally admissible distinction, namely,
of the world of Karma as a practical or relative reality and
the being of the Spirit constant behind it or brooding above
it as a greater supreme reality. And then we have to find
whether in the latter alone is any touch of freedom or whether, as must surely be if it is the Spirit that presides over
the Energy at work and over its action, there is here too some
element or some beginning at least of liberty, and whether,
even if it be small and quite relative, we cannot in these
7

~
:"(
"l
98

THE PROBLEM OF REBIRTH

steps of Time, in these relations of Karma make this freedom
great and real by dwelling consciously in the greatness of
the Spirit. May not that be the sovereignty we shall find here
when we rise to the top of the soul's evolution?
One thing we will note that this urge towards control and
this impression of freedom are an orientation and an atmosphere which cling about the action of mind, and they grow
in Nature as she rises towards mentality. The world of
Matter seems to know nothing about freedom; everything
there appears as if written in sybillic laws upon tablets of
stone, laws which have a process, but no initial reason,
serve a harmony of purposes or at least produce a cosmos of
fixed results, but do not appear to be shaped with an eye
to them by any discoverable Intelligence. We can think of
no presence of soul in natural things, because we can see
in them no conscious action of mind and a conscious active
mental intelligence is to our notions the very basis and standing-ground, if not the whole stuff of soul-existence. If
Matter is all, then we may very easily conclude that all is
a Karma of material energy which is governed by some
inherent incomprehensible mechanically legislating Necessity. But then we see that Life seems to be made of a different stuff; here various possibility develops, here creation
becomes eager, pressing, flexible, protean; here we are conscious of a searching and a selection, many potentialities
and a choice of actualities, of a subconscient idea which is
feeling around for its vital self-expression and shaping an
instinctive action,-often, though in certain limits, with an
unerring intuitive guidance of life to its immediate objective
or to some yet distant purpose,-of a subconscient will too
in the fibre of all this vast seeking and mutable impulsion.
But yet this too works within limits, uhder fetters, in a given
range of processes.
But when we get out into mind, Nature becomes there
much more widely conscious of possibility and of choice;
mind is aware of potentialities and of determinations in idea
which are other than those of the immediate actuality or of
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the fixedly necessary consequence of the sum of past and
present actualities; it is aware of numberless "may-be"s
and "might-have-been"s and these last are not entirely dead
rejected things, but can return through the power of the
Idea and effect future determinations and can fulfil themselves at last in the inner reality of their idea though, it may
well be, in other forms and circumstances. Moreover, mind
can and does go still further; it can conceive of an infinite
possibility behind the self-limitations of actual existence.
And from this seeing there arises the idea of a free and infinite Will, a Will of illimitable potentiality which determines all these innumerable marvels of its own universal
becoming or creation in Space and Time. That means the
absolute freedom of a Spirit and Power which is not determined by Karma, but determines Karma. Apparent Necessity is the child of the Spirit's free self-determination. What
affects us as Necessity, is a Will which works in sequence
and not a blind Force driven by its own mechanism.
This is not, however, a binding inference and always
there remain on this head arguable by the reason three
main conceptions which we can form of existence. First,
there is the idea, facile to our reason, of a blind mechanical
Necessity of some kind,-and against or behind that nothing
or some absolute non-existence. The nature of this Necessity would be that of a fixed processus bound to certain initial
and general determintions of which all the rest is the consequence. But that is only a first appearance of universal
things, the stamp of phenomenal impression which we
get from the aspect of the material universe. Then, there is
the idea of a free infinite Being, God or Absolute, who somehow or other creates out of something or out of nothing, in
reality or only in conception, or brings out of himself into
manifestation a world of the necessity of his will or Maya
or Karma in which all things, all creatures are bound as the
victims of a necessity, not mechanical or external, but spiritual and internal, a force of Ignorance or a force of Karma
or else some kind of arbitrary predestination. And, finally,
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there is the idea of an absolute free Existence which supports,
develops and informs a universe of relations, of that Power
as the universal Spirit of our existence, of the world as the
evolution of these relations, of beings in the universe as souls
who work them out with some freedom of the Spirit as its
basis,-for that they inwardly are,-but with an observation
of the law of the relations as their natural condition.
This law would be in phenomenon or as seen in a superficial view of its sole outward machinery an apparent chain
of necessity, but in fact it would be a free self-determination
of the Spirit in existence. The free Self and Spirit would
be there informing all the action of material energy, secretly
conscient in its inconscience; his would be the movement
of life and its inner spirit of guidance; but in mind would
be something of the first open light of his presence. The
soul evolving in Nature, prakrtir jivabhiitii, would be an immortal clouded Power of him growing into the light of the
Spirit and therefore towards the consciousness and reality
of freedom. It would be bound at first in Nature and obey
helplessly in all its action the urge of Karma, because on the
surface the action of energy would be the whole truth of its
kinetic being; the rest, the freedom, the origination is there,
but concealed below, subliminal and therefore not at all
manifest in the action. Even in mentality the action of
Karma would be the main fact; everything would be determined by the nature of force of our active being working
upon and responding to the influences of the environment
and by the nature of quality of our active being which would
colour and shape the character of these outputtings and responses. But that force is the force, that quality the quality
of the soul; and as the soul grew aw~re of itself, the consciousness of Freedom would emerge, assert itself, insist,
strive to grow into a firmly felt and possessed reality. Free
in the Spirit within, conditioned and determined in Nature,
striving in his soul to bring out the spiritual light, mastery
and freedom to work upon the obscurity and embarrassment
of his first natural conditions and their narrow determina-
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tions, this would be the nature of man the mental being.
On this basis it becomes possible to come at some clear
and not wholly antinomous relation between man's necessity
and man's freedom, between his earthly human nature at
whirl in the machinery of mind, life and body and the master
Soul, the Godhead, the real Man behind whose consent
supports or whose bidding governs its motions. The soul
of man is a power of the self-existence which manifests the
universe and not the creature and slave of a mechanical
Nature; and it is only the natural instruments of his being,
it is mind, life and body and their functions and members
which are helpless apparatus and gear of the machinery.
These things are subject to the action of Karma, but man
in himself, the real man within is not its subject, na karma
lipyate nare. Rather is Karma his instrument and its developments the material he uses, and he is using it always
from life to life for the shaping of a limited and individual,
which may be one day a divine and cosmic personality. For
the eternal Spirit enjoys an absolute freedom. This freedom
appears to us no doubt in a certain status, origin or background of all being as an unconditioned infinite of existence,
but also it is in relation to the universe the freedom of an
existence which displays an infinite of possibilities and has a
power of shaping at will out of its own potentiality the harmonies of the cosmos. Man, too, may well be capable of
a release, mok~a, into the unconditioned Infinite by cessation
of all action, mind and personality. But that is not the whole
of the Spirit's absolute freedom; it is rather an incomplete
liberty, since it endures only by its inaction. But the freedom of the Spirit is not so dependent; if can remain unimpaired in all this action of Karma and is not diminished or
abrogated by the pouring of its energies into the whirl of the
universe. And one may say that man cannot enjoy the double
freedom because as man he is an individual being and therefore a thing in Nature, subject to Ignorance, to Karma. To
be free he must get away from individuality, nature and
Karma, and then man no longer exists, there is only the un-
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conditioned Infinite. But this is to assume that there is no
power of spiritual individuality, but only a power of individuation in Nature. All is then a formation of a nodus of
mental, vital and physical Karma with which the one self
for a long time mistakenly identifies its being by the delusion
of ego. But, if on the contrary, there is any such thing as an
individual power of spirit, it must, in whatever degree of
actuality, share in the united force and freedom of the selfexistent Divinity; for it is being of his being.
Freedom somewhere there is in our being and action,
and we have only to see how and why it is limited in our outward nature, why here I am at all under any dominion of
Karma. I appear to be bound by the law of an outward
and imposed energy only because there is separation between my outward nature and my inmost spiritual self and
I do not live in that outwardness with my whole being, but
with a shape, turn and mental formation of myself which
I call my ego or my personality. The cosmic Spirit in matter
seems itself to be so bound, for the same reason. It has
started an outward compressed action, a law and disposition of material energy which must be allowed to unroll its
consequences; itself holds back behind and conceals its
shaping touch; but still its supporting assent and impulse
are there and these come out more into the open as Nature
raises herself in the scales of lifeand mind. Nevertheless, I
have to note that even in mind and even in its phenomenon
of a conscious will Karma is the first law and there cannot
be for me there a complete freedom; there is no such thing
as a mental will which is absolutely free. And this is because
mind is part of the action of the outward Ignorance, an action
which seeks for knowledge but does not possess its full light
and power, which can conceive of Self and Spirit and infinity
and reflect them, but not altogether live in them, which can
quiver with infinite possibility but can only deal in a limited
half-effective fashion with restricted possibilities. An Ignorance cannot be permitted to have, even if in its nature it
could have, free mastery. It would never do for an ignorant

mind and will to be given a wide and real freedom; for it
~ould upset the right order of the energy which the Spirit
has set at work and produce a most unholy confusion. It
must be forced to obey or, if it resists, to bear the reaction
of the Law; its partial freedom of a clouded and stumbling
knowledge must be constantly overruled both in its action
and its result by the law of universal Nature and the will of
the seeing universal Spirit who governs the dispositions and
consequences of Karma. This constrained overruled action
is in patent fact the character of our mental being and action.
But still there is here something which we may call a
relative freedom. It does not really belong to our outward
mind and will or that shadow of myself which I have put
forth in my mental ego; for these things are instruments
and they work in the roads of the successions of Karma.
But they still feel a power constantly coming forth and
either assenting to or intervening in the action of the nature,
and that power they attribute to themselves. They are
aware of a relative freedom in their disposition of action
and of at least a potential absolute freedom behind it, and
mixing these two things confusedly together mind, will and
ego cry out in unison "I am free". But this freedom and
power are influences from the soul. To use a familiar metaphysical language, they type the assent and will of the
Purusha without which the Prakriti cannot move on her
way. The first and the greater part of this soul-influence
is in the form of an assent to Nature, an acquiescence; and
for good reason. For I start with the action of the universal
Energy which the Spirit has set in motion and as I rise from
the ignorance towards knowledge, the first thing demanded
from me is to gather experience of its law and of my relations
to the law and partly therefore to acquiesce, to allow myself
to be moved, to see and to come to know the nature of the
motions, to suffer and obey the law, to understand and know
Karma. This obedience is forcibly imposed on the lower
ignorant creation. But thinking man who experiences
increasingly from generation to generation and from life to
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life the nature of things and develops reflective knowledgtr
and the sense of his soul in Nature, delivers in her a power
of initiating will. He is not bound to her set actualities; he
can refuse assent, and the thing in Nature to which it is refused goes on indeed for a time and produces its results by
impetus of Karma, but as it runs, it losespower and falls into
impotence and desuetude. He can do more, he can command
a new action and orientation of his nature. The assent was
a manifestation of the power of the soul as giver of the sanction, anumantii, but this is a power of the soul as active lord
of the nature, iSvara. Then Nature still insists more or less
on her old habitual way by reason of her past impetus or
the right of previous sanctions and may even, in proportion
as she is unaccustomed to control, resist and call in hostile
powers, our own creations, the children of our past willings;
then is there a battle in the house of our being between
the lord and his spouse or between old and new nature and
a defeat of the soul or its victory. And this is certainly a
freedom, but only a relative freedom, and even the greatest
mental self-mastery a relative and precarious thing at the
best. This liberty when we look down at it from a higher
station, is not well distinguishable from a lightened bondage.
The mental being in us can be a learner in the school of
freedom, not a perfect adept. A real freedom comes when
we get away from the mind into the life of the Spirit, from
personality to the Person, from Nature to the lord of Nature.
There, again, the first liberty is a passive power; it is of the
nature of an assent; it is an observing and essential liberty
in which the active part of the being is an instrument of the
supreme Spirit and its universal action. But the assent is
to the will of the Spirit and not to the mechanical force of
Nature, and there is thrown on the mind the freedom of the
Spirit's light and purity and a right knowledge of relations
and a clear detached assent to the divine workings. But if
man would have too a freedom of power, of participation,
of companionship as the son of God in a greater divine control, he must then not only get back from mind, but must
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\stand, in his thought and will even, above the levels of
mentality and find there a station of leverage, a spiritual
pou sto,l whence he can sovereignly move the world of his
being. Such a station of consciousness there is in our supramental ranges. When the soul is one with the Supreme and
with the universal not only in essence of consciousness and
spiritual truth of being, but in expressive act too of consciousness and being, when it enjoys an initiating and relating truth of spiritual will and knowledge and the soul's
overflowing delight in God and existence, when it is admitted to the Spirit's fullness of assent to self and its creative
liberty, its strain of an eternal joy in self-existence and selfmanifestation, Karma itself becomes a rhythm of freedom
and birth a strain of immortality.2
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1 A "where to stand," the station of leverage from which Archimedes,
could he only have found it, undertook to move the world.
• sambhiitya amrtam amute "by birth he enjoys immortality."
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KARMA, WILL AND CONSEQUENCE
Will, Karma and consequence are the three steps of the
Energy which moves the universe. But Karma and consequence are only the outcome of will or even its forms; will
gives them their value and without it they would be nothing,
nothing at least to man the thinking and growing soul and
nothing, it may be hazarded, to the Spirit of which he is a
flame and power as well as a creature. The thing we first
see or imagine we see, when we look at the outward mechanism of the universe, is energy and its works, action and
consequence. But by itself and without the light of an
inhabiting will this working is only a huge soulless mechanism, a loud rattling of crank and pulley, a monstrous pounding of spring and piston. It is the presence of the Spirit and
its will that gives a meaning to the action and it is the value
of the result to the soul that gives its profound importance
to all great or little consequence. It would not matter to
anyone or anythig, not even to the cosmos itself, though this
universal stir came to an end tomorrow or had never been
created, if these suns and systems were not the field of a consciousness which there rolls out its powers, evolves its works,
enjoys its creations, plans and exults in its immense aims
and sequences. Spirit and consciousness and power of the
Spirit and Ananda are the meaning of existence. Take away
this spiritual significance and this world of energy becomes
a mechanical fortuity or a blind and rigid Maya.
The life of man is a portion of this vast significance, and
since it is in him that on this material plane it comes out in
its full capacity of meaning, a very important and central
portion. The Will in the universe works up to him in the
creative steps of its energy and makes of his nature a chariot
of the gods on which it stands within the action, looks out
on its works from the very front and no longer only from
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behind or above Nature's doings and moves on to the ultimate consequences and the complete evolution of its purpose.
The will of man is the agent of the Eternal for the unveiling
of his secret meaning in the material creation. Man's
mind takes up all the knots of the problem and works them
out by the power of the Spirit within him and brings them
nearer to the full force and degree of their individual and
cosmic solutions. This is his dignity and his greatness and
he needs no other to justify and give a perfect value to his
birth and his acts and his passing and his return to birth, a
return which must be-and what is there in it to grieve at
or shun?-until the work of the Eternal in him is perfected
or the cycles rest from the glory of their labour.
This view of the world is the standpoint from which
we must regard the question of man's conscious will and its
dealings with life, because then all things fall into their
natural place and we escape from exaggerated and depreciated estimates. Man is a conscious soul of the Eternal,
one with the Infinite in his inmost being, and the Spirit within
him is master of his acts and his fate. For fate is faturn, the
form of act and creation declared ·beforehand by a Will
within him and the universe as the thing to be done, to be
achieved, to be worked out and made the self-expression of
his spiritual being. Fate is adma, the unseen thing which
the Spirit holds hidden in the plan of its vision, the consequence concealed from the travailing mind absorbed in the
work of the moment by the curtained nearnesses or the far
invisible reaches of Time. Fate is niyati, the thing willed
and executed by Nature, who is power of the Spirit, according to a fixed law of its self-governed workings. But since
this Eternal and Infinite, our greater Self, is also the universal
being, man in the universe is inseparably one with all the
rest of existence, not a soul working out its isolated spiritual
destiny and nature while all other beings are nothing but
his environment and means or obstacles,-that they are
indeed, but they are much more to him,-which is the impression cast on the mind by the thought or the religions
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that emphasise too much his centre of individuality or his
aim of personal salvation. He is not indeed solely a portion
of the universe. He is an eternal soul which, though limited
for certain temporal purposes in its outward consciousness,
has to learn to enlarge itself out of those limits, to find and
make effective its unity with the eternal Spirit who informs
and transcends the universe. That spiritual necessity is
the truth behind the religious dogma.
But also he is one in God and one in Nature with all beings
in the cosmos, touches and includes all other souls, is linked
to all powers of the Being that are manifest in this cosmic
working. His soul, thought, will, action are intimate with the
universal soul, thought, will and action. All acts on and
through him and mixes with him and he acts too on all and
his thought and will and life mix in and become a power of
the one common life. His mind is a form and action of the
universal mind. His call is not to be busy and concerned
only with his own growth and perfection and natural destiny
or spiritual freedom. A larger action too claims him. He
is a worker in a universal work; the life of others is his life;
world-consequence and the world-evolution are also his business. For he is one self with the selves of all other beings.
The dealings of our will with Karma and consequence
have to be envisaged in the light of this double truth of
man's individuality and man's universality. And seen in
this light the question of the freedom of our individual will
takes on another appearance. It becomes clear enough that
our ego, our outward personality can be only a minor, a
temporal, an instrumental form of our being. The will of the
ego, the outward, the mentally personal will which acts in
the m-ovement cannot be free in any complete or separate
sense of freedom. It cannot so be free because it is bound by
its partial and limited nature and it is shaped by the mechanism of its ignorance, and again because it is an individualised form and working of the universal energy and at every
moment impinged upon and modified and largely shaped by
environing wills and powers and forces. But also it cannot

so be free because of the greater Soul in us behind the mind
which determines works and consequence according to the
will in its being and the nature, its power of being, not in the
moment but in the long continuities of Time, not solely by
the immediate adaptation to the environment, but by its
own previous intention which has shaped the environment
and already predetermined in great part the present act and
consequence. The inward will in the being which is in intimacy with that Power is the real will and this outward thing
only an instrumentation for a working out from moment to
moment, a spring of the karmic mechanism. That inward
will we find when we get back to it, to be a free will, not
armoured in a separate liberty, but free in harmony with the
freedom of the Spirit guiding and compelling Nature in all
souls and in all happenings. This thing our outward mind
cannot see easily because the practical truth which it feels is
the energy of Nature at once working on us from without
and forming too our action from within and reacting upon
herself by the mental will, her instrument, to continue her
self-shaping for farther Karma and farther consequence.
Yet are we aware of a self and the presence of this self imposes
on our minds the idea of someone who wills, someone who
shapes even the nature and is responsible for consequence.
To understand one must cease to dwell exclusively on the
act and will of the moment and its immediate consequences.
Our present will and personality are bound by many things,
by our physical and vital heredity, by a past creation of our
mental nature, by environmental forces, by limitation, by
ignorance. But our soul behind is greater and older than
our present personality. The soul is not the result of our
heredity, but has prepared by its own action and affinities
this heredity. It has drawn around it these environmental
forces by past Karma and consequence. It has created in
other lives the mental nature of which now it makes use.
That ancient soul of long standing, sempiternal in being,
purU!aJ;. puriiT;laJ;. saniitanaJ;.,
has accepted the outward limitation, the outward ignorance as a means of figuring out in a
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restriction of action from moment to moment the significance
of its infinity and the sequence of its works of power. To live
in this knowledge is not to take away the value and potency
of the moment's will and act, but to give it an immensely
increased meaning and importance. Then each moment
becomes full of things infinite and can be seen taking up the
work of a past eternity and shaping the work of a future
eternity. Our every thought, will, action carries with it its
power of future self-determination and is too a help or a
hindrance for the spiritual evolution of those around us and
a force in the universal working. For the soul in us takes in
the influences it receives from others for its own self-determination and gives out influences which the soul in them uses
for their growth and experience. Our individual life becomes an immensely greater thing in itself and is convinced
too of an abiding unity with the march of the universe.
And Karma and consequence also get a wider meaning.
At present we fix too much on the particular will and act
of the moment and a particular consequence in a given time.
But the particular only receives its value by all of which it is
a part, all from which it comes, all to which it moves. We
fix too much also on the externalities of Karma and consequence, this good or that bad action and result of action.
But the real consequence which the soul is after is a growth in
the manifestation of its being, an enlarging of its range and
action of power, its comprehension of delight of being, its
delight of creation and self-creation, and not only its own
but the same things in others with which its greater becoming and joy are one. Karma and consequence draw their
meaning from their value to the soul; they are steps by which
it moves towards the perfection of its m.anifestednature. And
even when this object is won, our action need not cease, for
it will keep its value and be a greater force of help for all
these others with whom in self we are one. Nor can it be
said that it will have no self-value to the soul grown aware
of freedom and infinity; for who shall persuade me that my
infinity can only be an eternal full stop, an endless repose, an

infinite cessation? Much rather should infinity be eternally
capable of an infinite self-expression.
The births of the soul are the series of a constant spiritual
evolution, and it might well seem that when the evolution is
finished, and that must be, it might at first appear, when the
soul involved in ignorance returns to self-knowledge, the
series of our births too ought to come to a termination. But
that is only one side of the matter, one long act here of the
eternal drama, doing, Karma. The Spirit we are is not only
an eternal consciousness and eternal being; its characters
are an eternal power of being and an eternal Ananda.
Creation is not to the Spirit a trouble and an anguish, but a
delight expressed, even though in the entirety of its depths
inexpressible, fathomless, endless, inexhaustible. It is only
the limited action of mind in the ignorance straining after
possession and discovery and unable to find the concealed
power of the Spirit that makes of the delight of action and
creation a passion or suffering: for, limited in capacity and
embarrassed by life and body, it has yet desires beyond its
capacity, because it is the instrument of a growth and the seed
of an illimitable self-expression and it has the pain of the
growth and the pain of the obstacle and the pain of the insufficiency of its action and delight. But let this struggling
self-creator and doer of works once grow into the consciousness and power of the secret infinite Spirit within it and all
this passion and suffering passes away into an immeasurable
delight of liberated being and its liberated action.
The Buddhist perception of Karma and suffering as inseparable, that which drove the Buddha to the search for a
means of the extinction of the will to be, is only a first phase
and partial appearance. To find self is the cure of suffering,
because self is infinite possession and perfect satisfaction.
But to find self in quiescence is not the whole meaning of the
spiritual evolution, but to find it too in its power of being;
for being is not only eternal status, but also eternal movement, not only rest, but also action. There is a delight of
rest and a delight of action, but in the wholeness of the Spirit
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these two things are no longer contraries, but one and inseparable. The status of the Spirit is an eternal calm, but also
its self-expression in world-being is without any beginning
or end, because eternal power means an eternal creation.
When we gain the one, we need not lose its counterpart and
consequence. To get to a foundation is not to destroy all
capacity for superstructure.
Karma is nothing but the will of the Spirit in action, consequence nothing but the creation of will. What is in the
will of being, expresses itself in Karma and consequence.
When the will is limited in mind, Karma appears as a bondage and a limitation, consequence as a reaction or an imposition. But when the will of the being is infinite in the
Spirit, Karma and consequence become instead the joy of the
creative Spirit, the construction of the eternal mechanist, the
word and drama of the eternal poet, the harmony of the
eternal musician, the play of the eternal child. This lesser,
bound, seemingly separate evolution is only a step in the free
self-creation of the Spirit from its own illimitable Ananda.
That is behind all we are and do; to hide it from mind and
bring it slowly forward into the front of existence and action
is the present play of Self with Nature.
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The ancient idea of Karma was inseparably connected with
a belief in the soul's continual rebirth in new bodies. And
this close association was not a mere accident, but a perfectly
intelligible and indeed inevitable union of two related truths
which are needed for each other's completeness and can
with difficulty exist in separation. These two things are the
soul side and the nature side of one and the same cosmic
sequence. Rebirth is meaningless without Karma, and
Karma has no fount of inevitable origin and no rational
and no moral justification if it is not an instrumentality
for the sequences of the soul's continuous experience.
If we believe that the soul is repeatedly reborn in the
body, we must believe also that there is some link be•.
tween the lives that preceded and the lives that follow and
that the past of the soul has an effect on its future; and that is
the spiritual essence of the law of Karma. To deny it would
be to establish a reign of the most chaotic incoherence, such
as we find only in the leaps and turns of the mind in dream
or in the thoughts of madness, and hardly even there.
And if this existence were, as the cosmic pessimist imagines,
a dream or an illusion or, worse, as Schopenhauer would
have it, a delirium and insanity of the soul, we might accept
some such law of inconsequent consequence. But, taken
even at its worst, this world of life differs from dream, illusion and madness by its plan of fine, complex and subtle
sequences, the hanging together and utility even of its discords, the general and particular harmony of its relations,
which, if they are not the harmony we would have, not our
longed-for ideal harmony, has still at every point the stamp
of a Wisdom and an Idea at work; it is not the act of a Mind
in tatters or a machine in dislocation. The continuous existence of the soul in rebirth must signify an evolution if not
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of the self, for that is said to be immutable, yet of its more
outward active soul or self of experience. This evolution is
not possible if there is not a connected sequence from life to
life, a result of action and experience, an evolutionary consequence to the soul, a law of Karma.
And on the side of Karma, if we give to that its integral
and not a truncated meaning, we must admit rebirth for
the sufficient field of its action. For Karma is not quite the
same thing as a material or substantial law of cause and
effect, the antecedent and its mechanical consequence. That
would perfectly admit of a Karma which could be carried
on in time and the results come with certainty in their proper place, their just degree by a working out of the balance
of forces, but need not in any way touch the human originator who might have passed away from the scene by the time
the result of his acts got into manifestation. A mechanical
Nature could well visit the sins of the fathers not on them,
but on their fourth or their four-hundredth generation, as
indeed this physical Nature does, and no objection of injustice or any other mental or moral objection could rise,
for the only justice or reason of a mechanism is that it shall
work according to the law of its structure and the fixed
eventuality of its force in action. We cannot demand from
it a mind or a moral equity or any kind of supraphysical
responsibility. The universal energy grinds out inconsciently
its effects and individuals are only fortuitous or subordinate
means of its workings; the soul itself, if there is a soul, makes
only a part of the mechanism of Nature, exists not for itself,
but as a utility for her business. But Karma is more than
a mechanical law of antecedent and consequence. Karma
is action, there i~c_a..,tNI:lKd()ne
an<;ladoer and an active
consequ(:nce; these three are'the ··1:h're~}olnts~-thC"'ifiree
r;;~k~,
the th~ee sandhis of the connexus of Karma. An'"d it-Ys
a complex mental, moral and physical workiI1g;for·ihe·l~w·
of it is not less true of the mental and moral than of the
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physical consequence of the act to the doer. The will and the
idea are the driving force of the action, and the niome"I1.t~;;;'
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does not come from some commotion in my chemical atoms
or some working of ion and electron or some weird biological
effervescence. Therefore the act and consequence must
have some relation to the will and the idea and there must
be a mental and moral consequence to the soul which has
•t the will and idea. That, if we admit the individual as a real
,\ being, signifies a continuity of act and consequence to him
~and
therefore rebi~th ..for afield ..of this working:
It isevide~t
'.. -'-~·-'~"r
.- _.,,
that In one life we do not and cannot labour out and ex-

I

haust all the values and powers of that life, but o..!.1.!L.£~rry,
~n ,.~a~~ t~rea.?, ~eav~g}l! 'MsoIIl~tN!1:K.tll
...Jh.«;;..J>:.t:,se~
prepare infinitely more for the future.
'-This consequence of rebirth 'woiild not follow from the
very nature of Karma if there were only an All-Soul of the
universe. For then it would be that which is carrying on
in myriads of forms its past, working out some present
result, spinning yarn of Karma for a future weft of consequence. It is the All-Soul which would be the originator,
would upbear the force of the act, would receive and
exhaust or again take up for farther uses the returning
force of the consequence. Nothing essential would depend
on its doing all these things through the same individual mask of its being. For the individual would only
be a prolonged moment of the All-Soul, and what it
originated in this moment of its being which I call
myself, might very well produce its result on some
other moment of the same being which from the point
of view of my ego would be somebody quite different from
and unconnected with myself. There would be no injustice,
no unreason in such an apparently vicarious reaping of the
• fruit or suffering of the consequence; for what has a mask,
though it be a living and suffering mask, to do with these
things? And, in fact, in the nature of life in the material
universe a working out of the result of the action of one in
the lives of many others, an effect of the individual's action
on the group or the whole is everywhere the law. What I
. sow in this hour, is reaped by my posterity for several genera-
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unive~~l,Yi.~iQJ:l,bo!~ .ar~ ways of the ,.s,~!~:~~,~j.~S
••.2L~~
Ete;';a1. I may now see myself as a creature contained in
the ·universe; but when I come to self-knowledge, ,I see
too the universe to"'b~'a thi~g contaillC':din myself•..~!1ht,li
by' implication in my individual~.tr,_aT.E!y~)n the, ..gr~~t,
umversalised self I then become. These are data of an an-

tions and we can then call it the Karma of the family. What
the men of today as community or people resolve upon and
execute, comes back with a blessing or a sword upon the
future of their race when they themselves have passed away
and are no longer there to rejoice or to suffer; and that we
can speak of as the Karma of the nation. Mankind as a
whole too has a Karma; what it wrought in its past, will
shape its future destiny; individuals seem only to be temporary units of human thought, will, nature who act according
to the compulsion of the soul in humanity and disappear;
but the Karma of the race which they have helped to form
continues through the centuries, the millenniums, the cycles.
But we can see, when we look into ourselves, that this
relation of the individual to the whole has a different significance; it does not mean that I have no existence except
as a more or less protracted moment in the cosmic becoming
of the All-Soul: that too is only a superficial appearance
and much subtler and greater is the truth of my being. For
the original and eternal Reality, the Alpha and Omega,
th~'G~dhead is Il.cither separate in the individual nor is he
only and solely a Pantheos, a cosmic spirit. He is at. once
the eternal individual and the eternal All-Sotir-;;rtilis and
~

l[

many-uru~~I"a~(<lt
the s~~e time he is ~~~h
~~';~th~~'
these things. TW; universe might end, but he would still
'be'tand I too, though the universe might end, could still
exist in him; and all these eternal souls would still exist in
him. But as his being is for ever, so the succession of his
creations t<)oisfor ever; if one creation were to come to a~
en~Cit'~ould
might begin
~""
-"~,.~- be only'. thata~~iher
,,"
. and the ne;
would carry on. WIth a fresh commencement and initiation
the possibility that had not been wq,rked out in the<;?ld;}~i
there can be no end to the self-manifestation of the Infinite.
'N/isti anto ~isi~rasyame. 'The universe finds itsel{i~·~~;'·~~~~
as I find myself in the universe, because we are this face and
that face of the one eternal Reality, and individual being is
as much needed as universal being to work out this manifestation. The individual vision of things is as true as the
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ci.~Ilt'~e~pe~l,~~~e,
~I;'g~~~()'Nn ~Il~,.~oic.~.pI .()l~~··though
they may seem shadowy and transcendental to the positive
modern mind which has long pored so minutely on outward
things that it has become dazed and blind to any greater
light and is only slowly recovering the power to see through
its folds; but they ar<~/or all thayalways valid and can be
experienced today by anyone of us who chooses to turn to
the deepest way of the inner experience. Modern thought
and science, if we look at the new knowledge given us in
its whole, do not contradict them, but only trace for us the
outward effect and workings of these realities; for always
we find in the end that truth of self is not contradicted, but
reproduced and made effectual here by law of Energy and
law of Matter.
The necessity of rebirth, if we look at it from the outward
side, from the side of energy and process, stands upon a persistent and insistent fact which supervenes always upon the
generality of common law and kind and constitutes ~

~?1~S!ill~~~te s,ecret_o~t~~.,~O!!9:~X,,2L~xist~.!J:c~,
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~.,Qf
JI1,!':,indiY!9.1!.at·
And this uniqueness is everywhere,
.•but appears as a subordinate factor only in the lower ranges
of existence. It becomes more and more important and pronounced as we rise in the scale, enlarges in mind, gets to
enormous proportions when we come to the things of the
spirit. That would seem to indicate that the cause of this
significant uniqueness is something bound up with the
very nature of Spirit; it is something it held in itself and is
bringing out more and more as it emerges out of material
Nature into self-conscience. The laws of being are at bottom
one for all of us, because all existence is one existence; one
Spirit, one self, one mind, one life, one energy of process
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is at work; one will and wisdom has planned or has evolved
from itself the whole business of creation. And yet in this
oneness there is a persistent variety, which we see first in
the form of a communal variation. There is everywhere a
group-energy, group-life, group-mind, and if soul is, then
we have reason to believe that however elusive it may be to
our seizing, there is a group-soul which is the support and
foundation-some would call it the result--of this communal variety. That gives us a ground for a group-karma.
For the group or collective soul renews and prolongs itself
and in man at least develops its nature and experience
from generation to generation. And who knows whether,
when ..?E_~.f0!E1or..it..~~..disintegrared, com~E?i!X_or_n~~~o!,1;
it may not wait for and assume other forms in which its will
Ol1iemg;hs type ofn?li~!e and mentality, itsattempt of exp_~
rrence is carried forward, migrates, one might almost say,
mto. new~born collective bodies, in other ages. or cycles?
Mankind itself has this separate collective soul"iind c~il~~tive existence. And on that community the community of
Karma is founded; the action and development of the whole
produces consequence of Karma and experience for the individual and the totality even as the action and development
of the individual produces consequences and experience for
others, for the group, for the whole. And the individual is
there; you cannot reduce him to a nullity or an illusion; he
is real, alive, unique. The communal soul-variation mounts
up from the rest, exceeds, brings in or brings out something
more, something new, adds novel powers in the evolution.
The individual mounts and exceeds in the same way from
the community. It is in him, on his highest heights that we
get the flame-crest of self-manifestation by which the One
finds himself in Nature.
And the question is how does that come about at all? I
enter into birth, not in a separate being, but in the life of
the whole, and therefore I inherit the life of the whole. I
am born physically by a generation which is a carrying on of
its unbroken history; the body, life, physical mentality of
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all past being prolongs itself in me and I must therefore
undergo the law of heredity; the parent, says the Upanishad,
re-creates himself by the energy in his seed and is reborn in
the child. But. as soon as I begin to develop, a new, an
independent and·ove~b·earing·· factor c2mes - il}I,•'.iiifc.h
not my parents nor my ancestry, nor past mankind, 1Jti"t-l/
§i2'iVjjelf.
And this is the ~eally important, cr~~ni;;g,
central factor. What matters most in my life, is not my
heredity; that only gives me my opportunity or my obstacle,
my good or my bad material, and it has not by any means
been shown that I draw all from that source. What matters
supremely is what I make of my heredity and not what my
heredity makes of me. The past of the world, bygone humanity, my ancestors are there in me; but still I myself am the
artist of my self, my life, my actions. And there is the present
of the world, of humanity, there are my contemporaries as
well as my ancestors; the life of my environment too enters
into me, offers me a new material, shapes me by its influence,
lays its direct or its indirect touch on my being. I am invaded,
changed, partly re-created by the environing being and
action in which I am and act. But here, again, the individual
comes in subtly and centrally as the decisive power. What is
supremely important is what I make of all this surrounding
and invading present and not what it makes of me. And in
the interaction of individual and general Karma in which
others are causes and produce an effect in my existence and
lam a cause and produce an effect on them, I live for others,
whether I would have it so or no, and others live for me and
for all. Still the central power of my psychology takes its
colour from this seeing that I live for my self, and for others
or for the world only as an extension of my self, as a thing
with which I am bound up in some kind of oneness. I seem
to be a soul, self or spirit who constantly with the assistance
of all create out of my past and present my future being and
myself too help in the surrounding creative evolution.
What then is this all-important and independent power
in me and what is the beginning and the end of its self-crea-
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tion? Has it, even though it is something independent of
the physical and vital present and past which gives to it so
much of its material, itself no past and no future? Is it
something which suddenly emerges from the All-Soul at
my birth and ceases at my death? Is its insistence on selfcreation, on making something of itself for itself, for its own
future and not only for its fleeting present and the future
of the race, a vain preoccupation, a gross parasitical error?
That would contradict all that we see of the law of the
world-being; it would not reduce our life to a greater consistency with the frame of things, but would bring in a freak
element and an inconsistency with the pervading principle.
It is reasonable to suppose that this powerful independent
element which supervenes and works upon the physical
and vital evolution, was in the past and will be in the future.
It is reasonable also to suppose that it did not come in
suddenly from some unconnected exis~~ce and does not
pass out after one brief intervention; its close connection
with the life of the world is rather a ~ont1nuatlon~(al~~g
past connectiS>Il.And this brings· in at once the whole
necessity of past birth and Karma. I am a persistent being
who pursue my evolution within the persistent being of the
world. I have evolved my human birth and I help constantly
in the human evolution. I have created by my past Karma
my own conditions and my relations with the life of othe~

The old idea of rebirth errs on the contrary by an excessive
individualism. Too self-concentrated, it treated one's rebirth
and Karma as too much one's own single affair, a sharply
separate movement in the whole, leaned too much on one's
own concern with one's self and even while it admitted universal relations and a unity with the whole, yet taught the
human being to see in life principally a condition and means
of his own spiritual benefit and separate salvation. That
came from the view of the universe as a movement which
proceeds out of something beyond something from which
each being enters into life and returns out of it to its source,
and the absorbing idea of that return as the one thing that
at all matters. Our being in the world, so treated, came in
the end to be regarded as an episode and in sum and essence
an unhappy and discreditable episode in the changeless eternity of the Spirit. But this was too summary a view of the
will and the ways of the Spirit in existence. Certain it is that
while we are here, our rebirth or Karma, even l,Ybile}truns
on its own lines, is intimately one with the same lines in t~
universal existence. ~--~.~-'-"'"
But my self-knowledge'~-' and self-finding..
too do not abolish my oneness with other. life and other
[)eY~lgs.
An inti.mate universality is P..art of the glory of sp]ririal
perfe~~.ion. This idea of universality, of oneness not only
with God or the eternal Self in me, but with all humanity and
other beings, is growing to be the most prominent strain in
our minds and it has to be taken more largely into account
in any future idea or computation of the significance of rebirth and Karma. It was admitted in old time; the Buddhist
law of compassion was a recognition of its importance;
but it has to be given a still more pervading power in the
general significance.
The self-effectuation of the Spirit in the world is the truth
on which we take our foundation, a great, a long self-weaving
in time. Rebirth is the continuity of that self-effectuation
in the individual, the persistence of the thread; Karma is
the process, a force, a work of energy and consequence in
the material world, an inner and an outer will, an action
.'
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and the general Karma., That sha~es my heredity, my en~'
vlronment, my affinities, my connections,..my material, my
opportunities and.obstacles, a part of my predestined po",ers
and results, ~?!-~~t~ar!}y p~ede~tined but predett:~.min~.g
by my own stage of nature and past action, and on this
gr<>~~dwork·I build new Karm(L andfa;ther -;t~~ngt~:~i
or subtilise my power of natural being, enlarge experience,
go on with my soul evoluti()n~ This process is woven in with
the universal evolution and all its lines are included in the web
of being, but it is not merely a jutting point or moment of it
or a brief tag shot into the tissue. That is what rebirth means
in the history of my manifested self and of universal being.
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and mental, moral, dynamic consequence in the soul evolution of which the material world is a constant scene. That is
the conception; the rest is a question of the general and
particular laws, the way in which Karma works out and
helps the purpose of the Spirit in birth and life. And whatever those laws and ways may be, they must be subservient
to this spiritual self-effectuation and take from it all their
meaning and value. The law is a means, a line of working
for the Spirit, and does not exist for its own sake or for the
service of any abstract idea. Idea and law of working are
only direction and road for the soul's progress in the steps
of its existence.

XII
KARMA AND JUSTICE
What are the lines of Karma? What is the intrinsic character and active law of this energy of the soul and its will and
development of consequence? To ask that question is to
ask what is the form taken here by the dynamic meaning
of our existence and what the curves of guidance of its evolving self-creation and action. And such a question ought
not to be answered in a narrow spirit or under the obsession
of some single idea which does not take into account the
many-sidedness and rich complexity of this subtle world of
Nature. The law of Karma can be no rigid and mechanical
canon or rough practical rule of thumb, but rather its guiding
principle should be as supple a harmonist as the Spirit itself
whose will of self-knowledge it embodies and should adapt
itself to the need of self-development of the variable individual souls who are feeling their way along its lines towards
the right balance, synthesis, harmonics of their action. The
karmic idea cannot be-for spirit and not mind is its cause
-a cosmic reflection of our limited average human intelligence, but rather the law of a greater spiritual wisdom, a
means which behind all its dumb occult appearances embodies an understanding lead and a subtle management
towards our total perfection.
The ordinary current conception oflaw of Karma is dominantly ethical, but ethical in no very exalted kind. Its idea of
Karma is a mechanical and materialistic ethics, a crudely
exact legal judgment and administration of reward and
punishment, an external sanction to virtue and prohibition
of sin, a code, a balance. The idea is that there must be a
justice governing the award of happiness and misery on
the earth, a humanly intelligible equity and that the law
of Karma represents it and gives us its formula. I have
done so much good, pU1Jya. It is my capital, my accumula-
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tion and balance. I must have it paid it out to me in so much
coin of prosperity, the legal currency of this sovereign and
divine Themis, or why on earth should I at all do good?
I have done so much evil. That too must come back to me
in so much exact and accurate punishment and misfortune.
There must be so much outward suffering or an inward suffering caused by outward event and pressure; for if there were
not this physically sensible, visible, inevitable result, where
would be any avenging justice and where could we find any
deterrrent sanction in Nature against evil? And this award
is that of an exact judge, a precise administrator, a scrupulous merchant of good for good and evil for evil who has
learned nothing and will never learn anything of the Christian or Buddhistic ideal rule, has no bowels of mercy or compassion, no forgiveness for sin, but holds austerely to an
eternal Mosaic law, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, a full, slow
or swift, but always calm and precisely merciless lex talionis.
This commercial and mathematical accountant is sometimes supposed to act with a startling precision. A curious
story was published the other day, figuring as a fact of contemporary occurrence, of a rich man who had violently
deprived another of his substance. The victim is born as the
son of the oppressor and in the delirium of a fatal illness
reveals that he has obliged his old tyrant and present father
to spend on him and so lose the monetary equivalent of the
property robbed minus a certain sum, but that sum must
be paid now, otherwise-the debt is absolved and as the last
pice is expended, the reborn soul departs, for its sole object
in taking birth is satisfied, accounts squared and the spirit
of Karma content. That is the mechanical idea of Karma
at its acme of satisfied precision. At the same time the popular mind in its attempt to combine the idea of a life beyond
with the notion of rebirth, supposes a double prize for
virtue and a double penalty for transgression. I am rewarded for my good deeds in heaven after death until the
dynamic value of my virtue is exhausted and I am then reborn and rewarded again materially on earth. I am punished
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in hell to the equivalence of my sins and again punished
for them in another life in the body. This looks a little superfluous and a rather redundant justice, and, even, the precise
accountant becomes very like an unconscionable hundred per cent usurer. Perhaps it may be said that beyond
earth it is the soul that suffers-for purification, and here
the physical being-as a concession to the forces of life and
the symmetry of things: but still it is the soul that thus pays
double in its subtle experience and in its physical incarnation.
The strands of our nature which mix in this natural but
hardly philosophic conception, have to be disentangled before we can disengage the right value of these ideas. Their
first motive seems to be ethical, forjustice is an ethical notion;
but true ethics is Dharma, the right fulfilment and working
of the higher nature, and right action should have right
motive, should be its own justification and not go limping on
the crutches of greed and fear. Right done for its own sake
is truly ethical and ennobles the growing spirit; right done
in the lust for a material reward or from fear of the avenging
stripes of the executioner or sentence of the judge, may be
eminently practical and useful for the moment, but it is not
in the least degree ethical, but is rather a lowering of the soul
of man; or at least the principle is a concession to his baser
animal and unspirtual nature. But in natural man, born
before the higher dharma and more potent and normal as
a motive to action, come two other very insistent things,
kiima, artha, desire and pleasure of enjoyment with its corresponding fear of suffering, and interest of possession, acquisition, success with its complementary pain of lacking and
frustration, and this is what governs most prominently the
normal barbaric or still half barbaric natural man. He needs
to some not small extent if he is to conform his close pursuit
of desire and interest to the ethical standard, a strict association or identity of result of virtue with some getting of his
interest and pleasure and result of sin with some loss of materially or vitally desirable things and the infliction of mental,
vital or physical pain. Human law proceeds on this principle
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by meeting the grosser more obvious offences with punishment and avenging pain or loss and on the other hand assuring the individual in some degree of the secure having of
his legitimate pleasure and interest if he observes the legal
rule. The cosmic law is expected by the popular theory of
Karma to deal with man on his own principle and do this
very thing with a much sterner and more unescapable firmness of application and automatic necessity of consequence.
The cosmic Being must be then, if this view is to hold, a
sort of enlarged divine Human or, we might say, a superior
anthropoid Divine, or else the cosmic Law a perfection and
magnitude of human methods and standards, which deals
with man as he is accustomed to deal with his neighbour,
--only not with a rough partial human efficacy, but either
a sure omniscience or an unfailing automatism. Whatever
truth there may be behind that notion, this is not likely to be
an adequate account of the matter. In actual life, if we put
aside the rebirth theory, there are traces of this method, but
it does not work out with any observable consistency,-not
even if we accept an unsatisfactory and hardly just vicarious
punishment as part of the scheme. What surety have we,
then, of its better or its faultless working out in rebirth except
for some similar partial signs and indications and, to fill in the
blanks, our general sense of the fitness of things? And again
where does the true nature of ethics come in in this scheme?
That more elevated action, it would almost seem, is an ideal
movement ofless use for the practical governance of life than
as one part ofa preparation for a fourth and last need of man,
his need of spiritual salvation, and salvation winds up finally
our Karma and casts away the economy along with the very
thought and will of life. Desire is the lflWof life and action
and therefore of Karma. !o. do things above the I?ateri~I
level for their own sake and their pure right or pure deligh.t
is to head straight towards the distances of heaven or the
( ~ilence of the Ineffable. But this is a view of the meaning of
•existence against which it is time for the higher seeing mind
\ and being of man to protest and to ask whether the ways of
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the Spirit in the world may not be capable of a greater,
nobler and wiser significance.
But still, since the mind of man is part of the universal
mind and reflects something of it in a however broken or as
yet imperfect and crookedly seeing fashion, there may well
be something of a real truth behind this view, though it is not
likely to be the whole or the well understood truth. There
are some certain or probable laws of the universal working
which are relevant to it and must enter into the account.
First, it is sure that Nature has laws of which the observance
leads to or helps well-being and of which the violation imposes suffering; but all of them cannot be given a moral significance. Then there is the certainty that there must be a
moral law of cause and consequence in the total web of her
weaving and this we would perhaps currently put into the
! formula that good produces good and evil evil, which is a
proposition of undoubted truth, though also we see in this
complicated world that evil comes out of what we hold to be
good, and again out of evil disengages itself something that
yet turns to good. Perhaps our system of values is too rigidly
precise or too narrowly relative; there are subtle things in
the totality, minglings, interrelations, cross-currents, suppressed or hidden significances which we do not take into
account. The formula is true, but is not the whole truth, at
least as now understood in its first superficial significance.
And, at any rate, in the ordinary notion of Karma we are
combining two different notions of good. I can well understand that moral good does or ought to produce and increase
moral good and moral evil to farther and to create moral
evil. It does so in myself. The habit oflove confirms and enhances my power of love; it purifies my being and opens it
to the universal good. The habit of hatred, on the contrary,
corrupts my being, fills it with poison, with bad and morbid
toxic matter, and opens it to the general power of evil. My
love ought also by a prolongation or a return to produce
love in others and my hatred to give rise to hatred; that
happens to a certain, a great extent, but it need not be and is
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not an invariable or rigorous consequence; still we may well
see and believe that love does throw out widening ripples
and helps to elevate the world while hatred has the opposite
consequence. But what is the necessary connection between
this good and evil on the one hand and on the other pleasure
and pain? Must the ethical power always turn perfectly into
some term of kindred hedonistic result? Not entirely; for love
is a joy in itself, but also love suffers; hatred is a troubled
and self-afflicting thing, but has too its own perverse delight
of itself and its gratifications; but in the end we may say that
love, because it is born of the universal Delight, triumphs in
its own nature and hatred because it is its denial or perversion, leads to a greater sum of misery to myself as to others.
And of all true moral good and real evil this may be said that
the one tends towards some supreme Right, the rtam of the
Vedic Rishis, the highest law of a highest Truth of our being
and that Truth is the door of the spirit's Ananda, its beatific
nature, the other is a missing or perversion of the Right and
the Truth and exposes us to its opposite, to false delight or
suffering. And even in the perplexed steps of life some
reflection of this identity must emerge.
f
This correspondence is, still, more essentially true in the
. inner field, in the spiritual, mental and emotional result and
reaction of the good or the evil or of the effects of its outgoing action. But where is the firm link of correspondence
between the ethical and the more vital and physical hedonistic powers of life? How does my ethical good turn into
smiling fortune, crowned prosperity, sleek material good and
happiness to myself and my ethical evil into frowning misfortune, rugged adversity, sordid material ill and suffering,
I -for that is what the desire soul of ma.n and the intelligence
governed by it seem to demand,-and how is the account
squared or the transmutation made between these two very
different energies of the affirmation and denial of good? We
can see this much that the good or the evil in me translates
itself into a good or an evil action which among other things
brings about much mental and material happiness and
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, suffering to others, and to this outgoing power and effect
there ought to be an equal reaction of incoming power and
effect, though it does not seem to work itself out immediately
or with any discoverable exactness of correspondence. There .
does still appear to be a principle of rebound in Nature;
our action has in some degree the motion of recoil of the
boomerang and cycles back towards the will that has cast it
on the world. The stone we hurl rashly against the universal
Life is cast back at us and may crush, maim or injure our
own mental and physical being. But this mechanical rebound is not the whole principle of Karma. Nor is Karma
wholly a mixed ethical-hedonistic order in its total significance, for there are involved other powers of our consciousness and being. Nor is it, again, a pure mechanism which we
set going by our will and have then helplessly to accept the
result; for the will which produced the effect, can also intervene to modify it. And, above all, the initiating and receiving consciousness can change the values and utilities of
the reactions and make another thing of life than this automatic mechanism of fateful return or retribution to the halfblind embodied actor in a mute necessity of rigorous law of
Nature .
The relation of our consciousness and will to Karma is the
thing upon which all the subtler lines of action and consequence must depend; that connexus must be the hinge of
the whole significance. The dependence of the pursuit of
ethical values on a sanction by the inferior hedonistic values,
material, vital and lower mental pleasure, pain and suffering,
appeals strongly to our normal consciousness and will; but it
ceases to have more than a subordinate force and finally
losesall force as we grow towards greater heights of our being.
That dependence cannot then be the whole or the final
power or guiding norm of Karma. The relation of will to
action and consequence must be cast on more subtle and
liberal lines. The universal Spirit in the law of Karma must
deal with man in the lower scale of values only as a part of
the transaction and as a concession to man's own present
9
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motives. Man himself puts these values, makes that demand
for pleasure and prosperity and dreads their opposites, desires
heaven more than he loves virtue, fears hell more than he
abhors sin, and while he does so, the world-dispensation
wears to him that meaning and colour. But the Spirit of
existence is not merely a legislator and judge concerned to
maintain a standard of legal justice, to dole out deterrents
and sanctions, rewards and penalties, ferocious pains of hell,
indulgent joys of paradise. He is the Divine in the world,
the Master of a spiritual evolution and the growing godhead
in humanity. That godhead grows however slowly beyond
the dependence on the sanctions of pleasure and pain. Pain
and pleasure govern our primary being and in that primary
scale pain is Nature's advertisement of things we should
avoid, pleasure her lure to things she would tempt us to
pursue. These devices are first empirical tests for limited
objects; but as I grow, I pass beyond their narrower uses. I
have continually to disregard Nature's original warnings
and lures in order to get to a higher nature. I have to develop
a nobler spiritual law of Karma.
This will be evident if we consider our own greater motives
of action. The pursuit of Truth may entail on me penalties
and sufferings; the service of my country or the world may
demand from me loss of my outward happiness and good
fortune or the destruction of my body; the increase of my
strength of will and greatness of spirit may be only possible
by the ardours of suffering and the firm renunciation of joys
and pleasures. I must still follow after Tmth, I must do the
service to my race my soul demands from me; I must increase my strength and inner greatness and must not ask for
a quite irrelevant reward, shun pen~lty or make a bargain
for the exact fruits of my labour. And that which is true of
my action in the present life, must be equally true of my
connected action and self-development through many births.
Happiness and sorrow, good fortune and ill-fortune are not
my main concern whether in this birth or in future lives, but
my perfection and the higher good of mankind purchased

by whatever suffering and tribulation. Spinoza's dictum that
joy is a passage to a greater perfection and sorrow a passage
to a lesser perfection is a much too summary epigram.
Delight will be indeed the atmosphere of perfection and
attends too even the anguish of our labour towards it, but
first a higher delight which has often much trouble for its
price, and afterwards a highest spiritual Ananda which has
no dependence on outward circumstances, but rather is
powerful to new-shape their meanings and transform their
reactions. These things may be above the first formulation
of the world-energy here, may be influences from superior
planes of the universal existence, but they are still a part of
the economy of Karma here, a process of the spiritual evolution in the body. And they bring in a higher soul-nature
and will and action and consequence, a higher rule of
Karma.
The law of Karma is therefore not simply an extension of
the human idea of practical justice into future births and a
rectification there of the apparent injustice of life. A justice
,or rather a justness there must be in all the workings of the
world-energy; Nature certainly seems to be scrupulous in
her measures. But in the life of man there are many factors
to be taken into the reckoning; there are too stages, grades,
degrees. And on a higher step of our being things do not
look the same nor are quite the same as on a lower grade.
And even in the first normal scale there are many factors
and not only the ethical-hedonistic standard. If it isjust that
the virtuous man should be rewarded with success and happiness and the wicked man punished with downfall and pain
at some time, in some life, on earth or in heaven or in hell,
it is also just that the strong man should have the reward of
his cultivated strength, the intellectual man the prize of his
cultivated skill, the will that labours in whatever field the
fruit of its effort and its works. But it does not work rightly,
you say, not morally, not according to the ethical law?
But what is right working in this connection of will and action
and consequence? I may be religious and honest, but if I
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am dull, weak and incompetent? And I may be selfish
and impious, but if I have the swift flame of intellect, the
understanding brain, the skill to adapt means to ends, the
firm courageous will fixed on its end? I have then an imperfection which must impose its consequences, but also I have
powers which must make their way. The truth is that there
are several orders of energy and their separate characteristic
working must be seen, before their relations can be rightly
discovered in the harmonies of Nature. A complex web is
what we have to unravel. When we have seen the parts in
the whole, the elements and their affinities in the mass,
then only can we know the lines of Karma.

SECTION

TWO

THE LINES OF KARMA

I
THE FOUNDATION
The idea of Karma has behind it two ideas that are its constituent factors, a law of Nature, of the energy or action of
Nature, and a soul that lives under that law, puts out action
into that energy and gets from it a return in accordance and
measure with the character of its own activities. And here
certain considerations have at once intervened which it will
not do to ignore. This putting out of action and its return
cannot have anything more than a mechanical importance,
it cannot have a mental, moral and spiritual significance,
if the action of universal Nature is something quite different
from the soul's action in character, in meaning, in the law
of her being that constitutes it, if it is not itself the energy,
the work ofa Mind, a Soul, a Spirit. If the individual energy
is that of a soul putting out action and receiving a return in
kind, physical, mental, moral and spiritual from the universal
energy, the universal energy too that makes the return
should be that of an All-Soul in which and in relation to
which this individual flame of the All-Soul lives. And it is
apparent, if we consider, that the individual's energy of
action is not something miraculously separate and independent, it is not a power born of itself, living in itself, acting
in its separate and wholly self-formed puissance. On the contrary it is the universal that acts in the individual energy
and acts, no doubt with an individual application, but on
universal lines and in harmony with its universal law. Butif that were all the truth, then there would be no real individual and no responsibility of any kind except the responsibility of universal Nature to carry out the idea or to
execute the force put forth in the individual as in the universal by the All-Soul, the cosmic Spirit. But there is also this
soul of the individual, and that is a being of the Infinite and
a conscious and efficient portion of the All-Soul, a deputy or
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representative, and puts forth the energy given to it according
to its own potentiality, type, limits with a will that is in some
sense its own. The Spirit in the cosmos is the lord, the
Ishwara of all Nature, but the individual soul is likewise a
representative, a delegate Ishwara, the underlord at least
if not the overlord of his nature,-the recipient, agent and
overseer, let us say, of his own form and use of the universal
energy of Nature.
And next we see that each being is actually in life, in the
world an individual in a species and each species has a nature
of its own, a Swabhava or way of the self-being, and each
individual too a nature of his own, an individual way of his
self-being within that of the species. The law of the action is
determined generally by this Swabhava of the species and
individually by the Swabhava of the individual, but within
that larger circle. Man is at once himself, in a certain way
peculiar and unique, and a depressed portion of God and
a natural portion of mankind. There is, in other words, a
general and an individual Swadharma or natural principle
and law of all action for the kind and for the individual in
the kind. And it is clear too that every action must be a particular application, a single result, a perfect or imperfect, right
or perverted use of the general and within it of the individual
Swadharma.
But again, if that were all, if each man came into life with
his present nature ready determined for him and irrevocable
and had to act according to it, there would be no real responsibility; for he would do good according to the good and
evil according to the evil in his nature, he would be imperfect according to its imperfection or perfect according
to its perfection; and he might have to suffer the return of
his good or evil, bear exactly the just consequences of his
perfection or his imperfection, but mechanically and not by
his choice: for his apparent choice would be the compulsion
of the nature in him and could not be in any way, directly
or indirectly, the result of his spirit's will. But in fact there
is within his being a power of development, a power of

change, or in the language of our modern conceptions an
evolutionary power. His nature is what it is because he has so
made it by his past; he has induced this present formulation
by a precedent will in his Spirit. He has risen to humanity
by the force of his Spirit and by the power of the All-Soul out
of the vast possibilities of universal Nature. He has developed
by his own long evolution of that humanity the character
and law of action of his present individual being; he has
built his own height and form of human nature. He may
change what he has made, he may rise even if that be within
the possibilities of the universe, beyond human and to or
towards superhuman nature. It is the possibility of the universal Nature and her law that determines his natural being
and action, but it is part of her law to be subject to the
Spirit, and she will develop in reply to an insistent call; for
then she must respond, she must supply the needed energy,
she must determine the acts in that direction, she must
assure its issue. His past and his present nature and the
environment he has secured may present constant obstacles,
but they must still yield in the end to the evolutionary will
in him in proportion to its sincerity, wholeness and insistence.
All the possibility of the All-being is in him, all the power
of the All-Will is behind him. This evolution and all its
circumstances, his life, its form, its events, its values arise
out of that urge and are shaped according to the past,
present or future active will of his Spirit. As is his use of the
energy, so was and will be the return of the universal energy
to him now and hereafter. This is the fundamental meaning
of Karma.
At the same time this action and evolution of the Spirit
taking birth in a body are not an easy and simple thing, as
it would or might be if Nature were all of one piece and
evolution were only a raising of the degrees of a single
power. For there are many strands, many degrees, many
forms of energy of Nature. There is in the world of Birth
an energy of physical being and nature, arising out of the
physical an energy of vital being and nature, arising out
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of the vital an energy of mental being and nature, arising
out of the mental an energy of spiritual or supramental being
and nature. And each of these forms of energy has a law
of its own, lines of its own action, a right to its own manner
of operation and existence, because each is fundamental
to some necessity of the whole. And we see accordingly
that each in its impulse follows its own lines regardless
of the rest, each in the combination imposes as much of
its domination as it can on the others. The mental being is
itself a most complex thing and has several forms of energy,
an intellectual, a moral, an emotional, a hedonistic energy
of mental nature, and the will in each is in itself absolute
for its own rule and is yet forced to be modified in action by
the running into it and across it of the other strands. The way
and the movement of the world action are indeed a difficult
and entangled process, gahanii karmaTJ.ogati~, and therefore
too the way and movement of our own action which we cannot separate in its law, however much the mere mind in us
might like to have it so, from the law of the world action.
And if all these energies are forms of energy of the nature of
the Spirit, then it is likely that only when we rise into the consciousness of the supreme spiritual being can we hope wholly
to understand all the integral secret and harmony of the
world action and therefore the integral meaning and law
of Karma.
It may therefore serve a partial purpose but can be of
little eventual advantage to try to cut the knot of the riddle
by reducing to the law of one form of energy alone all the
apparent tangle of the cosmic action. The universe is not
solely an ethical proposition, a problem of the antinomy of
the good and the evil; the Spirit of the universe can in no
way be imagined as a rigid moralist concerned only with
making all things obey the law of moral good, or a stream of
tendency towards righteousness attempting, hitherto with
only a very poor success, to prevail and rule, or a stern
Justicer rewarding and punishing creatures in a world that
he has made or has suffered to be full of wickedness and
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suffering and evil. The universal Will has evidently many
other and more supple modes than that, an infinity of interests, many other elements of its being to manifest, many lines
to follow, many laws and purposes to pursue. The law of the
world is not this alone that our good brings good to us and
our evil brings evil, nor is its sufficient key the ethical-hedonistic rule that our moral good brings to us happiness and
success and our moral evil brings to us sorrow and misfortune. There is a rule of right in the world, but it is the right
of the truth of Nature and of the truth of the Spirit, and that
is a vast and various rule and takes many forms that have to
be understood and accepted before we can reach either its
highest or its integral principle.
The will in the intellectual being may erect knowledge and
truth of knowledge as the governing principle of the Spirit,
the will in the volitional being may see Will or Power as
very God, the will in the aesthetic being enthrone beauty
and harmony as the sovereign law, the will in the ethical
being have a vision of it as Right or Love or Justice, and so
on through a long chapter. But even though all these may
very well be supreme aspects of the Supreme, it will not do
to shut up the acts of the Infinite into one formula. And for
a beginning it is best to phrase the law of Karma as generally and vaguely as may be and put it simply thus without
any particular colour or content that according to the energy
put forth shall be its return, not with any mathematical
precision of conscious will and its mechanical consequences,
but subject to the complicated working of many world forces.
If we thus state broadly our foundation, the simplicity of the
ordinary solutions disappears, but that is a loss only to love
of dogma or to the mind's indolence. The whole law of the
cosmic action or even the one law governing all the others
cannot well be the measure of a physical, mechanical and
chemical energy, nor the law of a life force, nor a moral law
or law of mind or of idea forces; for it is evident that none of
these things by its single self covers or accounts for all the
fundamental powers. There is likely to be something else
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of which all these are the means and energies. Our initial
formula itself can be only a general mechanical rule, but still
it is likely to be the practical rule of all parts of the mechanism, and if it only states itself and does at first nothing more,
yet an impartial regard on the variety of its operations may
open out many meanings and may lead us to the essential
significance.
The practical and the efficient base of Karma is all the
relation of the soul to the energies of Nature, the use by
Purusha of Prakriti. It is the soul's demand on, consent
to or use of the energies of Nature and the return and reflex
of her energies on the soul that must determine the steps of
our progress in our births, whether that progress be in a
given direction or a long up and down or in a perpetual
circle. There is another, a circumstantial aspect of the law
of Karma and that hinges on the turn of our action not only
to our self, but to others. The nature of the energies we put
forth and even the return and reflex of their consequence
upon us affects not only ourselves but all around us and we
must account too for the direction of our acts upon others,
its effect upon them and the return of the direction and
rebound of consequence of the effect upon our own life
and being. But the energy we put forth on others is ordinarily
of a mixed character, physical, vital, moral, mental and
spiritual, and the return and consequence too are of a mixed
character. A physical action, a vital pressure thrown forth
from ourselves carries in it a mental or moral as well as a
physical and vital power and issues often quite beyond our
conscious will and knowledge and the consequence to ourselves and to others is found to be different enough in character and measure from anything we intended or could have
calculated and foreseen. The calculation escapes us because
too complex by far is the universal energy acting through us
and our conscious will intervenes in it simply as an instrument; our real acceptance is that of a more fundamental
power within, a secret, a subliminal assent of our subconscient and superconscient spirit. And the return too, what-

ever the agents, is of the same complex universal energy and
determined by some difficult correlation of the force acting
and the force acted upon in her.
But there is another, an ultimate and essential sense of
Karma, a relation in it between the soul in us and the Supreme or the All-Self; on that all is founded and to that all
leads and must refer to it at every step. That relation too is
not so simple a thing as is imagined by the religions. For it
must answer to a very vast spiritual sense underlying the
whole process of Karma and there must be a connection of
each of our workings in the use of the universal energy to that
fUndamental and perhaps infinite significance. These three
things, the will of the soul in Nature and the action of Nature
in and on the soul and through it and back to it, the effect
of the intercrossing between the action of the soul on others
and the return to it of the force of its action complicated by
theirs, and the meaning of the soul's action in relation to its
own highest Self and the All-Self, to God, make up between
them all the bearings of Karma.

141

THE TERRESTRIAL LAW

11

THE TERRESTRIAL

LAW

A consideration of the lines of Karma ought certainly to
begin with a study of the action of the world as it is, as a
whole, however contrary it may be to the rule or to the
desire of our moral or our intellectual reason, and to see if
we cannot find in its own facts its own explanation. If the
actual truth of the world breaks out from the too rigid cadres
our moral sense or our intelligence would like to see imposed
on the freely or the inevitably self-determining movement
of the Infinite, on the immeasurable largeness of his being
or the mighty complexities of his will, it is very likely that
that is because our moral sense and our intellect, since they
are mental and human, are too narrow to understand or to
bind him. Any shifting of the base of the problem by which
we get out of the difficulty, impose our limits on what overpasses us and compel God to be even as ourselves, may very
well be an evasion and an intellectual device and not the
way of truth. The problem of knowledge is, after all, this,
to reflect the movements of the Infinite and see, and not to
force it into a mould prepared for it by our intelligence.
The ordinary idea of Karma follows this latter unsound
method. The world we see is to our notions, if not immoral,
yet non-moral and contradictory to our idea of what it
should be. Therefore we go behind it, discover that this
earth life is not all, erect anew there our moral rule and
rejoice to find that, after all, the universe does obey our
human conceptions and therefore all js well. The mysterious
conflict, the Manichean struggle, the inextricable tangle
here of good and evil is not cured or accounted for, but we
say that at least the good and the evil are justly dealt with
according to their kind, this duly rewarded and that duly
punished in other worlds or other births, there is therefore
a dominant moral law and we may cherish a faith that the
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good will prevail, Ahuramazda conquer and not Ahriman,
and on the whole all is as it should be. Or if not, if the tangle
is inextricable, if this world is evil or existence itself an enormous mistake-as it must be, man is inclined to think, if
it does not suit his desires and conceptions,-then at least
I individually by satisfying the moral law may get out of the
tangle away to the pleasures of a better world or to the bodiless and mindless peace of Nirvana.
But the question is whether this is not a rather childish
and impatient mood and whether these solutions come anywhere near solving the whole complexity of the problem.
Let us grant that a dominant moral law governs, not action,
-for that is either free or, if not free, compelled to be of all
kinds,-but the result of action in the world and that a supreme good will work itself out in the end. The difficulty remains why that good should use evil as one and almost the
chief of its means or the dominant moral law, sovereign,
unescapable, categorical, imperative, the practical governor,
if not the reason of our existence, should be compelled to
fulfil itself through so much that is immoral and by the agency
of a non-moral force, through hell on earth and hell beyond,
through petty cruelty of punishment and huge fury of avenging calamity, through an immeasurable and, as it seems,
never ending sequence of pain and suffering and torture.
It must surely be because there are other things in the
Infinite and therefore other laws and forces here and of these
the moral law, however great and sovereign to itself, has to
take account and is compelled to accommodate its own lines
to their curve of movement. And if that is so our plain
course, if we are to see the true connections, is to begin by
studying the separate law and claim of these other forces:
for till it is done we cannot know rightly how they act upon
and condition or are acted upon and utilised by any moral
rule that we may distinguish intervening in the complex of
the world action. And first let us look at the terrestrial law
as it is apart from any question of rebirth, the joining, the
play, the rule, the intention of the forces here: for it may be
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that the whole principle is already there and that rebirth
does not so much correct or change as complete its significance.
But on earth the first energy is the physical; the lines of
the physical energy creating the forms, deploying the forces
of the material universe are the first apparent conditions
of our birth and create the practical basis and the original
mould of our earthly existence. And what is the law of this
first energy, its self-nature, Swabhava and Swadharma?
It is evidently not moral in the human sense of the word:
the elemental gods of the physical universe know nothing
about ethical distinctions, but only the bare literal rule of
energy, the right track and circuit of the movement of a force,
its right action and reaction, the just result of its operation.
There is no morality, no hesitation of conscience in our or
the world's elements. The fire is no respecter of persons and
if the saint or the thinker is cast into it, it will not spare his
body. The sea, the storm-wind, the rock on which the ship
drives do not ask whether the just man drowned in the waters
deserved his fate. If there is a divine or a cosmic justice
that works in these cruelties, if the lightning that strikes impartially tree or beast or man, is-but it would appear in
the case of the man alone, for the rest is accident,-the sword
of God or the instrument of Karma, if the destruction
wrought by the volcano, the typhoon or the earthquake is
a punishment for the sins of the community or individually
of the sins in a past life of each man there that suffers or
perishes, at least the natural forces know it not and care
nothing about it and rather they conceal from us in the blind
impartiality of their rage all evidence of any such intention.
The sun shines and the rain falls on ,the just and the unjust
alike; the beneficence and the maleficence of Nature, the
gracious and dreadful Mother, her beauty and terror, her
utility and her danger are bestowed and inflicted without
favour or disfavour on all her children and the good man is
no more her favourite than the sinner. If a law of moral
punishment is imposed through the action of her physical

forces, it must be by a Will from above her or a Force acting
unknown to her in her inconscient bosom.
But such a Will could not be itself that of a moral Being
ethical after the conceptions of man,-unless indeed it resembled man in his most coldly pitiless and savage moral
reason or unreason. For its action involves terrors of punishment that would be abhorred as atrocities in an all-powerful
human ruler and could not be other than monstrous in a
moral Divine Ruler. A personal God so acting would be a
J ehovah-Moloch, a merciless and unrighteous demander of
righteousness and mercy. On the other hand, an inconscient
Force mechanically executing an eternal ethical rule without
an author or mover would be a paradox: for morality is a
creation of conscious mind; an inconscient machinery could
have no idea of good and evil, no moral intention or significance. An impersonal or omni-persona1 conscious Will or
Spirit in the universe could well enact such a law and assure
its execution, but must then be, although imposing on us
good and evil and their results, itself beyond good and evil.
And what is this but to say that the universal Being escapes
from our ethical limitations and is a supramora1, appearing
to us here in physical Nature as an inframora1, Infinite?
Now that a conscious Infinite is there in physical Nature,
we are assured by every sign, though it is a consciousnessnot
made or limited like ours. All her constructions and motions
are those of an illimitable intuitive wisdom too great and
spontaneous and mysteriously self-effective to be described
as an intelligence, of a Power and Will working for Time in
eternity with an inevitable and forecasting movement in
each of its steps, even in those steps that in their outward or
superficial impetus seem to us inconscient. And as there is in
her this greater consciousness and greater power, so too
there is an illimitable Spirit of harmony and beauty in her
constructions that never fails her, though its works are not
limited by our aesthetic canons. An infinite hedonism too is
there, an illimitable Spirit of delight, of which we become
aware when we enter into impersonal unity with her; and
10
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even as that in her which is terrible is a part of her beauty,
that in her which is dangerous, cruel, destructive is a part of
her delight, her universal Ananda. If then all else in us, our
intelligence, our dynamic and volitional, our aesthetic, our
hedonistic being, when they regard the physical universe,
feel intuitively the satisfaction in it of something great and
illimitable but still mysteriously of their own kind, must not
our moral sense, our sense of Right, find too there the satisfaction of something of which it is itself the reflection? An
intuitive perception of this kind is at the root of our demand
for a moral order in the universe. Yes, but here too our
partial conceptions, our own moral canons are not sufficient;
this is a greater and illimitable Right, not bound to the
ethical formula, and its first principle is that each thing
should observe the law of its own energy and each energy
move in its own lines in the total scheme and fulfil its own
function and make its own returns. The physical law is the
right and justice, the duty, the ought of the physical world.
The godhead of Fire in the Upanishad, questioned by the
Spirit, "What is the power in thee?" makes answer, "This is
my power that whatever is cast to me, I burn," and a similar answer is made by each physical thing to the question of
the life and the mind. It observes the lines of its physical
energy and is concerned with no other law or justice. No
law of Karma, the moral law included, could exist, if there
were not to begin with this principle as the first foundation
of order.
What then is the relation of man to this physical Nature,
man this soul intervening in and physically born of her in a
body subjected to her law of action? what his function as
something that is yet more than her, a life and a mind and a
Spirit? what his Swabhava, his Swaclharma? First, he owes
to her a mechanical obedience of which she herself working
in his body takes care: but also, as a soul evolving the power
of consciousnesssecret in her, his business is to know and to use
her law and even in knowing and using it to transcend her
more material limit, habit, purpose and formula. Obser-

vance of Nature but also transcendence offirst nature is continually the purpose of the Spirit within him. A continuous
series of transcendences is the most significant thing in the
world action and evolution itself is only Nature's constant
impulse and effort of self-exceeding, of a greater self-becoming, her way of expressing more and more, getting out a
greater form of birth and awakened power or presence of the
self that is in her. Life brings in a whole range of these transcendences, mind another and greater range, and since mind
is so evidently imperfect and incomplete, a thing of seeking
in its very nature, there must surely be a range or many
ranges of transcendence above mind. Man meets with the
powers of his mind the rule of the physical action and the law
of vital Karma, brings in a law of mental and moral Karma
and lifts along the ladder of these scales to something more,
to a potency of spiritual action which may even lead him to
an exceeding of Karma itself, a freedom from or of birth and
becoming, a perfecting transcendence.
Man's exceeding of the physical law does not come solely
by his evolution of a moral sense in a non-moral world of
Nature. Its essential rule is rather a turning of a conscious
intelligence and will on life and matter,-morality itself only
this knowledge and will seeking for a rule of truth and right
of action, satyarn rtarn, in his relation to his inner self and to
his fellow beings. But his dealings with the purely physical
lines of Nature are non-moral, a matter at first of observance
where he must, of satisfaction by instinctive or experienced
utilisings, of suffering at her hands by compulsion, and more
and more, as he grows, of a struggle of his knowledge and
will to know and master her forces for his use and pleasure,
for instruments and expedients, for a greater base and circle
of opportunities, for the joy itself of will and knowledge. He
makes her forces his opportunities and to increase them faces
her perils. He defies her powers, transgresses her limitations,
sins constantly against her first prohibitions, takes her punishments and overcomes them, becomes by wrestling of his
mind and will with her acquainted with her greater possi-
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bilities which she herself has left unused while she waited for
his coming. She meets his effort with physical obstruction
and opposition, with a No that constantly recedes, with the
mask of his own ignorance, with the menace of her danger.
One might suggest the fancy,-attributing to her that resistance which certain instincts in man oppose to the daring of
spiritual adventure, to new enlargings of knowledge, new
forms of will or new standards of conduct, regarding them
stupidly as sin and impiety because they transgress what is
established,-that to physical Nature in her first power life
itself with its starts and deviations and stumblings and sufferings is a sin against her law of sure physical harmony and
exact measure and much more mind with its daring, its sin of
boundless adventure, its final yearnings towards the unmeasured, the above-law, the infinite.
But, in fact, all that the godhead of physical Nature is concerned with in man's dealings with her is to observe a just
law of return of her energies to his effort. Wherever his
knowledge and will can harmonise itself with the lines of her
energies, she makes a return according to its action on her:
where it works on her with insufficiency, ignorance, carelessness, error, she overwhelms his effort or injures; as he wills
more and discovers more, she returns to him a greater utility
and fruit of her powers, consents to his masteries and favours
his violences. He has arrived at a unity, a Yoga with her in
her greater secret possibilities,-he has liberated them and,
as he uses them, so he has from her their return. He observes and he extends for her her lines and she responds with
an exact ministry and obedience. All this he can do at present within certain physical limits and lines of working and
there is a modification but not a radi.cal change. There are
indications that by a more direct pressure of a mental and
psychical energy on the physical, the response can be made
more variable, the physical depart from what seem to be
fixed limits and habits, and it is conceivable that as knowledge and will entered into the region of higher and yet
higher powers, the action of physical energy might grow
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entirely responsive, giving whatever return is seemingly
demanded from her, and its lines perfectly flexible. But even
this transcendence would have to regard the great original
measures fixed by the All-Will: there could be a free use,
perhaps a large transformation of the physical energy, but
not a departure from its fundamental law and purpose.
All this founds a reign of law, a principle of the just return of energy that is the neutral essence of Karma, but it
has no eye of regard for ethical measures and no moral
significance. Man may and does invent cruel and immoral
means of getting at physical knowledge and its powers or
turn to unethical ends the energies she places at his service,
but that is a matter between his will and his own soul and of
his relation with other living beings, his and their concern
and not hers. Physical Nature gives impartially her results
and rewards and demands from man observance not of the
moral but the physical law: she asks for ajust knowledge and
a scrupulous practice of her physical lines and nothing else.
There is no karmic retort from her on the many cruelties of
science, no revolt against an unethical use of her facilities,
much punishment of ignorance but none of wickedness. If
there is something in the lower rounds of Nature which reacts against certain transgressions of the moral law, it begins
obscurely on a higher scale, with life. A vital reaction of the
kind there is and it produces physico-vital effects, but mark
that in this kind of reaction there is no observance of our
limits and measures, but rather the same promiscuous impartiality as in the acts of physical Nature. In this field we
have to admit a law of vicarious punishment, a constant
smiting of the innocent for the sins of the guilty which would
seem shocking and brutally unethical and unjust to us if
inflicted by a human being. Life seems to punish itself for
its errors and excesseswithout any care to limit the reaction
to the agent of the excess or the error. There is here an order
of the lines of energy that is not at least primarily or in intention ethical, but rather concerned with a system of returns
not governed by our moral ideas.
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The movements of life seem indeed to be as little as the
physical laid on ethical lines. The fundamental right and
justice of life is to follow the curve of the vital energies, to
maintain the functions of the life force and to give a return
to its own powers. Its function is to survive, to reproduce
itself, to grow and possess and enjoy, to prolong and enlarge
and assure its action, power, having, pleasure as much as
earth will allow. All means are good to life that secure these
ends: the rest is a matter of right balance between the vital
energy and its physical means, of a putting forth of its powers
and the kind of return it gets for those powers. At firstand this continues even after the emergence of mind in life
and as long as mind is subservient to the life-force,-that is
all we see. Vital nature works out her ends faultlessly
enough, but not by any means blamelessly in the ethical
sense. Death is her second means of self-preservation, destruction her constant instrument for change and renovation
and progress, suffering inflicted on oneself or on others oftenest her price for victory and pleasure. All life lives upon
other life, makes a place for itself by encroachment and exploitation, possessesby association but even more by struggle.
Life acts by mutual shock and mutual use of creatures by
each other; but it works only partly by mutual help and very
much by a mutual assault and devouring. And its reproduction is bound to a means that the ethical sense even when
most tolerant feels to be animal and inferior, is inclined to
regard as immoral in itself and, when raised to its ascetic or
puritan acuities, rejects as vile. And yet when once we put
aside our limited human conceptions and look with impersonal eyes on this vast and various and wonderful vital nature
into which we are born, we find in it a mysteriously perfect
order, the work of a deep and illimitable intuitive wisdom,
an immense power and will at its perfectly seeing work, a
great whole of beauty and harmony built out of what seems
to us a system of discords, a mighty joy of life and creation
which no heaviest toll of individual death or suffering can
tire or discourage and which, when we enter into oneness
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with the great Ananda of its movement, these things seem
rather to cast into relief and against the hue of its ecstasy
these shades not to matter. There is here also, in these steps
of vital Nature and the law of her energies, a truth of the
Infinite; and this truth of the Infinite's insistence on life,
life as it were for its own sake and for the joy of creation,
has its own standards of right and harmony, just balance
and measure, fit action and reaction of energy that cannot
be judged by the human rule. It is a pre-mental and still
impersonal Tapas and Ananda and therefore a still nonmoral order.
Man's relation with vital Nature is, again, first to be one
with it by observance and obedience to its rule, then to know
and direct it by conscious intelligence and will and to transcend by that direction the first law of life, its rule and habit,
formula, initial significance. At first he is compelled to obey
its instincts and has to act even as the animal, but in the
enlarged terms of a mentalised impulsion and an increasingly
clear consciousness and responsible will in what he does.
He too has first to strive to exist, to make a place for himself
and his kind, to grow and possess and enjoy, to prolong, to
enlarge and assure the first vital lines of his life movement.
He too does it even as the others, by battle and slaughter,
by devouring, by encroachment, by laying his yoke on earth
and her products and on her brute children and on his fellow
men. His virtue, his Dharma of the vital nature, virtus,
arete, is at first an obligation to strength and swiftness and
courage and all things that make for survival, mastery and
success. Most even of the things in him that evolve an
ethical significance have at root not a truly ethical but a
dynamic character,-such
as self-control, tapasyii, discipline. They are vital-dynamic, not ethical energies; they
are a rightly massed and concentrated, rightly ordered putting forth of mentalised life forces and the return they seek
and get are of the vital and dynamic kind, power, success,
mastery, increased capacities of vital possession and expansion or the result of these things, vital-hedonistic, the
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satisfaction of his desires, vital happiness, enjoyment and
pleasure.
Man's first business is to bring his conscious intelligence
and will to enlarge the lines of life of the individual and the
race. Here, again, it is to these two powers primarily and
only secondarily and partially to any moral force that the
life energy gives its returns. The battle in life's primitive
values is to the strong and the race to the swift, and the weak
and the torpid cannot claim the goal and the crown on the
strength of their greater virtue; and there is in this a justice,
while the moral principle of reward would be here an injustice, for it would be a denial of the principle of the right
returns of energy which is fundamental to any possible law
of Karma. Raise the action by the powers of the mind and
still the greater successes, the glory and the victory, fall to
the men of great intelligence and the men of great will and
not necessarily to the more ethical intelligence or to the more
moralised will. Morality counts in this dynamic aspect of
life only as a prudential check or a concentrating Tapasya.
Life helps those who most wisely and faithfully follow her
impulses while observing her limits and restraints or those
who most powerfully aid her greater impulses of expansion.
It is those that get the most prudential profit out of her and
these the most of her power and movement and joy.
The greater movement at the same time brings in a power
of greater suffering as well as joy, the greater sins of life and
its greater virtues. Man as he dares the perils of physical
nature, dares too the perils of the vital energy by transgressing her safe rules and limits which she imposes automatically on the animal. There are balances of her use of her
energies, safe measures and restraints which make living as
secure as it can be,-for all living is miturally a peril and an
adventure, but a certain prudence in Nature minimises the
adventure as much as is consistent with her ends and the
intelligence of man tries to do still better, to live securely
and not dangerously, to exclude the more formidable incertitudes from the order of his life. But the instinct of expansion

in man is continually breaking Nature's vital balances and
disregarding his own limits and measures. He is avid of experience, of the un measured and unknown in power and
experience and enjoyment as of the common and known and
safe, of the perilous extremes as of the sane averages. He must
sound all life's possibilities, test the wrong as well as the right
use of her energies, pay his toll of suffering and get his prize
of more splendid victories. As far as mind working in life's
ways can do it, he has to enlarge the lines of life and to make
a transformation of its action and its possibilities. This has
hitherto been a greatening of forms and never gone so far
as to make a radical change and override its first nature. It
is only by a transformation of our inner life that we can get
beyond the magnified, mentalised, reasoning and consciously
willing animal that for the most part the greater number
of us are and only by raising it up to unity with some spiritual
power we have not yet reached that we can hope to transform vital nature and make her a free instrument of the
higher spirit. Then man may be really what he strives to
be, master of his life, in control of vital and physical Nature.
Meanwhile it is through an inward turn of his mind that
he gets to something like a transcendence, a living not for
life but for truth, for beauty, for power of the soul, for good
and right, love, justice. It is this endeavour that brings
down into the lower rounds of energy the powers of a higher
circle, something of a mental and a truly moral tending at
its end to become a spiritual law of action and the fruits of
action of Karma.

I
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III
MIND NATURE AND LAW OF KARMA
Man is not after all in the essence of his manhood or in the
inner reality of his soul a vital and physical being raised to
a certain power of mental will and intelligence. If that were
so, the creed that makes our existence a manifestation of a
Will to life, a Life Force moved by no other object than its
own play, heightening, efficient power, expansion, might
have a good chance of being the sufficient theory of our
universe, and the law of our Karma, the rule of our activities
would be in entire consonance with that one purpose and
ordered by that dominant principle. Certainly in a great
part of this world's outer activities,-or if we, fixing our eye
mainly on the vital play of the spirit of the universe, consider
them as man's chief business and the main thing that matters,
-there is a colourable justification for this limited view of
the human being. But the more he looks into himself and the
more he goes inward and lives intimately and pre-eminently
in his mind and soul, the more he discovers that he is in his
essential nature a mental being encased in body and enmeshed in the life activities, manu, manomaya puru~a. He is
more than a thinking, willing and feeling result of the mechanism of the physical or an understanding nexus of the vital
forces. There is a mental energy of his being that overtops,
pervades and utilises the terrestrial action and his own terrestrial nature.
This character of man's being prevents us from resting
satisfied with the vitalistic law of Karma: the lines of the
vital energy are interfered with and uplifted and altered
for man by the intervention of the awakened mental energy
of the spirit that emerges in the material universe and creates
here on earth the form of man for its habitation, his complex
nature to be its expressive power, the gamut of its music, and
the action of his thought, perception, will, emotions the nota-
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tion of its harmonies. The apparent inconscience of physical Nature, the beautiful and terrible, kindly and cruel
conscious but a-moral Life Force that is the first thing we
see before us, are not the whole self-expression of the universal Being here and therefore not the whole of Nature.
Man comes into it to express and realise a higher law of
Nature and therefore a higher system of the lines of Karma.
The mental energy divides itself and runs in many directions, has an ascending scale of the levels of its action, a great
variety and combination of its dynamic aims and purposes.
There are many strands of its weaving and it follows each
along its own line and combines manifoldly the threads of
one with the threads of another. There is in it an energy of
thought that puts itself out for a return and a constant increase of knowledge, an energy of will that casts itself forth
for a return and increase of conscious mastery, fulfilment of
the being, execution of will in action, an energy of conscious
aesthesis that feels out for a return and an increase of the
creation and enjoyment of beauty, an energy of emotion
that demands in its action a return and a constant increase
of the enjoyment and satisfaction of the emotional power
of the being. All these energies act in a way for themselves
and yet depend upon and are inextricably accompanied and
mingled with each other. At the same time mind has descended into matter and has to act in and through this world
of the vital and physical energy and to consent to and make
something of the lines of the vital and physical Karma.
Man, then, since he is a mental being, a means of the
evolution of the mental self-expression of the spirit, cannot
confine the rule of his action and nature to an obedience to
the vital and physical law and an intelligent utilisation of
it for the greater, more ordered, more perfect enjoyment of
his vital and physical existence, perpetuation, reproduction,
possession, enjoyment, expansion. There is a higher law of
mental being and nature of which he is bound to become
aware and to seek to impose it on his life and his action. At
first he is very predominantly governed by the life needs

156

157

THE PROBLEM OF REBIRTH

MIND NATURE AND LAW OF KARMA

and the movement of the life energies, and it is in applying
his mental energy to them and to the world around him that
he makes the earliest development of his powers of knowledge
and will and trains the crude impulses that lead him into the
path of his emotional, aesthetic and moral evolution. But
always there is a certain obscure element that takes pleasure
in the action of the mental energies for their own sake and it
is this, however imperfect at first in self-consciousness and
intelligence, that represents the characteristic intention of
Nature in him and makes his mental and eventually his spiritual evolution inevitable. The insistence of the external
world around him and the need of utilising its opportunities
and of meeting its siege and dangers causes his mind to be
much obsessed by life and external action and the utility
of thought and will and perception for his dealings with
the physical and life forces, and to this preoccupation the
finer more disinterested action and subtler cast of motive of
the mind nature demanding its own inner development, seeking for knowledge, mastery, beauty, a purer emotional
delight for their own sake, and the pursuits which are characteristic of this higher energy of the mental nature, appear
almost as by-products and, at any rate, things secondary
that can always be postponed and made subordinate to the
needs and demands of the mentalised vital and physical
being. But the finer and more developed mind in humanity
has always turned towards an opposite self-seeing, inclined
to regard this as the most characteristic and valuable element
of our being and been ready to sacrifice much and sometimes all to its calls or its imperative mandate. Then life
itself would be in reality for man only a field of action for the
evolution, the opportunity of new experience, the condition
of difficult effort and mastery of the' mental and spiritual
being. What then will be the lines of this mental energy and
how will they affect and be affected by the lines of the vital
and physical Karma?
Three movements of the mental energy of man projecting
itself along the lines of life, successive movements that yet

overlap and enter into each other, have created a triple
strand of the law of his Karma. The first is that, primary,
obvious, universal, predominant in his beginnings, in which
his mind subjects and assimilates itself to the law of life in
Matter in order to make the most of the terrestrial existence
for its own pleasure and profit, artha, kiima, without any other
modification or correction of its pre-existing lines than is
involved in the very impact of the human intelligence, will,
emotion, aesthesis. These indeed are forces that lift up and
greatly enlarge and infinitely rarefy and subtilise by a consciously regulated and more and more skilful and curious
use the first crude, narrow and essentially animal aims and
movements common to all living creatures. And this element
of the mentalised vital existence, these lines of its movement
making the main grey solid stuff of the life of the average economic, political, social, domestic man may take on a great
amplitude and an imposing brilliance, but they remain always in their distinctive, their original and still persistent
character the lines of movement, the way of Karma of the
thinking, willing, feeling, refining human animal,-not to
be despised or excluded from our total way of being when we
climb to a higher plane of conception and action, but still
only a small part of human possibility and, if regarded as
the main preoccupation or most imperative law of the human
being, then limiting and degrading it; for, empowered up
to a certain point to enlarge and dynarnise and enrich,
but not raise to a veritable self-exceeding, they are useful
for ascension only when themselves uplifted and transformed
by a greater law and a nobler motive. The momentum of
this energy may be a very powerful mental action, may involve much output of intelligence and will power and aesthetic perception and expenditure of emotional force, but the
return it seeks is vital success and enjoyment and possession
and satisfaction. The mind no doubt feeds its powers on the
effort and its fullness on the prize, but it is tethered to its
pasture. It is a mixed movement, mental in its means, predominantly vital in its returns; its standard of the values
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of the return are measured by an outward success and failure,
an externalised or externally caused pleasure and suffering,
good fortune and evil fortune, the fate of the life and the body.
It is this powerful vital preoccupation which has given us one
element of the current notion of law of Karma, its idea of an
award of vital happiness and suffering as the measure of
cosmic justice.
The second movement of mind running on the lines of
life comes into prominent action when man evolves out of
his experience the idea of a mental rule, standard, ideal, a
concretised abstraction which is suggested at first by life
experience, but goes beyond, transcends the actual needs
and demands of the vital energy and returns upon it to impose some ideal mental rule, some canon embodying a generalised conception of Right on the law oflife. For its essence
is the discovery or belief of the mind that in all things there
is a right rule, a right standard, a right way of thought, will,
feeling, perception, action other than that of the intuition
of vital nature, other than that of the first dealings of mind
seeking only to profit by the vital nature with a mainly vital
motive,-for it has discovered a way of the reason, a rule of
the self-governing intelligence. This brings into the seeking
of vital pleasure and profit, artha, kama, the power of the
conception of a mental truth, justice, right, the conception
of Dharma. The greater practical part of the Dharma is
ethical, it is the idea of the moral law. The first mind movement is non-moral or not at all characteristically moral, has
only, if at all, the conception of a standard of action justified by custom, the received rule of life and therefore right,
or a morality indistinguishable from expediency, accepted
and enforced because it was found ne~essary or helpful to
efficiency, power, success, to victory, honour, approval, good
fortune. The idea of Dharma is, on the contrary, predominantly moral in its essence. Dharma on its heights holds up
the moral law in its own right and for its own sake to human
acceptance and observance. The larger idea of Dharma is
indeed a conception of the true law of all energies and in-

eludes a conscience, a rectitude in all things, a right law of
thought and knowledge, of aesthesis, of all other human
activities and not only of our ethical action. But yet in the
notion of Dharma the ethical element has tended always
to predominate and even to monopolise the concept of Right
which man creates,-because ethics is concerned with action
oflife and his dealing with his vital being and with his fellowmen and that is always his first preoccupation and his most
tangible difficulty, and because here first and most pressingly
the desires, interests, instincts of the vital being find themselves cast into a sharp and very successful conflict with the
ideal of Right and the demand of the higher law. Right
ethical action comes therefore to seem to man at this state
the one thing binding upon him among the many standards
raised by the mind, the moral claim the one categorical
imperative, the moral law the whole of his Dharma.
At first, however, the moral conceptions of man and the
direction and output and the demand of return of the ethical
energy in him get themselves inextricably mixed with his
vital conceptions and demands and even afterwards lean on
them very commonly and very considerably for a support
and incentive. Human morality first takes up an enormous
mass of customary rules of action, a conventional and traditional practice much of which is of a very doubtful moral
value, gives to it an imperative sanction of right and slips
into the crude mass or superimposes on it, but still as a part
of one common and equal code, the true things of the ethical
ideal. It appeals to the vital being, his desires, hopes and
fears, incites man to virtue by the hope of rewards and the
dread of punishment, imitating in this device the method of
his crude and fumbling social practice: for that, finding its
law and rule which, good or bad, it wishes to make imperative as supposing it to be at least the best calculated for the
order and efficiency of the community, opposed by man's
vital being, bribes and terrifies as well as influences, educates
and persuades him to acceptance. Morality tells man, accommodating itself to his imperfection, mostly through the
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mouth of religion, that the moral law is imperative in itself,
but also that it is very expedient for him personally to follow
it, righteousness in the end the safest policy, virtue the best
paymaster in the long run,-for this is a world of Law or
a world ruled by a just and virtuous or at least virtue-loving
God. He is assured that the righteous man shall prosper and
the wicked perish and that the paths of virtue lie through
pleasant places. Or, if this will not serve, since it is palpably
false in experience and even man cannot always deceive
himself, it offers him a security of vital rewards denied here
but conceded in some hereafter. Heaven and hell, happiness and suffering in other lives are put before him as the
bribe and the menace. He is told, the better to satisfy his
easily satisfied intellect, that the world is governed by an
ethical law which determines the measure of his earthly fortunes, that a justice reigns and this is justice, that every
action has its exact rebound and his good shall bring him
good and his evil evil. It is these notions, this idea of the
moral law, of righteousness and justice as a thing in itself
imperative, but still needing to be enforced by bribe and
menace on our human nature,-which would seem to show
that at least for that nature they are not altogether imperative,-this insistence on reward and punishment because
morality struggling with our first unregenerate being has
to figure very largely as a mass of restraints and prohibitions
and these cannot be enforced without some fact or appearance of a compelling or inducing outward sanction, this
diplomatic compromise or effort at equivalence between
the impersonal ethical and the personal egoistic demand, this
marriage of convenience between right and vital utility,
virtue and desire,-it is these acc<?mmodations that are
embodied in the current notions of the law of Karma.
What real truth is there behind the current notions of
Karma in the actual facts or the fundamental powers of the
life of man here or the visible working of the law of the
energies of the cosmos? There is evidently a substantial
truth, but it is a part only of the whole; its reign or predo-

minance belongs to a certain element only, to the emphasis
of one line among many of a transitional movement between
the law of the vital energy and a greater and higher law of
the mind and spirit. A mixture of any two kinds of energy
sets up a mixed and complex action of the output of the
energy and the return, and a too sharp-cut rule affixing
vital returns to a mental and moral output of force is open to
much exception and it cannot be the whole inner truth of
the matter. But still where the demand is for the vital return, for success, an outer happiness, good, fortune, that is
a sign of the dominant intention in the energy and points
to a balance of forces weighing in the indicated direction.
At first sight, ifsuccess is the desideratum, it is not clear what
morality has to say in the affair, since we see in most things
that it is a right understanding and intelligent or intuitive
practice of the means and conditions and an insistent power
of the will, a settled drive of the force of the being of which
success is the natural consequence. Man may impose by a
system of punishments a check on the egoistic will and intelligence in pursuit of its vital ends, may create a number of
moral conditions for the world's prizes, but this might
appear, as is indeed contended in certain vitalistic theories,
an artificial imposition on Nature and a dulling and impoverishment of the free and powerful play of the mind force
and the life force in their alliance. But in truth the greatest
force for success is a right concentration of energy, tapasya,
ind there is an ineyjtable moral element in Tapasya. Man is a mental being seeking to establish a control over
the life forces he embodies or uses, and one condition of
that mastery is a necessary self-control, a restraint, an order,
a discipline imposed on his mental, vital and physical being.
The animal life is automatically subjected to certain measures; it is the field of an instinctive vital Dharma. Man,
liberated from these automatic checks by the free play of
his mind, has to replace them by willed and intelligent
restraints, an understanding measure, a voluntary discipline. Not only a powerful expenditure and free play of his
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energies, but also a right measure, restraint and control
of them is the condition of his life's success and soundness.
The moral is not the sole element: it is not entirely true that
the moral right always prevails or that where there is the
dharma, on that side is the victory. The immediate success
often goes to other powers, even an ultimate conquest of the
Right comes usually by an association with some form of
Might. But still there is always a moral element among the
many,factors of individual and collective or national success
and a disregard of acknowledged right has at some time or
other disastrous or fatal reactions. Moreover, man in the use
of his energies has to take account of his fellows and the aid
and opposition of their energies, and his relations with them
impose on him checks, demands and conditions which have
or evolve a moral significance. There is laid on him almost
from the first a number of obligations even in the pursuit
of vital successand satisfaction which become a first empirical
basis of an ethical order.
And there are cosmic as well as human forces that respond
to this balance of the mental and moral and the vital order.
First there is something subtle, inscrutable and formidable
that meets us in our paths, a Force of which the ancient

prosperity and often surprises it with a sudden turn to ruin.
It induces a security, a self-forgetfulness, a pride and insolence of success and victory and leads on its victim to dash
himself against the hidden seat of justice or the wall of an
invisible measure. It is as fatal to a blind self-righteousness
and the arrogations of an egoistic virtue as to vicious excess
and selfish violence. It appears to demand of man and of
individual men and nations that they shall keep within a
limit and a measure, while all beyond that brings danger;
and therefore the Greeks held moderation in all things to be
the greatest part of virtue.
There is here something in the life forces obscure to us,
considered by our partial feelings sinister because it crosses
our desires, but obedient to some law and intention of the
universal mind, the universal reason or Logos which the
ancients perceived at work in the cosmos. Its presence, when
felt by the cruder kind of religious mind, generates the idea
of calamity as a punishment for sin,-not observing that it
has a punishment too for ignorance, for error, stupidity,
weakness, defect of will and Tapasya. This is really a resistance of the Infinite acting through life agains t the claim of
the imperfect ego of man to enlarge itself, possess, enjoy and
have, while remaining imperfect, a perfect and enduring
happiness and complete felicity of its world-experience.
The claim is, we may say, immoral, and the Force that resists
it and returns, however uncertainly and late to our eyes,
suffering and failure as a reply to our imperfections, may be
considered a moral Force, an agent of a just Karma, though
not solely in the narrowly ethical sense of Karma. The law
it represents is that our imperfections shall have their passing
or their fatal consequences, that a flaw in our output of energy
may be mended or counterbalanced and reduced in consequence, but if persisted it shall react even in excess of its
apparent merits, that an error may seem to destroy all the
result of the Tapasya, because it springs from a radical
unsoundness in the intention of the will, the heart, the
ethical sense or the reason. This is the first line of the

Greeks took much notice, a Power that is on the watch for
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man seems
in his hostile
effort at
possession
and enjoyments
and
andenlargement,
opposite. The
Greeks figured
it as the
jealousy of the gods or as Doom, Necessity, Ate. The egoistic
force in man may proceed far in its victory and triumph,
but it has to be wary or it will find this power there on the
watch for any flaw in his strength or action, any sufficient
opportunity for his defeat and downfall. It dogs his endeavour with obstacle and reverse and takes advantage of his
imperfections, often dallying with him~giving him long rope,
delaying and abiding its time,-and not only of his moral
shortcomings but of his errors of will and intelligence, his
excessesand deficiencies of strength and prudence, all defects
of his nature. It seems overcome by his energies of Tapasya,
but it waits its season. It overshadows unbroken or extreme
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transitional law of Karma.
A second line of Karmic response of the cosmic forces to
our action puts on also an appearance which tempts us to
give it a moral character. For there can be distinguished
in Nature a certain element of the law of the talion or-perhaps a more appropriate figure, since this action seems rather
mechanical than rational and deliberate-a
boomerang
movement of energy returning upon its transmitter. The
stone we throw is flung back by some hidden force in the
world life upon ourselves, the action we put out upon others
recoils, not always by a direct reaction, but often by devious
and unconnected routes, on our own lives and sometimes,
though that is by no means a common rule, in its own exact
figure or measure. This is a phenomenon so striking to our
imagination and impressive to our moral sense and vital
feelings that it has received some kind of solemn form and
utterance in the thought of all cultures,-"What
thou hast
done, thou must suffer", "He that uses the sword shall
perish by the sword;" "Thou hast sown the wind and thou
shalt reap the whirlwind;"-and we are tempted to erect it
into a universal rule and accept it as sufficient evidence of a
moral order. But the careful thinker will pause long before
he hastens to subscribe to any such conclusion, for there is
much that militates against it and this kind of definite reaction
is rather exceptional than an ordinary rule of human life.
If it were a regular feature, men would soon learn the code
ofthe draconic impersonal legislator and know what to avoid
and the list of life's prohibitions and vetoes. But there is no
such clear penal legislation of Nature.
The mathematical precision of physical Nature's action
and reaction cannot indeed be exp~cted from mental and
vital Nature. For not only does everything become infinitely
more subtle, complex and variable as we rise in the scale so
that in our life action there is an extraordinary intertwining
of forces and mixture of many values, but, even, the psychological and moral value of the same action differs in different
cases, according to the circumstance, the conditions, the
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motive and mind of the doer. The law of the talion is no
just or ethical rule when applied by man to men and, applied
by superhuman dispenser of justice or impersonal law with
a rude rule of thumb to the delicate and intricate tangle of
man's life action and life motives, it would be no better. And
it is evident too that the slow, long and subtle purposes of
the universal Power working in the human race would be
defeated rather than served by any universality of this too
precise and summary procedure. Accordingly we find that
its working is occasional and intermittent rather than regular,
variable and to our minds capricious rather than automatic
and plainly intelligible.
At times in the individual's life the rebound of this kind of
Karma is decisively, often terribly clear and penal justice
is done, although it may come to him in an unexpected
fashion, long delayed and from strange quarters; but,
however satisfactory to our dramatic sense, this is not the
common method of retributive Nature. Her ways are more
torttious, subtle, unobtrusive and indecipherable. Often
it is a nation that pays in this way for past crimes and mistakes and the sign manual of the law of the talion is there to
point the lesson, but individually it is the innocent who suffer.
A commercially minded king of Belgium is moved to make
a good thing of the nation's rubber estate and human cattle
farm in Africa and his agents murder and mutilate and immolate thousands of cheap negro lives to hasten the yield
and swell his coffers. This able monarch dies in the splendour of riches and the sacred odour of good fortune, his agents
in no way suffer: but here of a sudden comes Germany
trampling her armed way towards a dream of military and
commercial empire through prosperous Belgium and massacred men and women and mutilated children startingly
remind us of Karma and illustrate some obscure and capricious law of the talion. Here at least the nation in its corporate
being was guilty of complicity, bUL.i!t Qther times neither
guilty individual nor nation is the payer, but perhaps sQgIe
weiI:~ea~ing virtuous bhlnderer· gets~the 'a.ccount of evil
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recompense that shoul~ have been paid in of rights by th~
sti'ong despots before him who went on their way to the,enq,
rejoicing in power and splendour and pleasure.
/' It is evident that we cannot' make much of a force that
// / works out in so strange a fashion, however occasionally
.
striking and dramatic its pointing at cause and consequence.
It is too uncertain in its infliction of penalty to serve the end
which the humam mind expects from a system ofpenal justice,
too inscrutably variable in its incidence to act as an indicator to that element in the human temperament which waits
upon expediency and regulates its steps by a prudential eye
to consequence. Men and nations continue to act always
in the same fashion regardless of this occasional breaking
out of the lightnings of a retaliatory doom, these occasional
precisions of Karmic justice amidst the uncertainties of the
complex measures of the universe. It works really not on
the mind and will of man-except to some degree in a
subtle and imperfect fashion on the subconcient mindbut outside him as a partial check and regulator helping to
maintain the balance of the returns of energy and the life
purposes of the world-spirit. Its action is like that of the
first line of transitional Karma intended to prevent the success of the vital egoism of man and serves as an interim
compression and compulsion until he can discover and succeed in spite of his vital self in obeying a higher law of his
being and a purer dynamism of motive in his directing mind
and governing Spirit. It serves therefore a certain moral
purpose in the will in the universe, but is not itself, even in
combination with the other, sufficient to be the law of a
moral order.
A third possible and less outwardly mechanical line of
Karma is suggested by the dictum thit like creates like and
in accordance with that law good must create good and
evil must create evil. In the terms of a moral return or
rather repayment to moral energies this would mean that by
putting forth love we get a return of love and by putting
forth hatred a return of hatred, that if we are merciful or
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just to others, others also will be to us just or merciful and
that generally good done by us to our fellow-men will return in a recompense of good done by them in kind and
posted back to our address duly registered in the moral
post office of the administrative government of the universe.
Do unto others as you would be done by, because then they
will indeed so do to you, seems to be the formula of this
moral device. If this were true, human life might indeed
settle down into a very symmetrical system of a harmoniously
moral egoism and a mercantile traffic in goodness that might
seem fair and beautiful enough to those who are afflicted
with that kind of moral aesthesis. Happily for the upward
progress of the human soul, the rule breaks down in practice,
the world-spirit having greater ends before it and a greater
law to realise. The rule is true to a certain extent in tendency
and works sometimes well enough and the prudential intelligence of man takes some account of it in action, but it is not
true all the way and all the time. It is evident enough that
hatred, violence, injustice are likely to create an answering
hatred, violence and injustice and that I can only indulge
these propensities with impunity if I am sufficiently powerful to defy resistance or so long as I am at once strong
enough and prudent enough to provide against their natural
reactions. It is true also that by doing good and kindness
I create a certain goodwill in others and can rely under
ordinary or favourable circumstances not so much on gratitude and return in kind as on their support and favour.
But this good and this evil are both of them movements of
the ego and on the mixed egoism of human nature there can
be no safe or positive reliance. An egoistic selfish strength,
if it knows what to do and where to stop, even a certain
measure of violence and injustice, if it is strong and skilful,
cunning, fraud, many kinds of evil, do actually pay in
man's dealing with man hardly less than in the animal's
with the animal, and on the other hand the doer of good who
counts on a return or reward finds himself as often as not disappointed of his bargained recompense. The weakness of
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human nature worships the power that tramples on it, does
homage to successful strength, can return to every kind of
strong or skilful imposition, belief, acceptance, obedience:
it can crouch and fawn and admire even amidst movements
of hatred and terror; it has singular loyalties and unreasoning instincts. And its disloyalties too are as unreasoning or
light and fickle: it takes just dealing and beneficence as its
right and forgets or cares not to repay. And there is worse;
for justice, mercy, beneficience, kindness are often enough
rewarded by their opposites and ill will an answer to goodwill is a brutally common experience. If something in the
world and in man returns good for good and evil for evil,
it as often returns evil for good and, with or without a
conscious moral intention, good for evil. And even an unegoistic virtue or a divine good and love entering the world
awakens hostile reactions. Attila and jenghiz on the throne
to the end, Christ on the cross and Socrates drinking his
portion of hemlock are no very clear evidence for any optimistic notion of a law of moral return in the world of human
nature.
There is little more sign of its sure existence in the world
measures. Acutally in the cosmic dispensation evil comes
out of good and good out of evil and there seems to be no
exact correspondence between the moral and the vital
measures. All that we can say is that good done tends to
increase the sum and total power of good in the world and
the greater this grows the greater is likely to be the sum
of human happiness and that evil done tends to increase the
sum and total power of evil in the world and the greater
this grows, the greater is likely to be the sum of human suffering and, eventually, man or nation doing evil has in some way
to pay for it, but not often in any intelligibly graded or apportioned measure and not always in clearly translating
terms of vital good fortune and ill fortune.
In short, what we may call the transitional lines of Karma
exist and have to be taken into account in our view of the
action of the world forces. But they are not and cannot be

the whole law of Karma. And they cannot be that because
they are transitional, because good and evil are moral and
not vital values and have a clear right only to a moral and
not a vital return, because reward and punishment put
forward as the conditions of good doing and evil doing do
not constitute and cannot create a really moral order, the
principle itself, whatever temporary end it serves, being
fundamentally immoral from the higher point of view of a
true and pure ethics and because there are other forces that
count and have their right,-knowledge, power and many
others. The correspondence of moral and vital good is a demand of the human ego and like many others of its demands
answers to certain tendencies in the world mind, but is not
its whole law of highest purpose. A moral order there can
be, but it is in ourselves and for its own sake that we have to
create it and, only when we have so created it and found its
right relation to other powers or life, can we hope to make
it count at its full value in the right ordering of man's vital
existence.
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The third movement of mind labours to bring the soul of
man out of the tangle of the vital and mental forces and opens
to him a field in which the mind raises itself, raises at least
the head of its thought and will, above the vital demands and
standards and there at that top of its activities, whatever
its other concessions to the lower Karma, lives for the sake
of the true values, the true demands of a mental being, even
though one imprisoned in a body and set to wrestle with the
conditions of life in a material universe. The innate demand
of the mental being is for mental experience, for the mind's
manifold strengths, its capacities, joys, growth, perfections,
and for these things for their own sake because of the inevitable satisfaction they give to his nature,-the demand of the
intellect for truth and knowledge, the demand of the ethical
mind for right and good, the demand of the aesthetic mind
for beauty and delight of beauty, the demand of the emotional mind for love and the joy of relation with our fellowbeings, the demand of the will for self-mastery and mastery
of things and the world and our existence. And the values
which the mental being holds for supreme and effective
are the values of truth and knowledge, of right and good, of
beauty and aesthetic delight, of love and emotional joy, of
mastery and inner lordship. It is these things that he seeks
to know and follow, to possess, discover, enjoy, increase.
It is for this great adventure that he came into the world, to
walk hardily through the endless fields they offer to him, to
experiment, to dare, to test the utmost limit of each capacity
and follow each possibility and its clue to the end as well as to
observe in each its at present discovered law and measure.
Here as in the other fields, as in the vital and physical, so in
his mental provinces, it is the appointed work of his intelligence and will to know and master through an always en-
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larging experience the conditions of an increasing light and
power and right and truth and joy and beauty and wideness,
and not only to discover the Truth and the Law and set up a
system and an order, but to enlarge continually its lines and
boundaries. And therefore in these fields, as in life, man, the
mental being, cannot stop short too long in the partial truth
of an established system and a temporary mistaken for an
eternal order-here least, because as he advances he is always
tempted still farther forward until he realises that he is a
seeker of the infinite and a power of the absolute. His base
here plunges into the obscure infinite of life and matter;
but his head rises towards the luminous infinite of the
Spirit.
The third movement of the mental energy carries it therefore into its own native field and kingdom above the pressing
subjection to the lowering and limiting claim of a vital and
physical Karma. It is true that his lower being remains
subject to the law of life and of the body, and it is true also
that he must strive either to find in life or to bring into the
world around him some law of truth, of right and good, of
beauty, oflove and joy, of the mind's will and mastery, for it
is by that effort that he is man and not the animal and without it he cannot find his true satisfaction in living. But two
things he has more and more to feel and to realise first, that
life and matter follow their own law and not, in man's sense
of it at least, a moral, a rational, a mentally determined
aesthetic or other mind order, and if he wishes to introduce
any such thing into them, he must himself here create it,
transcending the physical and the vital law and discovering
another and a better, and secondly, that the more he follows
these things for their own sake, the ~ore he discovers their
true form, swariipa, and develops their force to prevail upon
and lift up life into an air of higher nature. In other words,
he passes from the practical pursuit of a serviceable knowledge, morality, aesthesis, force of emotion and will-power,serviceable for his vital aims, for life as it first is,-to an ideal
pursuit of these things and the transformation of life into the

image of his ideal. This he is unable indeed as yet to realise
and is obliged to rest on balance and compromise, because
he has not found the whole reconciling secret of that which
lies beyond his ideals. But it is as he pursues them in their
purity, for their own imperative innate demand and attraction, on the line of their trend to their own infinite and
absolute that he gets nearer in his total experience to the
secret. There is so a chance of his discovering that as the
beauty and irrefragable order of life and matter are due to
the joy of the Infinite in life and in matter and the fidelity of
the Force here at work to the hidden knowledge and will
and idea of the Self and Spirit in them, so there is within his
own hidden self, his own vast and covert spirit a secret of the
Infinite's self-knowledge, will, joy, love and delight, mastery,
right and truth of joy and action by which his own greater
life rising above the vital and mental limitations can discover an infinite perfection and beauty and delight in itself
and spontaneous irrefragable order.
Meanwhile this third movement of mind discovers a law
of the return of mental energies, pure in its kind and as certain as the vital and the physical, as faithful to itself, to the
self of mind and to mind nature, a law not of vital returns to
mental dynamis, but of progression of the soul in the being
and force of good and beauty and power-of mind-power
and soul-power-and greatness and love and joy and knowledge. Mounting here the ethical mind no longer follows
good for a reward now on earth or in another existence, but
for the sake of good, and no longer shuns evil for fear of
punishment on earth later on in this life or else in another
life or in hell, but because to follow evil is a degradation and
affliction of its being and a fall from its innate and imperative
endeavour. This is to it a necessity of its moral nature, a
truly categorical imperative, a call that in the total more
complex nature of man may be dulled or suppressed or excluded by the claim of its other parts and their needs, but to
the ethical mind is binding and absolute. The virtue that
demands a reward for acting well and needs a penalty to keep
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it walking in the straight way, is no real portion, no true law
of the ethical being, but rather a mixed creation, a rule of his
practical reason that seeks always after utility and holds that
to be right which is helpful and expedient, a rule that looks
first not at the growth of the soul but at the mechanical
securing of a regulated outward conduct and to secure it
bribes and terrifies the vital being into acquiescence and a
reluctant subordination of its own instincts and natural
ventures. The virtue so created is an expediency, a social
decency, a prudent limitation of egoism, a commercial
substitute for the true thing; or, at best, it is a habit of the
mind and not a truth of the soul, and in the mind a fabrication, mixed and of inferior stuff, a conventional virtue,
insecure, destructible by the wear and tear of life, easily
confused with other expediencies or purchasable or conquerable by them,-it is not a high and clear upbuilding, an
enduring and inwardly living self-creation of the soul. Whatever its practical utility or service as a step of the transition,
the mental habit of confusion and vitalistic compromise it
fosters and the more questionable confusions and compromises that habit favours, have made conventional morality
one of the chief of the forces that hold back human life from
progressing to a true ethical order. If humanity has made
any lasting and true advance, it has been not through the
virtue created by reward and punishment or any of the sanctions powerful on the little vital ego, but by an insistence
from the higher mind on the lower, an insistence on right for
its own sake, on imperative moral values, on an absolute law
and truth of ethical being and ethical conduct that must be
obeyed whatever the recalcitrances of the lower mind, whatever the pains of the vital problem, whatever the external
result, the inferior issue.
.
This higher mind holds its pure and complete sway only
on a few high souls, in others it acts upon the lower and outer
mind but amidst much misprision, confusion and distortion
of thought and will and perverting or abating mixture; on
the mass of men governed by the lower egoistic, vital and

conventional standards of conduct its influence is indirect
and little. None-the-Iess it gives the clue we have to follow
in order to pursue the spiral ascent of the lines of Karma.
And first we observe that the just man follows the ethical law
for its own sake and not for any other purpose whatsoever, is
just for the sake ofjustice, righteous for the sake of righteousness, compassionate for the sake of compassion, true for the
sake of truth alone. Harishchandra sacrificing self and wife
and child and kingdom and subjects in an unswerving
fidelity to the truth of the spoken word, Shivi giving his flesh
to the hawk rather than fall from his kingly duty of protection to the fugitive, the Bodhisattwa laying his body before
the famished tiger, images in which sacred or epic legend has
consecrated this greater kind of virtue, illuminate an elevation of the ethical will and a law of moral energy that asks
for no return from man or living thing or from the gods of
Karma, lays down no conditions, makes no calculation of
consequence, of less or more or of the greatest good of the
greatest number, admits neither the hedonistic nor the utilitarian measure, but does simply the act as the thing to be
done because it is right and virtue and therefore the very
law of being of the ethical man, the categorical imperative of
his nature.
This kind of high absoluteness in the ethical demand is
appalling to the flesh and the ego, for it admits of no comfortable indulgence and compromise, no abating reserves or
conditions, no profitable compact between the egoistic life
and virtue. It is offensive too to the practical reason, for it
ignores the complexity of the world and of human nature
and seems to savour of an extremism and exclusive exaggeration as dangerous to life as it is exalted in ideal purpose.
Fiat justitia ruat coelum, let justice and right be done though the
heavens fall, is a rule of conduct that only the ideal mind can
accept with equanimity or the ideal life tolerate in practice.
And even to the larger ideal mind this absoluteness becomes
untrustworthy if it is an obedience not to the higher law of
the soul, but to an outward moral law, a code of conduct.
12
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For then in place of a lifting enthusiasm we have the rigidity
of the Pharisee, a puritan fierceness or narrowness or the lifekilling tyranny of a single insufficient side of the nature.
This is not yet that higher mental movement, but a straining
towards it, an attempt to rise above the transitional law and
the vitalistic compromise. And it brings with it an artificiality, a tension, a coercion, often a repellent austerity which,
disregarding as it does sanity and large wisdom and the
simple naturalness of the true ethical mind and the flexibilities of life, tyrannising over but not transforming it, is not
the higher perfection of our nature. But still even here there
is the feeling out after a great return to the output of moral
energy, an attempt well worth making, if the aim can indeed
so be accomplished, to build up by the insistence on a rigid
obedience to a law of moral action that which is yet nonexistent or imperfectly existent in us but which alone can
make the law of our conduct a thing true and living,-an
ethical being with an inalienably ethical nature. No rule
imposed on him from outside, whether in the name of a
supposed mechanical or impersonal law or of God or prophet,
can be, as such, true or right or binding on man: it becomes
that only when it answers to some demand or aids some
evolution of his inner being. And when that inner being is
revealed, evolved, at each moment naturally active, simply
and spontaneously imperative, then we get the true, the inner
and intuitive Law in its light of self-knowledge, its beauty of
self-fulfilment, its intimate life significance. An act ofjustice,
truth, love, compassion, purity, sacrifice becomes then the
faultless expression, the natural outflowering of our soul of
justice, our soul of truth, our soul oflove and compassion, our
soul of purity or sacrifice. And before the greatness of its
imperative mandate to the outer nature the vital being and
the practical reason and surface seeking intelligence must
and do bow down as before something greater than themselves, something that belongs directly to the divine and the
infinite.
Meanwhile we get the clue to the higher law of Karma, of

the output and returns of energy, and see it immediately and
directly to be, what all law of Karma, really and ultimately,
if at first covertly, is for man, a law of his spiritual evolution.
The true return to the act of virtue, to the ethically right
output of his energy-his reward, if you will, and the sole
recompense on which he has a right to insist,-is its return
upon him in a growth of the moral strength within him, an
upbuilding of his ethical being, a flowering of the soul of
right, justice, love, compassion, purity, truth, strength,
courage, self-giving that he seeks to be. The true return to
the act of evil, to the ethically wrong output of energy-his
punishment, if you will, and the sole penalty he has any
need or right to fear,-is its return upon him in a retardation of the growth, a demolition of the upbuilding, an obscuration, tarnishing, impoverishing of the soul, of the· pure,
strong and luminous being that he is striving to be. An inner
happiness he may gain by his act, the calm, peace, satisfaction of the soul fulfilled in right, or an inner calamity, the
suffering, disturbance, unease and malady of its descent or
failure, but he can demand from God or moral Law no
other. The ethical soul,-not the counterfeit but the real,
-accepts the pains and sufferings and difficulties and fierce
intimidations of life, not as a punishment for its sins, but
as an opportunity and trial, an opportunity for its growth,
a trial of its built or native strength, and good fortune and
all outer success not as a coveted reward of virtue, but as
an opportunity also and an even greater more difficult trial.
What to this high seeker of Right can mean the vital law of
Karma or what can its gods do to him that he can fear or
long for? The ethical-vitalistic explanation of the world
and its meaning and measures has for such a soul, for man at
this height of his evolution no significance. He has travelled
beyond the jurisdiction of the Powers of the middle air, the
head of his spirit's endeavour is lifted above the dull grey,.
white belt that is their empire.
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There can be no greater error than to suppose, misled by
this absolute insistence of the ethical being, that the ethical
is the single or the supreme demand of the Infinite upon us or
the one law and line of the higher Karma, and that in comparison with it nothing else matters. The German thinker's
idea that there is a categorical imperative laid upon man to
seek after the right and good, an insistent law of right conduct, but no categorical imperative of the Oversoul compelling him to seek after the beautiful or the true, after a
law of right beauty and harmony and right knowledge, is
a singular misprision. It is a false deduction born of too much
preoccupation with the transitional movement of man's
mind and, there too, only with one side of its complex phenomena. The Indian thinkers had a wiser sight. who, while
conceding right ethical being and conduct as a first need,
still considered knowledge to be the greater ultimate demand,
the indispensable condition, and much nearer to a full seeing
came that larger experience of theirs that either through an
urge towards absolute knowledge or a pure impersonality
of the will or an ecstasy of divine love and absolute delight,
-and even through an absorbing concentration of the
psychical and the vital and physical being,-the soul turns
towards the Supreme and that on each part of our self and
nature and consciousness there can come a call and irresistible attraction of the Divine. Indeed, an uplift of all these,
an imperative of the Divine upon all the ways of our being,
is the impetus of self-enlargement to a complete, an integralising possession of God, freedom and immortality, and that
therefore is the highest law of our nature.
The fundamental movement of life knows nothing of an
absolute ethical insistence, its only categorical imperative
is the imperative of Nature herself compelling each being to
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affirm its life as it must or as best it can according to its own
inborn self and way of expression of her Swabhava. In the
transitional movement of life informed by mind there is indeed a moral instinct developing into a moral sense and idea,
-not complete for it leaves large ranges of conduct in which
there is a lacuna or inconscience of the moral sense, a satisfied fulfilment of the egoistic desires at the expense of others,
and not imperative since it is easily combated and overthrown by the earlier imposed, more naturally dominant
law of the vital being. What the natural egoistic man obeys
most rigorously is the collective or social rule of conduct
impressed on his mind by law and tradition, jus, mores, and
outside its conventional circle he allows himself an easy latitude. The reason generalises the idea of a moral law carrying with it an obligation man should heed and obey but may
disregard at this outer or that inner peril, and it insists first
and most on a moral law, an obligation of self-control,justice,
righteousness, conduct, rather than a law of truth, beauty
and harmony, love, mastery, because the regulation of his
desires and instincts and his outward vital action is his first
necessary preoccuption and he has to find his poise here
and a settled and sanctioned order before he commences
securely to go deeper and develop more in the direction of
his inner being. It is the ideal mind that brings into this
superficial moral sense, this relative obligation, the intuition
of an inner and absolute ethical imperative, and if it tends to
give to ethics the first and most important and in some
minds the whole place, it is still because the priority of action, long given to it in the evolution of mind on earth, moves
man to apply first his idealism to action and his relations with
other beings. But as there is the moral instinct in the mind
seeking for good, so too there is the aesthetic instinct, the
emotional and the dynamic and the instinct in man that seeks
after knowledge, and the developing reason is as much concerned to evolve in all these directions as in the ethical and
to find out their right law; for truth, beauty, love, strength
and power are after all as necessary for the true growth of
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mind and of life and even for the fullness of the action as
righteousness, purity and justice. Arriving on the high
ideal plane these too become, no less than the ethical motive,
no longer a seeking and necessity of this relative nature and
importance, but a law and call to spiritual perfection, an
inner and absolute divine imperative.
The higher mind of man seeks not only after good, but
after truth, after knowledge. He has an intellectual as well
as an ethical being and the impulse that moves it, the will
to know, the thirst for truth is not less divine in its upward
orientation than the will to good, not less too in its earlier
workings, but even more, a necessity of the growth of our
consciousness and being and the right ordering of our action,
not less an imperative need laid upon man by the will of the
spirit in the universe. And in the pursuit of knowledge as
in the pursuit of good we see the same lines and stages of
the evolution of energy. At first as its basis there is
simply a life-consciousness seeking for its self, becoming
more and more aware of its movements, actions and reactions, its environment, its habits, its fixed laws, gaining and
enlarging and learning always to profit by self-experience.
This is indeed the fundamental purpose of consciousness
and use of intelligence, and intelligence with the thinking
will in it is man's master faculty and supports and embraces,
changes with its change and widens with its widening and
increasingly perfects all the others. Mind in its first action
pursues knowledge with a certain curiosity, but turns it
mainly to practical experience, to a help that enables it to
fulfil better and to increase more assuredly the first uses and
purposes oflife. Afterwards it evolves a freer use of the intelligence, but there is still a dominant tu~n towards the vital
purpose. And we may observe that as a power for the returns
of life the world energy seems to attach a more direct importance and give more tangible results to knowledge, to the
right practical workings of the intelligence than it yields to
moral right. In this material world it is at least doubtful how
far moral good is repaid by vital good and moral evil
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punished by a recoil, but it is certain that we do pay very .
usually for our errors, for stupidity, for ignorance of the
right way of action, for any ignoring or misapplication of
the laws that govern our psychical, vital and physical being;
it is certain that knowledge is a power for life efficiency
and success. Intelligence pays its way in the material world,
guards itself against vital and physical suffering, secures
its vital rewards more surely than moral right and ethical
purpose.
But the higher mind of humanity is no more content with
a utilitarian use of knowledge as its last word in the seeking
of the intelligence than with a vitalistic and utilitarian turn
and demand of the ethical being. As in the ethical, so in the
intellectual being of man there emerges a necessity of knowledge which is no longer its utility for life, its need of knowing rightly in order to act rightly, to deal successfully and
intelligently with the world around it, but a necessity of the
soul, an imperative demand of the inner being. The pursuit
of knowledge for the sake of knowledge is the true, the intrinsic Dharma of the intellect and not for the sake primarily
or even necessarily at all for the securing or the enlargement
of the means of life and success in action. The vital kinetic
man tends indeed to regard this passion of the intellect as a
respectable but still rather unpractical and often trivial curiosity: as he values ethics for its social effects or for its rewards
in life, so he values knowledge for its external helpfulness;
science is great in his eyes because of its inventions, its increase of comforts and means and appliances: his standard
in all things is vital efficiency. But, in fact, Nature sees and
stirs from the first to a larger and more inward Will and is
moved with a greater purpose, and all seeking for knowledge
springs from a necessity of the mind, a necessity of its nature,
and that means a necessity of the soul that is here in nature.
Its need to know is one with its need to grow, and from the
eager curiosity of the child upward to the serious stress of
mind of the thinker, scholar, scientist, philosopher the fundamental purpose of Nature, the constant in it, is the same. All
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the time that she seems busy only with the maintenance of
her works, with life, with the outward, her secret underlying
purpose is other,-it is the evolution of that which is hidden
within her: for if her first dynamic word is life, her greater
revealing word is consciousness and the evolution of life and
action only the means of the evolution of the consciousness
involved in life, the imprisoned soul, the jiva. Action is a
means, but knowledge is the sign and the growth ofthe conscious soul is the purpose. Man's use of the intelligence for
the pursuit of knowledge is therefore that which distinguishes
him most from other beings and gives him his high peculiar
place in the scale of existence. His passion for knowledge,
first world-knowledge, but afterwards self-knowledge and
that in which both meet and find their common secret,
God-knowledge, is the central drift of his ideal mind and a
greater imperative of his being than that of action, though
later in laying its complete hold on him, greater in the
wideness of its reach and greater too in its effectiveness
upon action, in the returns of the world energy to his power
of the truth within him.
It is in the third movement of highest mind when it is preparing to disengage itself, its pure self of will and intelligence, the radiant head of its endeavour from subjection to
the vital motive that this imperative of nature, this intrinsic
need that creates in the mind of man the urge towards
knowledge, becomes something much greater, becomes
instead more and more plainly the ideal absolute imperative
of the soul emerging from the husks and sheaths of ignorance
and pushing towards the truth, towards the light as the condition of its fulfilment and the very call of the Divine upon
its being. The lure of an external utility ceases to be at all
needed as an incentive towards knowledge, just as the lure of
a vital reward offered now or hereafter ceases on the same
high level of our ascent to be needed as an incentive to virtue,
and to attach importance to it under whatever specious
colour is even felt to be a degradation of the disinterestedness, a fall from the high purity of the soul motive. Already

even in the more outward forms of intellectual seeking something of this absoluteness begins to be felt and to reign. The
scientist pursues his discoveries in order that he may know
the law and truth of the process of the universe and their
practical results are only a secondary motive of the enquiring
mind and no motive at all to the higher scientific intelligence.
The philosopher is driven from within to search for the ultimate truth of things for the one sake of Truth only and all
else but to see the very face of Truth becomes to him, to his
absorbing mind and soul of knowledge, secondary or of no
importance; nothing can be allowed to interfere with that
one imperative. And there is the tendency to the same kind
of exclusiveness in the interest and the process of this absolute. The thinker is concerned to seek out and enforce the
truth on himself and the world regardless of any effect it may
have in disturbing the established bases of life, religion,
ethics, society, regardless of any other consideration whatsoever; he must express the word of the Truth whatever its
dynamic results on life. And this absolute becomes most
absolute, this imperative most imperative when the inner
action surpasses the strong coldness of intellectual search and
becomes a fiery striving for truth experience, a luminous
inner truth living, a birth into a new truth consciousness.
The enamoured of light, the sage, the Yogin of knowledge,
the seer, the Rishi live for knowledge and in knowledge,
because it is the absolute of light and truth that they seek
after and its claim on them is single and absolute.
At the same time this also is a line of the world energy,for the world Shakti is a Shakti of consciousness and knowledge and not only a Power of force and action,-and the
output of the energy of knowledge brings its results as surely
as the energy of the will seeking after successin action or after
right ethical conduct. But the result that it brings on this
higher plane of the seeking in mind is simply and purely the
upward growth of the soul in light and truth; that and whatever happiness it brings is the one supreme reward demanded
by the soul of knowledge and the darkening of the light
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within, the pain of the fall from truth, the pain of the imperfection of not living only by its law and wholly in the light is
its one penalty of suffering. The outward rewards and the
sufferings of life are small things to the higher soul of knowledge in man: even his high mind of knowledge will often
face all that the world can do to afflict it, just as it is ready to
make all manner of sacrifices in the pursuit and the affirmation of the truth it knows and lives for. Bruno burning in the
Roman fire, the martyrs of all religions suffering and welcoming as witnesses to the light within them torture and
persecution, Buddha leaving all to discover the dark cause of
universal suffering in this world of the impermanence and
the way of escape into the supreme Permanence, the ascetic
casting away as an illusion life in the world and its activities,
enjoyments, attractions with the one will to enter into the
absolute truth and the supreme consciousness are witnesses
to this imperative of knowledge, its extreme examples and
exponents.
The intention of Nature, the spiritual justification of her
ways appears at last in this turn of her energies leading the
conscious soul along the lines of truth and knowledge. At
first she is physical Nature building her firm field according
to a base of settled truth and law but determined by a subconscient knowledge she does not yet share with her creatures. Next she is Life growing slowly self-conscious, seeking
out knowledge that she may move seeingly in them along her
ways and increase at once the complexity and the efficacy of
her movements, but developing slowly too the consciousness
that knowledge must be pursued for a higher and purer end,
for truth, for the satisfaction, as the life expression and as the
spiritual self-finding of the soul of k~owledge. But, last, it is
that soul itself growing in the truth and light, growing into
the absolute truth of itself which is its perfection, that becomes the law and high end of her energies. And at each
stage she gives returns according to the development of the
aim and conscious~essof the being. At first there is the return
of skill and effectu~l intelligence-and her own need ex-

plains sufficiently why she gives the rewards of life. not, as
the ethical mind in us would have it, to the just, not chiefly
to moral good, but to the skilful and to the strong, to will and
force and intelligence,-and then, more and more clearly
disengaged, the return of enlightenment and the satisfaction
of the mind and the soul in the conscious use and wise direction of its powers and capacities and, last of all, the one
supreme return, the increase of the soul in light, the satisfaction of its perfection in knowledge, its birth into the highest
consciousness and the pure fulfilment of its own innate imperative. It is that growth, a divine birth or spiritual selfexceeding its supreme reward, which for the Eastern mind
has been always the highest gain,-the growth out of human
ignorance into divine self-knowledge.
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APPENDIX
(In December 1935, a sadhak had asked Sri Aurobindo a question
regarding a passage in Ch.II tifRebirth and Karma-the
title under
which the series tif articles in Section One of this book were first published in the Arya. This question along with Sri Aurobindo's answer
to it is shown below.)

Q: In Chapter 11, "The Reincarnating Soul", of Rebirth
and Karma

it is stated:

"We have, in fact, an immutable Self, a real Person, lord of
this ever-changing personality which, again, assumes everchanging bodies, but the real Self knows itself always as
above the mutation, watches and enjoys it, but is not involved in it. Through what does it enjoy the changes and
feel them to be its own, even while knowing itself to be unaffected by them? The mind and ego-sense are only inferior
instruments; there must be some more essential form of itself
which the Real Man puts forth, puts in front of itself,
as it were, and at the back of the changings to support and
mirror them without being actually changed by them. This
more essential form is the mental being or mental person
which the Upanishads speak of as the mental leader of the
life and body, manomayab praTJ,a-sarira-netii. It is that which
maintains the ego-sense as a function in the mind and enables
us to have the firm conception of continuous identity in Time
as opposed to the timeless identity of the Self." 1
In this passage I find that it is '~the mental being" which
is put forth from life to life and that it is the reincarnating
soul. But would not the mental being be a part of the personality-the
mental, nervous and physical compositewhich in the popular conception is the thing that is carried
1 P. 25.
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over or which takes a new body in next life? And the "Self"
in this passage is quite different from "the mental being"that means the mental being is yet another kind of "self".
Is "the mental being" then the same as "the psychic being"
which is carried over to the next life?
A: The mental being spoken of by the Upanishad is not part of
the mental nervous physical composite-it is the manomaya
purufa priiTJ,a-sarira-netii, the mental being leader of the life and
body. It could not be so described if it were part of the composite. Nor can the composite or part of it be the Purusha,
-for the composite is composed of Prakriti. It is described
as manomaya by the Upanishads because the psychic being is
behind the veil and man being the mental being in the life
and body lives in his mind and not in his psychic, so to him
the manomaya purufa is the leader of the life and body,-ofthe
psychic behind supporting the whole he is not aware or
dimly aware in his best moments. The psychic is represented
in man by the Prime Minister, the manomaya, itself being a
mild constitutional king; it is the manomaya to whom Prakriti
refers for assent to her actions. But still the statement of the
Upanishads gives only the apparent truth of the matter, valid
for man and the human stage only-for in the animal it
would be rather the priiTJ,amayapurufa that is the netii, leader
of mind and body. It is one reason why I have not yet
allowed the publication of Rebirth and Karma because
this had to be corrected and the deeper truth put in its place.
I had intended to do it later on, but had no time to finish the
remaining articles.
24.12.1935

Sri Aurobindo

