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a good yoga student.

1-FM.indd   5 1/23/08   3:43:51 PM



This page intentionally left blank.



INTRODUCTION     vii

vii

Contents

A Blessing	 from Indra Devi_ _________________________________ ix

Foreword	 by Vanda Scaravelli_______________________________ xi

Introduction	T he Life and Yoga of ˛r• T. Krishnamacharya__________xv

Part I		T he Practice of Yoga______________________________3

	 1	 Yoga: Concept and Meaning_________________________5

	 2	T he Foundations of Yoga Practice_____________________9

	 3	T he Principles of ⁄sana Practice_____________________17

	 4	T he Careful Construction of a Yoga Practice___________25

	 5	 ⁄sana Variations_________________________________45

	 6	P r¡∆¡y¡ma______________________________________53

	 7	T he Bandhas_____________________________________71

Part II	T he Understanding of Yoga_______________________77

	   8	T he Things That Darken the Heart___________________79

	   9	A ctions Leave Traces______________________________87

	 10	T he World Exists to Be Seen and Discovered_ _________93

	 11	L iving in the World_ ______________________________97

	 12	T he World Exists to Set Us Free____________________107

	 13	T he Qualities of the Mind_ ________________________121

	 14	N ine Obstacles on the Yoga Way___________________125

	 15	T he Many Paths of Yoga__________________________135

Part III	 The Yoga SÜtra of Patañjali  ______________________143

Part IV	 Yog⁄Ñjalis⁄ram_ _______________________________217

Appendix 1	T he Texts Mentioned in This Book__________________230

Appendix 2	 Four General Practice Sequences___________________233

Glossary	 _______________________________________________238

Index		  _______________________________________________243

1-FM.indd   7 1/23/08   3:43:52 PM



viii      THE HEART OF YOGA

Krishnamacharya with Indra Devi 
at his centennial celebration.

1-FM.indd   8 1/23/08   3:43:52 PM



INTRODUCTION     ix

  A  Blessing

This book, written by ̨ r• Desikachar, is an invaluable source 
of information regarding the theory and practice of yoga. It is a must for stu-
dents and teachers alike. ˛r• Desikachar, himself a teacher par excellence, 
follows the yoga lineage of his father ˛r• Krishnamacharya, one of the best 
yoga teachers of his time. It was my good fortune to be accepted by ˛r• 
Krishnamacharya into his class, where I was not only the lone foreigner, but 
was also the only woman.

May this book serve as a guide and inspiration for all of the generations of 
yoga enthusiasts to come.

—With blessings, light, and love 
 from the heart of Indra Devi

ix
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Foreword

I am grateful to have the opportunity to write about ̨ r• Desi-
kachar, an exceptional yoga teacher, and it is with great pleasure that I write 
these few words to underline the importance of ˛r• Desikachar’s teaching.

What a nice person Desikachar is! One feels attracted to him—to be with 
him is a pleasure. His simplicity is one of the exceptional characteristics of his 
personality. He does not pretend in any way. In today’s world it is refreshing 
to meet someone who knows so much and yet is so modest. Humility, from 
which simplicity follows, is a very precious quality. Desikachar is one of those 
few people who truly lives this quality.

The years Desikachar spent at university attaining his engineering degree 
have not been an impediment. On the contrary, once I asked what helped him 
most in the work he does now and he replied, “My engineering studies.” It is 
likely that such training stimulated his sparkling intelligence, which later gave 
him the ability to transmit his teaching with clarity and precision. When Desi-
kachar speaks he expresses himself in a natural and easy way, in a language 
that each one of us can understand and follow. He walks toward you with a 
light step, and his delightful smile lets you know that his heart is open.

I received a precious gift one day when he chanted for me and my friends. 
His clear sounds had a delicate and yet powerful flow, following the rhythm that 
arose from his lovely voice. The enchanting atmosphere created by the vibra-
tions of that sound filled the room and remained a long time after he left.

Desikachar helps us realize that what is essential in the practice of yoga is 
the breath because each pose, each movement, originates from there. This 
balanced union brings harmony and order to our bodies and minds.

The way he can communicate these very special yoga teachings is extraor-
dinary. He has great respect for the subject and for the person to whom he is 
conveying his knowledge. He does not push you into it, but very gently leads 
you to the door that eventually, and unexpectedly, may open to let you in.

—Vanda Scaravelli 
Florence, Italy

xi
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Introduction

Bottom: 
Krishnamacharya’s 
healing hands. 

Middle: Õrï Krishna 
Brahmatantra Swami, 
another of 
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The Life and Yoga of 

Sri T. Krishnamacharya 

An Interview with T. K. V. Desikachar

Tirumalai Krishnamacharya was born on November 18, 
1888, in a village in the state of Mysore, South India. He was born into a 
family that traces its roots back to the famous ninth-century South Indian 
sage Nathamuni, author of the Yoga Rahasya and the first teacher in the line 
of Vaishnava gurus.

Krishnamacharya received his first instruction in Sanskrit and yoga from his 
father before becoming a pupil at the Brahmatantra Parakala Mutt in Mysore, 
one of the best known and most respected Brahmin schools. Enrolled 
at the age of twelve, he studied the Vedic texts and learned the Vedic 
rituals while simultaneously attending the Royal College of Mysore. At 
the age of eighteen he moved to Banaras, where he studied Sanskrit, 
logic, and grammar at the university. Back in Mysore, he received a 
thorough grounding in the philosophy of the Ved¡nta from ̨ r• Krishna 
Brahmatantra Swami, the director of the Parakala Mutt. Then he 
went north again to study the S¡µkhya, India’s oldest philosophical 
system and the one on which yoga is fundamentally based. In 1916 
he went to the Himalayas where, at the foot of Mount Kailash, he 
met his teacher, ˛r• Ramamohan Brahmachari, a learned yogi who 
was living with his family near Lake Manasarovar in Tibet.

xv

Krishnamacharya at age 84.
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Krishnamacharya spent more than seven years with this teacher, who exer-
cised considerable influence over the direction he took in life, giving him the 
great task of spreading the message of yoga and using his abilities as a healer 
and helper of sick people. Consequently, ˛r• Krishnamacharya did not em-
bark upon an academic career, but returned to the south where he studied 
⁄yurveda, the traditional Indian healing system, as well as the philosophy of 
Ny¡ya, a Vedic school of logic recognized for its tools of inquiry and emphasis 
on discrimination gained by valid knowledge. In 1924 he returned to Mysore, 
where the r¡ja, a progressive ruler, gave him the opportunity to open a yoga 
school. The r¡ja himself was one of Krishnamacharya’s most enthusiastic 
students. From 1933 to 1955 Krishnamacharya taught yoga at the school and 
wrote his first book, Yoga Makarandam (Secrets of Yoga).

By this time his reputation was spreading throughout South India and beyond. 
Krishnamacharya’s first Western students came to study yoga with him in 
1937. Indra Devi was among them. B. K. S. Iyengar, who was to become 
Krishnamacharya’s brother-in-law, received his first yoga instruction with 
the acclaimed teacher. In 1939 and 1940, Krishnamacharya was visited 
by a French medical team who wanted to verify that an experienced yogi 
could deliberately stop his heartbeat. For ˛r• Krishnamacharya, this much- 
marvelled-at examination was a rather bothersome demonstration, one that 
he undertook out of feeling responsible to validate yoga in the eyes of the 
skeptical scientific world.

Soon Krishnamacharya’s interest and work turned toward treating the sick, 
using ⁄yurveda and yoga as healing agents. He became increasingly well 
known, and in 1952 was summoned to Madras to treat a popular politician 
who had suffered a heart attack. Finally, Krishnamacharya settled in Madras 
with his family.

As well as his Indian students, more Westerners came to Madras to study. 
Gerard Blitz, who brought these teachings to Europe, was one of the first to 
seek out Krishnamacharya, as was Jean Klein, the Advaita teacher. In 1976,  
T. K. V. Desikachar, Krishnamacharya’s son and one of his closest disciples, 
founded the Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram, an institution where yoga is 
used to treat sick people, and is taught to both Indian and foreign students. 
˛r• Krishnamacharya was teaching and inspiring those around him until six 
weeks prior to his death in 1989.

Q:	 As both son and student of ˛r• Krishnamacharya, you must have been one 
of the people closest to him and one of those who knew him best. Can you 
please tell us something about Krishnamacharya, the Sanskrit scholar, 
healer, and yogi?

A:	The foremost reason my father became a scholar of Sanskrit was because 
of his family tradition. In the old days, people like my father’s forebears 
were well known as advisors, even to the kings. Nowadays we would call 
my father’s grandfather something like prime minister, for example, but at 

Krishnamacharya at  
age 46 in samasthiti.

B. K. S. Iyengar at age 24 
demonstrating bhujapïdäsana.

Krishnamacharya patron 
and student, Krishnarajendra 

Wodoyar IV, the mahäräjah  
of Mysore.
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that time the position of prime minister was not a political one in the way 
that we now know it. He was rather an advisor who told the rulers what 
was right and what was wrong. For this purpose, these scholars naturally 
studied the old texts, which are all written in Sanskrit. So at that time it 
was perfectly normal for someone who grew up in the milieu in which 
my father did to become versed in Sanskrit; it was the language of these 
circles, just as today English is the language of technology.

		  In his formal education he had to learn Sanskrit well enough to be able 
to read and study the classic texts that describe the branches of the Vedas. 
Yoga is just one of those branches, but my father developed a special inter-
est in yoga because his family was historically involved with yoga. One 
of his ancestors was the famous yogi Nathamuni. The interest in yoga is 
like a thread going right through the history of this family, and my father 
simply picked it up. His first teacher was his own father.

		  He pursued this interest further when he studied with great masters 
in the north of India, and he found his own special teacher, Ramamohan 
Brahmachari, in the region of Lake Manasarovar in the Himalayas. Krish-
namacharya stayed with his teacher for nearly eight years. Ramamohan 
Brahmachari instructed him in the Yoga Sütra and taught him how to help 
the sick by means of yoga. Much of what is seen as the uniqueness of my 
father’s work comes from this teacher.

		  It is normal for someone with a family tradition like this to become a 
great Sanskrit scholar and to be versed in the literature and religion given 
to us in the Vedas. But because his teacher said to him, “You must spread 
the message of Yoga,” Krishnamacharya decided to become a yoga teacher. 
He turned down many offers of professorships—in Sanskrit, in logic, in 
Ved¡nta and other subjects. He immersed himself in everything he had 
been taught and finally became a guru. It was no easy matter—indeed 
there were inner struggles for him—but he did it.

		  Another important point was that, through his interest in religion, espe-
cially his own tradition of the Vaishnava, Krishnamacharya came across 
the teachings of some great yogis of South India. These people are called 
alvar, which means “someone who has come to us to rule.” Alvar direct the 
minds of other people and are regarded as an incarnation of God. Their 
greatness is bestowed upon them as babies, and many of them are not from 
Brahmin families but sometimes come from simple peasant families. They 
were born into the world as extraordinary people. ˛r• Krishnamacharya 
studied the writings of these masters, which are in our language of Tamil, 
and so discovered the meaning of yoga as it is understood in the south of 
India. This is how he could combine the great teachings from the north, 
learned from his teacher in the Himalayas, with the great teachings of the 
south, which come from our Tamil masters, the alvar.

Q: 	Was it required at that time that someone taking this path should go to the 
Himalayas and live there with a master?

A: 	No, this was Krishnamacharya’s personal decision. He decided that he 
wanted to learn everything about the Vedic dar≈anas—the various systems 
of Indian thought—because some of his views were not accepted by his 
teachers. When he was attending lectures on S¡µkhya and M•m¡µs¡ in 

Krishnamacharya teaching 
a Western student, 1954.
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Mysore, he vowed he would go to the best universities in India and learn 
all there was to learn about various schools of Indian thought. In those 
days, the best place for studying these was Kashi, now known as Varanasi 
or Banaras so he went there. He was lucky to have the opportunity to go 
there, because the teachers there recognized his special abilities. It was 
in Banaras, where Krishnamacharya met a teacher named Ganganath-Jha 
who recommended he go to a great yoga teacher in the north. That is how 
he went to Tibet. It was not a requirement, but instead almost chance.

Q: 	And the healer Krishnamacharya?

A:	  For most people yoga is purely a spiritual discipline, but it is clear that 
for my father, yoga included other things as well. One of the biographies 
written about him relates how he was concerned with the sick even as a 
student. My father himself told me that once he was asked to come to the 
British governor, who suffered from diabetes. My father was able to help 
him, then left to continue his studies in the north, at Mount Kailash.

		  The ability to heal must have come from his own background. Probably 
it was his father who first gave him tips on how to treat diabetes and other 
illnesses, for in Nathamuni’s Yoga Rahasya we find many remarks about 
the use of yoga in the treatment of sick people. Illness is an obstacle on the 
road to spiritual enlightenment; that is why you have to do something about 
it. There are many ways of treating sickness through yoga: sometimes a 
mantra is needed, sometimes a change of diet, sometimes certain ¡sanas, 
and sometimes pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Probably Krishnamacharya had heard about 
all of this early in life and wanted to learn more about it. It became clear 
to him that if he wanted to learn more about healing, he would have to 
learn about ⁄yurveda. So he went to a well-known teacher named Krishna 
Kumar in Bengal and stayed with him in order to learn ⁄yurveda. Eventu-

ally, as well as knowing Nathamuni’s teachings about how 
to use yoga to promote good health, my father had all the 
knowledge of ⁄yurveda at his fingertips. This is how he knew 
the importance of the pulse for giving information about a 
person’s condition. He learned this from masters as well as by 
studying the old texts on the subject. Krishnamacharya always 
took the pulse of anyone who came to him; one of the first 
things he taught me was how to take someone’s pulse. Being 
able to diagnose a condition through taking the pulse and 
using ⁄yurveda and Nathamuni’s yogic health system were 
the means Krishnamacharya used when he gave advice on 
physical, mental, and spiritual wellness. So it is not surprising 
that he sometimes performed real miracles. 

Q:  What makes Krishnamacharya’s yoga so unique?

A:  What makes my father’s yoga teachings unique is his insistence on at-
tending to each individual and to his or her uniqueness. If we respect each 
person individually, it naturally means we will always start from where 
each person currently is. The starting point is never the teacher’s needs but 
those of the student. This requires many different approaches; there is not 
just one approach for everybody. The way yoga is taught nowadays often 

Desikachar making a 
diagnosis based on the pulse.
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gives the impression that there is one solution to everyone’s problems and 
one treatment for every illness. But yoga affects the mind, primarily, and 
each person’s mind is different. Indeed the culture and background of each 
person is different as well. In every case, my father chose what seemed 
necessary and useful: sometimes it might be ¡sanas, sometimes it was a 
prayer, sometimes he even told people to stop a certain yoga practice: then 
the healing occurred. There are many stories I could tell, all of which show 
the necessity for an individual approach to yoga. By this I do not mean 
that I have to give only private lessons, but I must create an atmosphere 
in my classes in which each student can find his or her own way to yoga. 
I have to realize that each of my students is not the same person today 
as they were yesterday, and not at all the same as when they came last 
week, perhaps with similar questions. This is the most important message 
my father passed on, and it is essentially the opposite of what is currently 
being taught in most places.

		  The essence of my father’s teachings is this: it is not that the person 
needs to accommodate him- or herself to yoga, but rather the yoga practice 
must be tailored to fit each person. I would even go so far as to say that 
this is what makes my father’s approach different from most of the others 
around today, where everything is well organized and you have to fit into 
a certain structure. With Krishnamacharya’s yoga there is no organization, 
and the individual must find her or his own structure.

		  This implies that progress on the path of yoga means different things 
for different people. We must not obstruct this progress by deliberately set-
ting certain goals. Yoga serves the individual, and does so through inviting 
transformation rather than by giving information. These are two very dif-
ferent things. For instance, this book gives information about various topics, 
but in order to bring about transformation, I would explain each topic in a 
different way to each person. My father taught us more ways to approach 
a person in yoga than I have found anywhere else. Who should teach 
whom? When? And what? These are the important 
questions to be asked in beginning a practice. But 
underlying all these is the most important question 
of all: How can the power of the breath be utilized? 
That is something quite exceptional; nowhere else is 
the breath given so much importance, and our work 
has proven that the breath is a wonder drug, if I may 
use this term.

Q:	 As well as the breath, you, like your father, use many 
sounds and mantra. Mantra belong to the Indian 
tradition. Can we in the West relate to this aspect 
of Krishnamacharya’s yoga?

A:	  You must understand the word mantra correctly. It is not a Hindu symbol 
but rather something much more universal: it is something that can bring 
a person’s mind to a higher plane. Sound has a lot of power; the voice has 
a tremendous influence. Just think about how an orator can capture an 
audience just by the way he speaks. In our Indian tradition we have made 
use of these qualities of sound. We use Sanskrit words, but your language    

Krishnamacharya and  
student performing eka päda
sarvängäsana.

Desikachar chanting with 
daughter Mekhala, age 10,  
accompanying on the vïnä, 
Germany, 1992.
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too is made up of sounds. In India we use mantra because, by virtue of their 
religious tradition, they mean something to many people. But I would never 
use a mantra indiscriminately. We can always work within an individual’s 
tradition. What is universally true is that sounds can have a powerful influ-
ence on us. Our work proves this again and again. 

Q:	  Can you say something about the concept of structuring your yoga practice 
intelligently—the concept of vi©y¡sa krama?

A:	  First I must ask: What do you mean by “intelligently”? You are probably 
familiar with the argument that doing the headstand brings more blood 
into the head. Somebody who has the feeling that the blood supply to the 
head is not good enough then comes to the conclusion that the headstand 
is the best ¡sana for them. But first we should think this through. Do we 
all suffer from a deficient supply of blood to the head simply because we 
stand and walk upright? Suppose that someone is haunted by this idea so 
much that he begins to practice the headstand every day, if possible first 
thing in the morning, perhaps as the first or only ¡sana. Our experience 
in working with all kinds of people has taught us that people who do this 
eventually suffer from enormous problems in the neck, that then result in 
great tension and stiffness in that area and a decreased supply of blood to 
the whole musculature of the neck—precisely the opposite of what they 
hoped they would achieve.

		  An intelligent approach to yoga practice means that, before you begin, 
you are clear about the various aspects of the ¡sana you wish to practice, 
and know how to prepare for them in such a way that you reduce or negate 
any undesired effects. With regard to the headstand, for example, the ques-
tions are: Is my neck prepared for this? Can I breathe well in the ¡sana? Is 
my back strong enough to raise the entire weight of my legs? To approach 
your practice intelligently means to know all the implications of what you 
want to do, whether that be ¡sana or pr¡∆¡y¡ma, and to make appropri-
ate preparations and adjustments. It is not enough to jump if you want to 
reach the sky. Taking an intelligent approach means working toward your 
goal step by step. If you want to travel overseas, the first thing you need is 
a passport. Then you need visas for the countries you intend to visit, and 
so forth. The simple fact that you want to go there does not make the trip 
possible. All learning follows this pattern.

Q:	  How did Krishnamacharya see the significance of ¡sanas in the practice 
of yoga?

A: 	My father never saw yoga simply as a physical practice. Yoga was much 
more about reaching the highest, which for him was God. So for Krish-
namacharya, yoga meant taking steps that would lead to God in order to 
become one with God. This path demands much from those who follow it: 
a strong will, trust, and the ability keep up one’s efforts constantly. Illness is 
definitely not a good companion on the way, for it can distract the attention; 
instead of being devoted to God we can think only of our physical pains. 
The steps in yoga that are concerned with the physical body are steps that 
should enable us to go the whole way, not the other way around. It is not 
a matter of making the body the center of all activities, nor of depriving  

Krishnamacharya’s student, 
the marähäjah of Kolhapur, 

demonstrating 
bharadväjasana, 1940.
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it altogether. Yoga for one person can mean becoming healthy again through 
the practice of ¡sanas; for someone else it can mean finding help in prepar-
ing for death—certainly not through practicing ¡sanas, but rather by finding 
a way of reaching a peaceful state of mind where there are no feelings of 
guilt or blame. Perhaps in this case I would teach the person to pray. For a 
child it is interesting and meaningful to have a lot of physical exertion—but 
why should I teach an eighty-year-old person to do a headstand or sit in the 
lotus posture?

		  Yoga is primarily a practice intended to make someone wiser, more 
able to understand things than they were before. If ¡sanas help in this, 
terrific! If not, then some other means can be found instead. The goal is 
always bhakti or, to put it in my father’s words, to approach the highest 
intelligence, namely, God.

Q: 	When ˛r• Krishnamacharya was teaching, his explanations were always 
closely linked to the old texts. There was scarcely one explanation that did 
not contain a reference to an appropriate quotation from one of the writ-
ings of the sages of old. Was there one work that was most central to his 
teaching?

A: 	The most important yoga text as far as my father was concerned was always 
Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra. The other texts were certainly useful, but there was 
no doubt in his mind concerning the relevance of the Yoga Sütra. Another 
text that was important to him was Nathamuni’s Yoga Rahasya. In that text 
there are hints on practical procedures; it is a book much concerned with 
the question of how yoga can be adapted to each individual. There is a lot 
of detailed information about breathing in the ¡sanas, for example. The 
Yoga Rahasya contains a wealth of information that is not given in the Yoga 
Sütra. Furthermore, Nathamuni’s text places great emphasis on bhakti, 
devotion to God. The Bhagavad Gïtä is also a great yoga text. It empha-
sizes the thought that the way to the highest power does not mean that we 
should neglect or refuse to carry out our duties in life. This is what makes 
the Bhagavad Gïtä unique. It tells us that our search should not be a flight 
from life. For anyone to whom the Vedas is important, the Bhagavad Gïtä 
is a significant text. It relates many of the things from the Upanißads in a 
way that is easy to understand, and surprisingly enough, it contains impor- 
tant hints on things like breathing techniques and nutrition. In details like 
this the Bhagavad Gïtä is much clearer and more precise than the Yoga 
Sütra. A text like the Ha†ha Yoga Pradïpikä contains a lot of good informa-
tion, yet the essential text is still Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra. Understanding the 
Yoga Sütra is a lifelong task. Each time you read it you can see something 
more, something different. I studied it eight times with my father, and I think 
my father went on studying it throughout his life. Each time he went through  
the Yoga Sütra with me he could say something new about it. His 
last commentary on this text, written from 1984–1986, contained 
thoughts that he had never expressed before. In 1961 I studied the 
verse regarding näbhicakra with him,1 but how much more infor-
mation about the human body he put in his later commentary on 
this same verse! The Yoga Sütra is an inspired text on all levels, 
whether about the body, the breath, or the mind. 1. Yoga Sütra 3.29.
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     Besides Nathamuni’s Yoga Rahasya, which goes into more 
detail and emphasizes the theme of bhakti, the Yoga Sütra was 
the seminal text for Krishnamacharya.

Q: ˛r• Krishnamacharya was a family man and had six children. 
Can you say a few words about his family life?

A: My father was a very concerned person. He wanted all of us to do 
yoga and know everything he knew. At the same time, he found 
time to take care of our needs. I remember him taking us to the 
cinema when I was eight years old. But somehow we children 
were much closer to our mother. She was the one we usually went 
to when we needed something.

Q: What part did yoga play in the family?

A: Whether we liked it or not, we all did yoga. Everyone, including my mother 
and my three sisters, practiced ¡sanas. I remember seeing my mother doing 
¡sanas, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, and meditation when she was expecting my younger 
sister. I was the least interested, I must confess. When my father was around, 
though, I pretended to practice ¡sanas. My elder brother was the expert.

Q: 	Contrary to the trends of the time, your father did a lot to promote yoga 
for women, and your mother practiced regularly.

A: 	Yes. How she learned so much, I do not know. She must have picked it up 
from Father, who taught at home. I never saw him actually teach her, but 
she was able to correct all our practices. She knew all the texts by heart, 
even though she did not have much schooling. Her sister was adept at yoga 
too. She used to accompany Father on his lecture tours. And my sisters 
helped Father in his classes; my youngest sister now teaches yoga. Some 
of our women teachers are former students of his, including my wife. 
The well-known American yoga teacher Indra Devi studied yoga with my 
father in 1937.

Q:	 It is interesting that your father chose family life rather than the life of a 
sanny¡sin. What was his attitude toward sanny¡sin?

A: To be a sanny¡sin means to give yourself totally to a higher power, to 
God. I think my father was a great example of that. There was never 
any doubt that he felt that it was not he himself who did things. He 
regarded himself as powerless, and it was always the power of his 
teacher or God that worked through him. He always claimed that 
everything he said and did came from his teacher and from God. He 
never claimed to have discovered anything, but always said: “Noth-
ing is mine; it all comes from my teacher or from God.” To me, that 
is sanny¡sa. You cannot be a sanny¡sin and at the same time say you 
discovered something yourself. To be a sanny¡sin means to lay all that 
you do at the feet of your teacher or God. My father was an example 
of this. Those who met him often saw him take his teacher’s sandals 
and lay them on his head as a way of saying that he felt he was small, 
smaller than the feet of his teacher. I think my father was a sanny¡sin 
par excellence, and yet he was also a family man; he never experienced 
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any contradiction between living with his family and living in the 
true spirit of a sanny¡sin.

		  Sanny¡sa in the sense of wearing orange robes, never staying 
long in one place but wandering about and begging for food was, 
in my father’s opinion, no longer appropriate for our times. Manu, 
one of our great scholars, used to say that in these times of kaliyuga, 
sanny¡sa has become impossible. My father’s teacher told him that 
he must lead a family life, and Nathamuni says that family life is 
the most important part of one’s existence. By that he does not just 
mean having children, but living as others do and having responsi-
bilities. Even the Upanißads do not insist on sanny¡sa in the formal 
sense of the word. The Bhagavad Gïtä places no great value on 
sanny¡sa. In it, Arjuna comes to see that he should involve himself in life 
and not run away from his tasks. Perhaps it is appropriate for those who 
have carried out all the tasks they have to do in the world to choose the 
way of sanny¡sa, but there are not many like this. What was traditionally 
understood by the term sannyäsa is nowadays no longer possible.

Q:	  You studied with your father for more than twenty-five years. How did you 
come to be a student of your father’s?

A:	  First of all, it is not quite accurate to say that I studied with him for twenty-
five years. To say that gives the impression that I was like a student at 
university where the whole day is filled with studying. No, I lived with him 
for twenty-five adult years and during that time I also studied with him. In 
this way, studying with my father was like going to a foreign country and 
slowly becoming familiar with the language, customs, and habits of the 
people there. That is how I learned from him. He taught me how to under-
stand the important texts such as the Upanißads. I learned how to recite 
these texts and how to interpret them. He told me what I had to learn and 
decided what I should teach. For instance, when I was wondering whether 
to accept an invitation from the European Union of Yoga, he said,  “Go to 
the yoga conference in Switzerland!” and I went. He told me to 
go and teach Krishnamurthi, and so I did, and my father told me 
how I should do that.

		  Living with him, being with him, seeing him, eating with him, 
and so forth were the most important aspects of my life. I studied 
with him too, which is how I can now explain this and that to you 
from the Yoga Sütra. But my explanations contain more of my 
experience with him, my shared life with him, than his words 
themselves. All that has been a great gift for me. Everything hap-
pened in our house: his treatments, his teaching, our family life, 
everything. That was the essential part of my “study” with him.

Q: 	What was his instruction like? How did he teach you and what did 
you learn?

A: 	I learned ¡sanas, but I only needed to work on them for six months or so. I 
was twenty-five and very flexible. He often took me with him to lectures and I 
had to demonstrate the ¡sanas to the audience as he explained their particular 
details. He told me how I had to perform them, and I did what he said.

Krishnamacharya with 
his grandsons Bhushan and 
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Mrs. Menaka Desikachar  
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	 I did not find the ¡sanas difficult, and my own ¡sana practice 
did not play an important part in his instruction. Much more time 
was taken up with the study of texts, learning to read pulses, 
working with sick people, and learning the important principles 
for teaching yoga. I had to teach first, and afterward ask ques-
tions. For example, I did not know how to teach yoga to pregnant 
women, so I asked him and he gave me advice. He watched my 
students closely and he watched my work with them closely. Even 
in 1989, the year in which he died, I never hesitated to ask him 
for advice, and he always gave me an answer.
	 When I first began studying with him he sometimes said: 
“What you are teaching at the moment is wrong.” He said this in 
front of the students, but I did not feel any shame. On the contrary, 

I was happy that mistakes would thus be avoided. My students were not 
in the least put off by this practice. It was rather seen as good fortune to 
be given advice by the teacher. The well-being of the students was always 
central to our teaching, and I had no problem in telling them that I would 
have to ask my father for advice because I did not know enough myself. 
And my father was always very kind and told me what was to be done. 
This way of teaching requires kindness from the teacher and much mod-
esty and humility on the part of the student. I can say that living with him 

and being able to observe and experience him working, treating 
himself when he was sick, preparing his meals and carrying 
out other rituals—all of this was the real yoga instruction that I 
received from him.
	 Of course there was the study of texts too, which took much 
more time than ¡sana technique because once you have under-
stood this there is nothing more to say about it. The texts pro-
vide the content of your practice and make what you are doing 
comprehensible. The study of certain texts was compulsory, and 
here too the relationship between teacher and pupil was beyond 
question. First I had to learn the text he chose by heart. These 
texts are recited in a particular way. There are certain rules, and 
there is a game made of listening and repeating them as you 
learn them. Only after you have learned them by heart are they 
explained, and the explanations are given in the way the teacher 

thinks appropriate for each student. Instruction like this is only possible 
when you live with your teacher. In earlier days this was indeed the only 
way teachers could pass on the old texts at all.

Q:	  Nowadays it is not so easy to live in such close proximity with your teacher. 
What can we do?

A:	  I see a great difference between the struggle my father had to follow his 
path and the comfort I had in learning yoga. He left his home and went 
north into Tibet, far away from his people and culture, and stayed there for 
eight years. I scarcely had to take a couple of steps to receive my instruc-
tion. We lived in the same house. At first I divided my time between work 
and study. Perhaps I missed out on something by doing it like this, but my 
father wanted it this way. 
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		  I think that we do not necessarily have to live with a teacher nowadays. 
We should rather work in our own environment and then meet our teacher 
from time to time in order to find a point of reference. Having a point 
of reference is absolutely necessary. We need somebody who can hold a 
mirror in front of us. Otherwise we very quickly begin to imagine that we 
are perfect and know it all. This personal connection cannot be replaced 
by books or videos. There must be a relationship, a real relationship, one 
that is based on trust.

Q: 	Can you tell us something about your relationship with your teacher?

A: 	My father was my teacher and he was a very lovely person. We were fifty 
years apart in age, so there was a great difference between us. His educa-
tion and background were very different from mine, but what I remember 
most is that he always came to my level in working with me. I am a West-
ern-educated person and he was a traditional teacher. He saw that I was 
different so he adapted his teachings to me. I took that as a great example 
of what we can do as teachers for others.

		  The fact that I was his son never interfered in the relationship, even 
though the relationship between a father and a son is different from the 
relationship between a teacher and a student. We were living in the same 
house with all our family members and others. I was a slow learner and 
would do stupid things, yet he never gave me any indication that I was 
lacking. He would only say words in support of me, such as, “You do not 
have the background I have,” and he would patiently persevere with me.

Q: 	Was the father/son relationship there also?

A:	  When he was a teacher, he was a teacher. He would expect me to be on 
time. If he asked me to sit I would sit. That is the Indian tradition. He 
had the ability to separate the teacher relationship from the father 
relationship. I also spent a lot of time as his son, doing the natural 
things that a father and son do together. 

Q: 	There is much interest these days in understanding nondualism. 
Some teachers say that is all that is needed. What is the difference 
between the way your father taught and Advaita Ved¡nta?

A:	My father said about advaita, and I quote, “The word advaita 
has two parts, a- and dvaita.” So to realize advaita we should 
first realize dvaita. It is a very interesting idea. In other words, 
to realize advaita, nondualism, one must first realize dvaita, 
dualism. We must start with the reality of our situation. Most of us are 
in dualism, and we have to accept duality and start from duality before 
it can become one, before we can know nonduality. Imagine: if there 
were only one, then there would not be the word or the concept of ad-
vaita. The concept of advaita itself implies two. Yoga links the two and 
through this link the two become one. That is advaita. So yoga is the 
step toward advaita. The two must be recognized, then brought together, 
otherwise even the advaita idea becomes an object. The moment I say I 
am an Advaitin, I am making the word advaita into an object and I create 

Father and son.
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division in myself. Yoga is the method and the approach to make this great 
realization a reality. That is why the greatest teacher of Advaita Vedañta, 
commented on the Yoga Sütra, explaining the importance of yoga and 
emphasizing the importance of such things as näda [sound] and bandha 
[a body lock]. He spoke of yoga as an important means for reaching that 
goal called advaita.

Q: 	Many of today’s spiritual organizations teach some form of yoga as part of 
their recommended path. But many of these yoga practices seem to be quite 
different from your father’s recommendations, or they seem to emphasize 
certain aspects. 

A: 	What finally matters is what a person perceives. If somebody is happier 
through what these great organizations provide, then membership is right 
for that person. I have good friends who have greatly benefited from belong-
ing to such organizations. They are not my students but they have learned 
to practice yoga in my father’s way. Their lives in these organizations have 
become much richer and brighter through practicing yoga. 

Q: 	There is a wide variety of yoga practices taught, and talk of many different 
kinds of yoga. Why is this?

A: 	Because yoga is not fixed. Yoga is creation. I know the way that you teach 
will be different from the way I teach, and the way I teach is different from 
the way my father taught. We all have different experiences, different 
backgrounds, different perspectives on yoga and why it is important for us. 
So it is not a surprise that different people find different things through the 
same yoga teaching. Even in our own yoga institution different teachers will 
teach in different ways according to their own perspective and priorities 
and interests in yoga. The Yoga Sütra says that each person gets different 
things from the same teaching based on his or her own perspective. There 
is nothing wrong with this. This is how it is.

Q: 	It seems a little unusual however that several teachers–all of whom were 
students of your father, Krishnamacharya–have very different methods of 
teaching. 

A:	 Well, here there are two questions: How long was their association with 
my father? And how much did they have to be on their own when they 
were called upon to teach? My association with my father was very long. 
I observed him teaching others at different stages of his life from 1960 to 
almost the end of his life. He was teaching different people in different ways 
according to their needs, their age, their health, and so on. This taught me a 
lot of things. Further, for those thirty years I was exposed to many aspects 
of his teaching. I had the real thing day after day, so I could absorb much 
of his teaching and at the same time I could always go back to him with 
questions and case studies. In that way he would help me with my teaching. 
Take your own case, for example. If you had some health problem, I could 
easily go and ask my father for help. So I had an enormous exposure that 
others who are now teaching were not able to enjoy. When called upon they 
found other ways of teaching, which is fine.
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Q:	 Can yoga be taught in a class situation or should it always be one-on-one 
with the teacher?

A: Many things can be taught in a class situation. Often the group support for 
people who share the same interests or difficulties can be very helpful, 
as in the group for patients of bypass surgery that we teach here at the 
mandiram. As my father said, however, we are not magicians, and it is not 
easy to handle many people at the same time. In yoga, the purpose is to 
bring some change, and the teacher is the reference point. You always re-
member what the teacher told you—not what you read in the book or what 
he spoke in the class, but what he told you. You need the teacher, you need 
the intimacy. Yoga is intimate. There is no yoga between one and a mil-
lion; yoga is between two—the teacher and the student. In the Upanißads 
it is beautifully stated: In education the first requirement is the teacher, 
the second is the student. What should happen between them is learning. 
How it should happen is through the constant teaching of that which will 
be relevant to the student. That is education.

Q: 	Sometimes yoga is described as being a long and arduous task toward 
achieving a goal. What do you think?

A: It depends on what the goal is. Most often, people are doing yoga for some 
simple reason, and they progress into more involved, step-by-step practices. 
Each step can be enjoyable, fitted to the reality of where each person is 
now. As my father said, if you go step by step, there will be no problems. 
Enjoy each step. Trying to leap many steps at once can be a problem. 

Q: 	Can anyone practice yoga?

A:	  Anybody who wants to can practice yoga. Anybody can breathe; therefore 
anybody can practice yoga. But no one can practice every kind of yoga. It 
has to be the right yoga for the person. The student and teacher meet and 
decide on a program that is acceptable and suitable to the person. 

Q: 	All over the world there are many teachers who are known to be gurus. 
Many are from India, and others are not. There is a popular understanding 
now of the word guru. From the yoga tradition, what is a guru?

A: 	A guru is not one who has a following. A guru is one who can show me 
the way. Suppose I’m in the forest and somehow I’ve lost my way. Then I’ll 
ask a person, “Is this the way -home?” That person might say, “Yes, you 
go this way.” I say, “Thank you,” and I go my way. That is a guru.

		  There is an image in the world today that the guru has a following and 
his students follow him like the Pied Piper. That is not good. The true guru 
shows you the way. You go your way and then you’re on your own, because 
you know your place and you are grateful. I can always thank my guru 
naturally and enjoy the relationship, but I do not have to follow him around, 
because then I am not in my own place. Following the guru’s destination 
is another way of losing yourself. The yoga concept of svadharma means 
“your own dharma” or “your own way.” If you try to do somebody else’s 
dharma, trouble happens. The guru helps you find your own dharma.
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Q: Was your father a guru?

A: He never said so, but many people think so.

Q: Why did he never say that of himself?

A:	That’s a delicate question, but since he is my father, I can tell you. The 
guru is not one who says, “I am the guru.” There are great stories in the 
Upanißads of the guru who rejected the very idea of teaching. One of the 
qualities of a person who is clear, who is wise, is not to need to say “I am 
clear, I am wise.” There is no need to say this. The person knows the way 
and he or she shows the way. It is simple. Humility is one of the qualities 
of a clear person—there is nothing to prove to anybody. My father was 
like this.

Q: 	In 1976 the Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram was set up in Madras. What 
kind of work is carried out there?

A: 	 We do essentially three things: First, we are available to anyone 
seeking help. Among those who come to us are people who 
have problems or those who are sick. This follows my father’s 
tradition; throughout his life as a teacher he was again and 
again asked for advice and help by people suffering from all 
sorts of illnesses. It was not our intention that this focus on 
working with the sick should come to be such a big part of 
the mandiram’s activities, but now we are recognized as an 
institution by the Department of Health.

	   Second, we offer instruction to anyone who asks for it. If 
someone wants to know about yoga, they can come and learn 
here. By instruction I do not mean just instruction in ¡sanas. 

Yoga instruction at the mandiram includes learning about the whole 
spiritual and cultural heritage of India. We give classes in the recitation 
of Vedic texts and there are classes on the important ancient texts such 
as the Upanißads, the Yoga Sütra, and the Yoga Rahasya. 

		  The third area in which we work is in research and study projects. More 
by chance than anything else, we have begun asking ourselves how the 
various aspects of yoga can be investigated more closely. We are doing 
this so as to make our work in some way or other more comparable with 
other systems. For example, we have carried out research on the treatment 
of back pain and on our work with mentally handicapped people. Another 
project on which we are working is how to present my father’s teachings 
to the public.
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5

1

Yoga: Concept and Meaning

To begin, I should like to share some thoughts that might help 
us understand the many different meanings of the word yoga. Yoga is one of 
the six fundamental systems of Indian thought collectively known as darõana; 
the other five dar≈ana are nyäya, vaiõeæßika, säm. khya, mïmämsä, and vedänta.1 
The word darõana is derived from the Sanskrit root dr. s, which translates as “to 
see.” Darõana therefore means “sight,” “view,” “point of view,” or even “a cer- 
tain way of seeing.” But beyond these lie another meaning; to understand 
this one we must conjure an image of a mirror with which we can look inside 
ourselves. And in fact all the great texts introduce us to ways of seeing that 
create opportunities for us to recognize ourselves better. We look deeper inside 
ourselves as we come to terms with the teachings. As one of the six dar≈anas, 
yoga has its origins in the Vedas, the oldest record of Indian culture. It was 
systematized as a special dar≈ana by the great Indian sage Patañjali in the 
Yoga Sütra. Although this work was followed by many other important texts 
on yoga, Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra is certainly the most significant.

Many different interpretations of the word yoga have been handed down 
over the centuries. One of these is “to come together,” “to unite.” Another 
meaning of the word yoga is “to tie the strands of the mind together.” These 
two definitions may at first glance seem very different, but really they are 
speaking about the same thing. While “coming together” gives us a physical 
interpretation of the word yoga, an example of tying the strands of the mind 
together is the directing of our thoughts toward the yoga session before we 
take on an actual practice. Once those mental strands come together to form 
an intention, we are ready to begin the physical work.

A further meaning of the word yoga is “to attain what was previously unat-
tainable.” The starting point for this thought is that there is something that we 
are today unable to do; when we find the means for bringing that desire into 

1. For a guide to the
	 pronunciation of 

Sanskrit, see pages 
147–48
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action, that step is yoga. In fact, every change is yoga. For example, when we 
find a way to bend the body forward and touch our toes, or learn the mean-
ing of the word yoga with the help of a text, or gain more understanding of 
ourselves or others through a discussion, we have reached a point where we 
have never been before. Each of these movements and changes is yoga. 

Another aspect of yoga has to do with our actions. Yoga therefore also means 
acting in such a way that all of our attention is directed toward the activity in 
which we are currently engaged. Suppose for example that while I am writ-
ing, one part of my mind is thinking about what I want to say while another 
part is thinking about something entirely different. The more I am focused 
on my writing, the greater my attentiveness to my action in this moment. The 
exact opposite might also occur: I might begin writing with great attention, 
but as I continue to write my attention begins to waver. I might begin to think 
about the plans I have for the day tomorrow, or what is cooking for dinner. It 
then appears as if I am acting with attentiveness, but really I am paying little 
attention to the task at hand. I am functioning, but I am not present. Yoga 
attempts to create a state in which we are always present—really present—in 
every action, in every moment. 

The advantage of attentiveness is that we perform each task better and at 
the same time are conscious of our actions. The possibility of making mistakes 
becomes correspondingly smaller the more our attention develops. When we 
are attentive to our actions we are not prisoners to our habits; we do not need 
to do something today simply because we did it yesterday. Instead there is 
the possibility of considering our actions fresh and so avoiding thoughtless 
repetition. 

Another classic definition of yoga is “to be one with the divine.” It 
does not matter what name we use for the divine—God, Allah, °≈vara, or 
whatever—anything that brings us closer to understanding that there is a 
power higher and greater than ourselves is yoga. When we feel in harmony 
with that higher power, that too is yoga. 

So we see that there are many possible ways of understanding the mean-
ing of the word yoga. Yoga has its roots in Indian thought, but its content is 
universal because it is about the means by which we can make the changes 
we desire in our lives. The actual practice of yoga takes each person in a 
different direction. It is not necessary to subscribe to any particular ideas of 
God in order to follow the yoga path. The practice of yoga only requires us 
to act and to be attentive to our actions. Each of us is required to pay careful 
attention to the direction we are taking so that we know where we are going 
and how we are going to get there; this careful observation will enable us to 
discover something new. Whether this discovery leads to a better understand-
ing of God, to greater contentment, or to a new goal is a completely personal 
matter. When we begin discussing äsanas, the physical exercises of yoga, we 
shall see how the various ideas implicit in the meaning of the word yoga can 
be incorporated into our practice.
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Where and how does the practice of yoga begin? Should we always begin on 
the physical level? I would say that where we begin depends on our personal 
interests. There are many ways of practicing yoga, and gradually the interest 
in one path will lead to another. So it could be that we begin by studying the 
Yoga Sütra or by meditating. Or we may instead begin with practicing ¡sa-
nas and so start to understand yoga through the experience of the body. We 
can also begin with pr¡∆¡y¡ma, feeling the breath as the movement of our 
inner being. There are no prescriptions regarding where and how our practice 
should begin. 

Books or yoga classes often give the impression that there are prerequisites 
for the study of yoga. We may be told that we should not smoke, or that we 
should be vegetarian, or that we should give away all our worldly goods. 
Such ways of behaving are admirable only if they originate within us—and 
they may as a result of yoga—but not if they are imposed from outside. For 
instance, many people who smoke give up the habit once they begin a yoga 
practice. As result of their practice they no longer want to smoke; they do not 
give up smoking in order to practice yoga. We begin where we are and how 
we are, and whatever happens, happens. 

When we begin studying yoga—whether by way of ¡sanas, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, 
meditation, or studying the Yoga Sütra—the way in which we learn is the same. 
The more we progress, the more we become aware of the holistic nature of 
our being, realizing that we are made of body, breath, mind, and more. Many 
people who start studying yoga by practicing ¡sanas continue to learn more 
poses until the only meaning of yoga for them lies in physical exercise. We 
can liken this to a man who strengthens only one arm and lets the other one 
become weak. Similarly, there are people who intellectualize the idea of 
yoga; they write wonderful books and speak brilliantly about complicated 
ideas such as prakr. ti and ätman, but when they are writing or speaking they 
cannot sit erect for even a few minutes. So let us not forget, we can begin 
practicing yoga from any starting point, but if we are to be complete human 
beings we must incorporate all aspects of ourselves, and do so step by step. 
In the Yoga Sütra, Patañjali emphasizes all aspects of human life, including 
our relationships with others, our behavior, our health, our breathing, and our 
meditation path.
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Krishnamacharya 
demonstrating 

eka päda ürdhva  
prasr. ta pädäsana  

variations. 
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The Foundations of Yoga Practice

To explain yoga I shall refer to the ideas expressed in Patañjali’s 
Yoga Sütra, the guide to yogic practice that I prefer to any other text on yoga. 
In a certain way the Yoga Sütra is more universal than any other text because 
it focuses on the mind—what its qualities are and how we can influence it. 
As defined in the Yoga Sütra, yoga is the ability to direct the mind without 
distraction or interruption. No one can deny that such a process is beneficial 
to all people for living a focused and productive life. Other yoga texts talk 
about God, consciousness, and other such concepts that are not necessarily 
accepted by or consisent with various philosophies and religions. If I under-
stand yoga as a path that is accessible to every human being, then it seems 
perfectly natural that my discussion be based on the Yoga Sütra precisely 
because questions about the qualities of mind are universal ones. Speaking 
in terms of God or a Supreme Being often disturbs people, regardless of 
whether they accept or reject the notion. Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra is exception-
ally open, which is in part what makes it so profound. The notion of God is 
neither rejected nor forced on anyone. For this reason I think the Yoga Sütra 
makes yoga more comprehensible than any other text.

Perception and Action
An important concept from Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra has to do with the way we 
perceive things, and it explains why we are always getting into difficulties in 
life. If we know how we create such problems, we can also learn how to free 
ourselves of them.

How does our perception work? We often determine that we have seen a 
situation “correctly” and act according to that perception. In reality, however, 
we have deceived ourselves, and our actions may thus bring misfortune to 
ourselves or others. Just as difficult is the situation in which we doubt our 
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understanding of a situation when it is actually correct, and for that reason we 
take no action, even though doing so would be beneficial.

The Yoga Sütra uses the term avidyä to describe these two ends of the 
spectrum of experience. Avidy¡ literally means “incorrect comprehension,” 
describing a false perception or a misapprehension. Avidy¡ confuses the gross 
with the subtle. The opposite of avidy¡ is vidyä, “correct understanding.”1 

Now what is this avidy¡ that is so deeply rooted in us? Avidy¡ can be 
understood as the accumulated result of our many unconscious actions, the 
actions and ways of perceiving that we have been mechanically carrying 
out for years. As a result of these unconscious responses, the mind becomes 
more and more dependent on habits until we accept the actions of yesterday 
as the norms of today. Such habituation in our action and perception is called  
sam.skära. These habits cover the mind with avidy¡, as if obscuring the clarity 
of consciousness with a filmy layer.

If we are sure we do not clearly understand a given situation, generally 
speaking we do not act decisively. But if we are clear in our understanding 
we will act and it will go well for us. Such an action stems from a deep level 
of perception. In contrast, avidy¡ is distinguished by superficial perception. 
I think I see something correctly, so I take a particular action and then later 
have to admit that I was mistaken and that my actions have not proved ben-
eficial. So we have two levels of perception: One is deep within us and free 
of this film of avidy¡, the other is superficial and obscured by avidy¡. Just as 
our eye is transparent and clear and should not itself be tinted if it is to see 
colors accurately, so should our perception be like a crystal-clear mirror. The 
goal of yoga is to reduce the film of avidy¡ in order to act correctly.

The Branches of Avidyä
We seldom have an immediate and direct sense that our perception is wrong 
or clouded. Avidy¡ seldom is expressed as avidy¡ itself. Indeed, one of the 
characteristics of avidy¡ is that it remains hidden from us. Easier to identify 
are the characteristics of avidy¡’s branches. If we notice that these are alive 
in us, then we can recognize the presence of avidy¡. 

The first branch of avidy¡ is what we often call the ego. It pushes us into 
thoughts such as “I have to be better than other people,” “I am the greatest,” 
“I know that I’m right.” This branch is called asmitä in the Yoga Sütra. 

The second branch of avidy¡ expresses itself in making demands. This branch 
is called räga. We want something today because it was pleasant yesterday, 
not because we really need it today. Yesterday I had a glass of fruit juice that 
tasted delicious and gave me the energy I needed. Today something in me 
says: “I want another glass of this sweet juice,” even though I do not really 
need it today and it may not even be good for me. We want things we do not 
have. What we do have is not enough and we want more of it. We want to 
keep what we are asked to give away. This is r¡ga.1.Yoga Sütra 2.3–5.
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Dveæa, the third branch of avidy¡, is in a certain way the opposite of r¡ga. 
Dveßa expresses itself by rejecting things. We have a difficult experience 
and are afraid of repeating it, so we reject the people, the thoughts, and the 
settings that relate to that experience, assuming they will bring us pain again. 
Dveßa also causes us to reject those things with which we are not familiar, 
even though we have no history with them, negative or positive. These forms 
of rejection are the expressions of dveßa.

Finally, there is abhiniveõa, fear. This is perhaps the most secret aspect of 
avidya and its expression is found on many levels of our everyday life. We 
feel uncertain. We have doubts about our position in life. We are afraid that 
people will judge us negatively. We feel uncertain when our lifestyle is upset. 
We do not want to grow old. All these feelings are expressions of abhinive≈a, 
the fourth branch of avidy¡.

These four branches of avidy¡, singly or together, cloud our perceptions. 
Through them avidy¡ is constantly active in our subconscious mind and as a 
result of this activity we end up feeling dissatisfied. For example, if ¡sanas 
are being practiced in a class, we have a tendency to compare ourselves with 
others. We notice that someone is more limber than we are, and that com-
parison creates dissatisfaction. Yet the practice of ¡sanas is not a sporting 
contest. Just because one person can bend forward further than another does 
not necessarily mean that she is more advanced in her yoga practice. Such 
comparisons lead to a satisfaction that relies on a feeling of superiority, or to 
a dissatisfaction that stems from a sense of inferiority. Such dissatisfaction 
often weighs so heavily upon us that it constantly haunts us and will not leave 
us alone. In both cases the origin of our feelings remains hidden from us.

Let me give you another example of the persistence of avidy¡. Suppose I 
make a mistake in a discussion regarding the Yoga Sütra. Normally I would 
admit to the mistake and apologize. This time when my friend says that my 
opinions on this great text are wrong, I feel a pain deep inside myself. I feel 
sick. Perhaps, under the influence of asmit¡, I try to prove that my friend is 
wrong and I am right. Or abhinive≈a may impell me to withdraw from the 
situation altogether. Either way, I reject that which challenges me instead of 
accepting the criticism and learning from the situation. 

As long as the branches of avidy¡ are expanding there is a great chance that 
we will make false moves because we do not weigh things carefully and make 
sound judgments. When we perceive that problems have somehow arisen, we 
can assume that avidy¡ was instrumental in their making. Yoga decreases the 
effects of avidy¡ so that true understanding can take place.

We notice avidy¡ more by its absence than its presence. When we see 
something correctly there is a profound peace inside us—we feel no tension, 
no unrest, no agitation. For instance, when I am conscious of speaking slowly 
I sense that there is a spring from which quietness comes, and vidy¡, clear 
understanding, is within me. But if I am not certain about what I am saying, I 

Figure 1: Avidyä is the root 
cause of the obstacles that 
prevent us from recognizing 
things as they really are. The 
obstacles are asmitä (ego), 
räga (attachment), dveæa (re-
fusal), and abhiniveõa (fear).
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tend to speak too fast. I use unnecessary words and I might break off my sen-
tences. So when our understanding is clear we feel quietness and calmness 
deep within us.

Constancy and Change
If we subscribe to yogic concepts, then everything that we see, experience, 
and feel is not illusion; it is true and real. Everything is real, including 
dreams, ideas, and fantasies. Even avidy¡ itself is real. This concept is called 
satväda.

Although in yoga everything we see and experience is true and real, all 
form and all content are in a constant state of flux. This concept of continual 
change is known as parin. maväda. The way we see things today does not have 
to be the way we saw them yesterday. That is because the situations, our 
relationship to them, and we ourselves have all changed in the interim. This 
notion of constant change suggests that we do not have to be discouraged by 
the existence of avidy¡. If things go badly, they can always change for the 
better. Of course, they could always get worse too! We never know what may 
happen in life, and that is why it is important to be attentive. Whether things 
get better or worse depends to a considerable extent on our own actions. The 
recommendation of a regular yoga practice follows the principle that through 
practice we can learn to stay present in every moment, and thereby achieve 
much that we were previously incapable of.

Yoga subscribes to the notion that deep within us there is something that is 
also very real but, unlike everything else, is not subject to change. We call 
this wellspring puruæa or draæår. ,  meaning “that which sees” or “that which can 
see correctly.” When we are swimming in a river and cannot see the bank, it 
is difficult to notice the current. We are moving so much with the river that 
we may scarcely see its flow. But if we go to the bank where we have firm 
ground it is much easier to see how the river is flowing. 

Purußa denotes the position from which we can see; it is the power in us 
that enables us to perceive with accuracy. The practice of yoga encourages 
this unhampered seeing to simply happen. As long as our mind is covered by 
avidy¡, our perceptions are clouded. It is when we feel quietness deep within 
us that we know we truly understand, and it is this kind of understanding that 
can have a strong, positive effect on our lives by leading us to right action. 
This true understanding, which results from decreasing avidy¡, does not usu-
ally occur spontaneously. The body and mind are used to certain patterns of 
perception, and these tend to change gradually through yoga practice. It is 
said in the Yoga Sütra that people alternately experience waves of clarity and 
cloudiness when first beginning a yoga practice. That is, we go through peri-
ods of clarity followed by times in which our mind and perception are quite 
lacking in clarity.2 Over time there will be less cloudiness and more clarity. 
Recognizing this shift is a way to measure our progress.2.Yoga Sütra 3.9. 
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One may ask, is it an expression of asmit¡ (the ego) when someone begins 
yoga because he or she wants to be better? Such a question may lead us to 
important discoveries about the meaning of avidy¡. We are subject to avidy¡, 
and when we notice that—directly or indirectly—it becomes clear to us that we 
have to do something about it. Sometimes our first step is the need to become 
better or feel more accomplished. It is no different from someone saying, “I 
am poor, but I’d like to become rich,” or “I’d like to become a doctor.” I doubt 
that there is anyone who really does not want to improve himself, and even if 
our first step springs from the desire to become better and is therefore rooted 
in the ego, it is still a right step because it takes us on to the first rung of the 
yoga ladder. Furthermore, we do not stay permanently committed to this initial 
goal of self-improvement. According to the Yoga Sütra, the recognition and 
conquest of avidy¡ and its effects is the only ladder by which we can climb 
upward. The goal of wanting to make something better may be the first rung 
 on the ladder. And it is indeed true that by practicing yoga we gradually im-
prove our ability to concentrate and to be independent. We improve our health, 
our relationships, and everything we do. If we could begin above this first 
rung, this desire for self-betterment, then perhaps we would not need yoga.

How can we climb this ladder? In Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra, three things are 
recommended to help us do this. The first is tapas. Tapas comes from the root 
word tap, to “heat” or “cleanse.” Tapas is a means by which we can keep 
ourselves healthy and cleanse ourselves inwardly. Tapas is often described 
as penance, mortification, and a strict diet. But its meaning in the Yoga Sütra 
is the practice of ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma, that is, the physical and breathing 
exercises of yoga. These exercises help get rid of blocks and impurities in our 
system as well as giving us other benefits. By practicing ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
we are able to influence our whole system. It is the same principle as heating 
gold in order to purify it.

The second means by which we can discover the state of yoga is svädhyäya. 
Sva means “self” and adhyäya translates as “study or investigation.” With the 
help of sv¡dhy¡ya we get to know ourselves. Who are we? What are we? What 
is our relationship to the world? It is not enough to keep ourselves healthy. We 
should know who we are and how we relate to other people. That is not easy, 
for we do not have such a clear mirror for our minds as we do for our bodies. 
But we can see a reflection of our mind as we read and study certain texts, 
as we discuss them and reflect upon them. That is especially so with great 
works such as the Yoga Sütra, the Bible, the Mahäbhärata, and the Koran. By 
studying texts like these we can see ourselves. 

The third possible way suggested in the Yoga Sütra to approach the state of 
yoga is ïõvarapran. idhänä. Usually this term is interpreted as “love of God,” 
but it also means a certain quality of action. Practicing pr¡∆¡y¡ma and ¡sanas, 
keeping oneself healthy, and reflecting on oneself do not constitute all our 
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actions. We also have to pursue our career, gain qualifications, and do every-
thing else that is part of normal life. All these things should be done as well 
as possible. Yet we can never be sure of the fruit of our actions. That is why 
it is better to become slightly detached from our expectations and to pay more 
attention to the actions themselves. 

Altogether, these three ways of being—health, inquiry, and quality of 
action—cover the entire spectrum of human endeavor. If we are healthy, 
know more about ourselves, and improve the quality of our actions, it is likely 
that we will make fewer mistakes. It is recommmended that we work in these 
three distinct areas in order to reduce avidy¡. Together they are known as 
kriyä yoga, the yoga of action. Kriyä comes from the word kr. , meaning “to 
do.” Yoga is not passive. We have to participate in life. To do this well we 
can work on ourselves. 

I have already explained that yoga is a state in which two things are joined 
into one. I also said that yoga means attentiveness in action, which is necessary 
if we want to achieve a point or a posture that was previously unattainable. The 
yoga of action, kriy¡ yoga, is the means by which we achieve yoga as a state of 
being. Although it is only one part of yoga, kriy¡ yoga is the practical branch of 
yoga that can lead to a change for the better in all aspects of our life.
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Krishnamacharya 
in õalabhäsana 

variations. 
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The Principles of Asana Practice

The practice of yoga gives us the chance to experience the 
many different meanings of the word yoga. We have already described yoga 
as a movement from one point to another, higher one that was previously beyond 
our reach. It doesn’t matter whether this shift comes about through practicing 
¡sanas, through study and reading, or through meditation—it is still yoga.

In our practice we concentrate on the body, the breath, and the mind. Our 
senses are included as part of the mind. Although it theoretically appears 
possible for body, breath, and mind to work independent of one another, the 
purpose of yoga is to unify their actions. It is primarily the physical aspect 
of our practice that people see as yoga. They will rarely notice how we 
breathe, how we feel the breath, and how we coordinate our breathing with 
our physical movement; they tend to only see our flexibility and suppleness. 
Some may want to know how many ¡sanas we have mastered or how many 
minutes we can stay in a headstand.

Much more important than these outer manifestations is the way we feel the 
postures and the breath. The principles that follow are ages old, developed by 
many generations of great yoga teachers. These principles describe in detail 
the ¡sanas and the breath and, above all, how they relate to each other. They 
also establish guidelines for pr¡∆¡y¡ma, the breathing techniques that will be 
described in a later chapter.

What is an ¡sana? Äsana translates as “posture.” The word is derived from 
the Sanskrit root as which means “to stay,” “to be,” “to sit,” or “to be established 
in a particular position.” Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra describes an ¡sana as having 
two important qualities: sthira and sukha.1 Sthira is steadiness and alertness. 
Sukha refers to the ability to remain comfortable in a posture. Both qualities 
should be present to the same degree when practicing any posture. Neither 1. Yoga Sütra 2.46.
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sukha nor sthira are present when we sit with crossed legs for a photograph 
if we have to stretch them out again immediately afterward because they 
are hurting. Even if we achieve the steadiness and alertness of sthira there 
must also be the comfort and lightness of sukha, and both must be present for 
a certain length of time. Without both these qualities there is no ¡sana. This 
principle of yoga is fulfilled only when we have practiced a particular ¡sana 
for a certain period of time and feel alert and unstressed as we practice it. 
The following precepts only serve to ensure that every ¡sana is practiced with 
both sthira and sukha. 

Beginning from Where We Are
When we go into a posture or carry out a movement that feels tense, it is 
difficult to notice anything else besides that tension. Perhaps when we sit in 
a cross-legged position our only thought is for the pain in our strained ankles. 
In doing this we are not really in the ¡sana we are striving for—we are 
obviously not yet ready for this particular position. Rather, we should first 
practice something easier. This simple idea is the foundation for our whole 
yoga practice. Practicing the postures progressively, we gradually achieve 
more steadiness, alertness, and overall comfort.

If we want to make this principle of ¡sana practice a reality, we have to 
accept ourselves just as we are. If we have a stiff back we have to acknowl-
edge this fact. It may be that we are very supple but our breath is very short, 
or perhaps our breathing is all right but our body gives us certain problems. It 
is also possible to feel comfortable in an ¡sana while the mind is somewhere 
completely different. That is not ¡sana either. It is only possible to find the 
qualities that are essential to ¡sana if we recognize our own starting point 
and learn to accept it.

Joining Breath with Movement
Yoga is as much a practice involving breath as it is involving the body. The 
quality of our breath is extremely important because it expresses our inner 
feelings. If we are in pain it shows in our breathing. If we are distracted we 
lose control of our breathing. The breath is the link between the inner and 
outer body. It is only by bringing body, breath, and mind into unison that we 
realize the true quality of an ¡sana. 

Recognizing our personal starting point begins with the exploration of the 
body, including the breath.2 For this we use simple breathing exercises, such 
as making the inhalation as long as possible. In this way we can observe 
whether it is the chest or the abdomen that expands and whether the back 
stretches with the breath. To explore the present state of the body, we use dyna- 
mic movements of the arms, legs, and trunk. For instance, we direct a group 
of yoga beginners in raising and lowering their arms. Then we ask, “Did the 
arm movement primarily stretch your back, or did it stretch another part of 

2.We call this process 
sv¡dhy¡ya, one of the three  

aspects of kriy¡ yoga, the 
yoga of action. Sv¡dhy¡ya 

refers to everything that 
contributes to the exploration 
of myself. See chapter 2, and 

Yoga Sütra 2.1. 
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your body more?” Some will say the movement stretched the back; others will 
have noticed extension predominantly in the shoulders. 

The reason why people have differing experiences in this situation is 
because some large movements are initiated in various ways by various people. 
Those who have a stiff back find that all the effort for initiating movement at 
the arms comes from the shoulders, whereas those who are more supple will 
notice that the initiation happens at the scapulae, closer to the spine.

Observing the body in this way is the first step toward changing uncom-
fortable or inefficient habits of movement and posture that cause stiffness 
and ultimately hinder the flow of vital energy through the body. This kind of 
investigation requires a teacher who can lead the students on their journey of 
discovery. If a teacher cannot do this, the students are not only in danger of 
misunderstanding yoga but they may also get discouraged.

The first step of our yoga practice is to consciously link breath and body. We 
do this by allowing every movement to be led by the breath as we practice 
the ¡sanas. The correct linking of breath and movement is the basis for the 
whole ¡sana practice. The simple exercise of raising the arms on an inhale 
and lowering them on an exhale helps us find the rhythm of combined breath 
and movement.

(1)

(2)

OUT

OUT

Figure 2: Natural breathing 
in the forward bend, shown 
in (1) uttänäsana (standing 
forward bend) and (2) a 
variation of cakraväkäsana 
(cat pose).
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Normally we are not conscious of our breathing. It is an automatic process 
and we do it without will or volition. For breath and movement to be coor-
dinated, our mind must attentively follow their union. When we do this, 
inhalation and exhalation are no longer automatic but become a conscious 
process. Finding the natural link between breath and movement is the most 
important aspect of ¡sana practice. It requires determining whether it is the 
inhalation or the exhalation that is amplified or made easier by a certain 
movement, and then making sure that that breath is the one we combine with 
the movement on which we are focusing. 

Continuing with our example of the arm movement described above, the 
natural breath rhythm would show an ease in inhaling as we raise our arms and 
an ease in exhaling when we lower them. Also, the length of the inhalation 
and exhalation would determine how quickly we raise and lower our arms. 
In practicing this simple movement we can learn one of the basic principles 
of yoga—that is, to become fully involved with our actions.

The consciously directed breath supports and strengthens the natural coordi-
nation of breath and movement. For instance, on a natural exhalation the ribs 
sink while the diaphragm rises and the front of the belly moves back toward 
the spine. The same movement happens internally in every forward bend; that 
is, the ribs sink and the belly is pushed back toward the spine. So in order to 
amplify the natural breath, we breathe out in all exercises where a forward 
bend is the primary movement of the body. The examples in figure 2 show 
the breath cycle connected to the movement of the forward bend.

In performing backward-bending postures such as dvip¡da p•tham (table 
pose) or bhuja©g¡sana (cobra pose), the movement of the ribs raises the 
chest and causes the spine to bend backward. By deliberately combining 
the backward bend with an inhalation, as shown in figure 3, you make the 
movement easier and more effective. (In contrast with forward bends, which 
are only done on the exhalation, in certain backward bends we have the 
freedom to breathe out or in. This will be discussed later.)

(1)

(2)

IN

IN

Figure 3:  
Natural breathing  

in the backward 
 bend, shown in  

(1) dvipäda pïtham and 
(2) bhujan. gäsana.
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Twists are also closely linked with a specific breathing pattern. As the spine 
and ribs rotate, the space between them is reduced and the abdominal area 
is slightly compressed; the diaphragm meanwhile moves upward. So if we 
combine the beginning of the twist with an exhalation, as shown in figure 4, 
we are following the natural pattern of breathing. 

The rules for linking breath and movement are basically simple: when we 
contract the body we exhale and when we expand the body we inhale. Excep-
tions are made only when we want to create a particular effect in the ¡sana 
by altering the natural breathing pattern. As I have stated before, we do not 
simply inhale and exhale without attention, but instead we make sure that 
the breathing initiates the movement. The length of the breath will determine 
the speed of the movement. This integration of breath and movement in time 
becomes quite natural.

There are various ways of encouraging the conscious awareness of breath 
and movement, thereby avoiding mindless repetition. One good method for 
this is to introduce a short pause at the end of every movement. After raising 
the arms as we breathe in, for example, we can pause momentarily. Then 
after we have lowered our arms with the exhale, we can pause for another 
moment. Pausing at the end of each movement helps us remain conscious of 
both the movement and the breath. Losing this attention causes our practice 
to become mechanical, and then we are no longer doing yoga.

The Fullness of Breath
While one goal is to direct the breath quite consciously during our ¡sana 
practice, we are also aiming at making our breathing—both the inhalation 
and the exhalation—fuller and deeper than it normally is. 

OUT

IN OUT

(A) rest ing (B) inhale (C) exhale

Figure 5:  
Movement of the 
diaphragm and rib cage 
through a breath cycle.

Figure 4:  
Beginning 
matsyendräsana  
(half spinal twist)  
with an exhale follows  
the natural breath rhythm.
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The movement of the diaphragm during a breath cycle is shown in figure 5. 
From the rest position (A), the diaphragm moves downward on inhalation (B). 
After the lungs have been filled, the diaphragm moves back to the rest posi-
tion (C). In the process a deep inhalation expands the rib cage (B) by making 
the ribs rise, thus moving the diaphragm down and slightly straightening the 
spine in this region. On a deep exhalation the opposite occurs: the front of 
the belly moves toward the spine, the diaphragm rises, and the spine settles 
back into its starting position.

People often breathe only in the abdomen, without expanding the chest. 
Others hardly use the diaphragm at all, restricting their breathing to the 
upper chest. Very tense people or asthmatics can sometimes hardly move 
the abdomen or chest at all when they breathe. The technique for gaining 
a fuller breath consists of consciously expanding the chest and abdomen 
on inhalation and consciously contracting the abdomen on exhalation. This 
simple breathing technique described below, together with the integration of 
breath and movement, is a means for bringing greater depth to the quality of 
our yoga practice.

I suggest that when we inhale we first fill the chest and then fill the abdo-
men, and as we exhale we release the abdomen first and then finally empty 
the upper lobes of the lungs in the chest region.3  This is contrary to the way 
of breathing taught in many yoga classes. The technique I am suggesting 
has the great advantage of stretching the spine and straightening the back. 
The moment we start to breathe in, the ribs rise and the spine, to which they 
are attached, is extended upward and slightly straightened. When using the 
other technique of breathing first into the abdomen and then into the chest, 
the abdomen expands so much that it inhibits the expansion of the chest and 
consequently the spine is not extended enough. As well, the abdominal or-
gans are pressed down rather than the diaphragm being given room to move 
freely by the rising action of the chest. Because we are interested in breathing 
that assists the movements of the body and does not hinder the extension of 
the spine, this chest-to-abdomen breath is best to use. Experiment with both 
methods and feel the difference.

The Breath Is the Intelligence of the Body
Let’s explore further the possibility of feeling the breath as it moves in and 
out. By doing this, the quality of our breathing while we are practicing ¡sanas 
gradually improves. 

When practicing an ¡sana our attention should be directed toward the 
central point of the movement of breath. For instance, the main action when 
we breathe in moves from the upper chest to the navel; when we breathe out 
the action is mostly in the abdomen. Our attention is on these movements. 
Consciously following the breath is a form of meditation in which we try to 
become completely one with the movement. This is the same attention to 

3. Interestingly enough, 
this understanding of 

the direction of the 
breath, which has a long 

tradition in yoga and is 
mentioned in the very 
oldest texts, coincides 

with the findings of the 
latest research on the 

neurophysiological and 
mechanical basis of 

breathing. See Respira-
tory Physiology: The 
Essentials by John B. 

West, M. D., Ph. D. 
(Baltimore: Williams & 

Wilkins, 1990.)
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action that we discussed earlier. Whoever masters this can direct his attention 
toward any sort of activity.

In order to produce a fine, smooth feeling when we breathe, we narrow 
the flow of breath in the throat, producing a gentle breathing sound. It is as if 
there were a valve in the throat that we close slightly in order to control the 
breath. The measure for this control is our sound, which becomes very gentle 
and ultimately should not require any effort or create any feeling of tension. 
After this technique is mastered, the sound is present during both inhalation 
and exhalation. This technique, known as ujjäyï, allows us to hear as well as 
feel the breath as it becomes deeper and longer.

The practice of this technique has two advantages. First, we are closer to 
the flow of our breath and in this way can remain more alert during ¡sana 
practice. Second, the sound tells us when we have to stop or change an ¡sana. 
If we do not succeed in maintaining a gentle, even, quiet sound, then we have 
gone beyond our limits in the practice. The quality of breath is therefore the 
clearest indication of the quality of our ¡sana practice. 

Another technique for invigorating and deepening our practice is to lengthen 
the natural pause between the exhalation and inhalation and between the 
inhalation and exhalation. After breathing out we hold the breath and stop 
moving; we do the same after breathing in. The length of time we hold the 
breath is critical; if the breath is held too long, whether following inhalation 
or exhalation, the body will rebel. 

In order to introduce this practice safely, we make quite sure that holding the 
breath does not disturb the inhalation or exhalation in any way. For example, 
while we are practicing an ¡sana in the usual way we may perhaps breathe 
in comfortably for five seconds, then breathe out for five seconds. We might 
then try holding the breath for five seconds following the exhalation. On the 
next inhalation we might notice that we need to draw the breath in more rap-
idly than before. That is a clear indication that we are not yet ready for this 
breath-retention technique. If holding the breath is too demanding, inhaling 
or exhaling or both will be negatively affected. Be certain you are ready for 
this technique before using it. Remember that yoga is a practice of observing 
yourself without judgment.

However beautifully we carry out an ¡sana, however flexible our body may 
be, if we do not achieve the integration of body, breath, and mind we can hardly 
claim that what we are doing is yoga. What is yoga after all? It is something that 
we experience inside, deep within our being. Yoga is not an external experi-
ence. In yoga we try in every action to be as attentive as possible to everything 
we do. Yoga is different from dance or theatre. In yoga we are not creating 
something for others to look at. As we perform the various ¡sanas we observe 
what we are doing and how we are doing it. We do it only for ourselves. We 
are both observer and what is observed at the same time. If we do not pay 
attention to ourselves in our practice, then we cannot call it yoga. 
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The principles of br. mhan. a  
and lan.ghana are illustrated here 

by Krishnamacharya, age 79, 
in vïrabhadräsana (above) 

and in paõcimatänäsana.  
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25

4

The Careful Construction  

of a Yoga Practice

How can we realize the qualities of sthira and sukha—the 
steady alertness and the lightness and comfort of being—necessary for a good 
yoga practice? The Yoga Sütra refers to a beautiful image from Indian mythology 
to illustrate the concept of sthirasukha. The story tells of Ananta, the king of 
snakes, floating on the ocean, his long snake body coiled to form a comfortable 
couch on which the god Viß∆u lies. The snake’s thousand heads reach up and 
out like a protective umbrella over Viß∆u. On the umbrella rests our earth. 

The snake’s body is soft and gentle enough (sukha) to serve as a couch for 
a god and at the same time is firm and steady enough (sthira) to support the 
whole earth. We should endeavor to bring those same qualities of gentleness 
and steadiness to our ¡sana practice, all the while making sure that we exert 
progressively less effort in developing them. 

In order to attain sthira and sukha, our yoga practice has to be sensible and  
well structured. When we practice ¡sanas there is a starting point where we 
begin, just the same as for anything else in life. The starting point for this practice 
is the condition of our entire being at that present moment. It therefore helps to 
know as much as possible about our whole constitution so that we can advance 
step by step, developing our practice in accordance with our abilities. 

Developing a yoga practice according to the ideas expressed in the Yoga 
Sütra is an action referred to as vin. yäsa krama. Krama is the step, nyäsa means 
“to place,” and the prefix vi- translates as “in a special way.” The concept 
of vi©y¡sa krama tells us that it is not enough to simply take a step; that step 
needs to take us in the right direction and be made in the right way.
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Vi©y¡sa krama thus decribes a correctly organized course of yoga practice. It 
is a fundamental concept in yoga having to do with constructing a gradual and 
intelligent course for our practice, and is important to employ irrespective of 
whether we are dealing with ¡sana practice, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, or some other aspect 
of yoga. We start our practice where we are and look toward a certain goal. 
Then we choose the steps that will lead us toward realizing that goal and will 
then gradually bring us back into our everyday life. But our daily practice does 
not return us to the exact place we started. The practice has changed us.

A famous yogi of old named Vamana is reputed to have said that without 
vi©y¡sa the ¡sanas of yoga cannot be mastered. The concept of vi©y¡sa krama 
is useful as a guide for carrying out not only our yoga practice but also all the 
tasks of our everyday life.

To realize the qualities of sthira and sukha in your ¡sana practice you must 
first gain an understanding of the steps necessary for preparing your body, 
your breath, and your attention for the ¡sana you have chosen to practice. 
You must also consider whether there is an immediate or long-term danger 
of problems arising from the practice of this ¡sana and, if so, determine the 
poses necessary to bring balance to the breath and body. 

Counterposes
Yoga teaches us that every action has two effects, one positive and one nega-
tive. That is why it is so important to be attentive to our actions—we must be 
able to recognize which effects are positive and which are negative so that 
we can then emphasize the positive and try to neutralize the negative. In 
following this principle in our ¡sana practice, we use postures to balance the 
possibly negative effects of certain strenuous ¡sanas. We call these neutral-
izing postures counterposes or pratikriyäsana.1

Let’s take the headstand as an example. Many people say that they would 
not make it through the day if they didn’t practice ≈•rß¡sana, the headstand. 
First thing in the morning or in the evening before going to bed they do a 
headstand for ten minutes, and they feel very good doing it. They do not pre-
pare in any way for the ¡sana; they simply stand on their head and then they 
break off their practice. What they often do not notice for a long time to come 
is the negative effect hidden in this position. Although doing a headstand is 
good because it reverses the usual effects of gravity on the body, while in 
the headstand the weight of the whole body is carried by the neck. Our nar-
row neck, which is designed to carry only the weight of the head, now has 
to support the whole body. Consequently, after practicing the headstand it is 
very important to offset any possible negative effects by doing an appropriate 
balancing exercise. If we do not, we may experience feelings of dizziness, the 
neck may over time become chronically stiff or, worse still, the vertebrae in 
the neck may deteriorate or become misaligned, jamming the nerves between 
them, a situation that leads to overwhelming pain. Unfortunately this occurs 

1. Prati means “against; 
counter”; kr.  translates  

as “to do.”
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quite frequently for those who are not studious in using counterposes to bal-
ance the effects of the headstand.

It is brought home to me again and again how much damage can be caused 
by practicing in this way. Proper ¡sana practice is not just a matter of advancing 
step by step to a certain goal; we also have to come back into a position from 
which we can comfortably resume our everyday activities without experienc-
ing any harmful effects from our practice. 

Writing about the necessity of counterposes reminds me of an interesting 
story. I have two brothers. When we were children we had a very tall coconut 
palm in our garden. My older brother kept telling me and my other brother that 
he knew how to climb tall trees like this one, so we challenged him to show us. 
I can still remember how we taunted him, chanting, “Climb up, climb up!” In 
the end he did climb the tree. Going up was fairly easy, but when he wanted 
to come down he did not know how to do so without falling. There was nobody 
around who could help him, so he was stuck in the tree for quite a while.

So it is with our ¡sana practice: It is not enough to climb the tree; we must 
be able to get down too. When we do a headstand, we should be able to come 
back into a normal position without any problems. It is important to balance 
the headstand with a counterpose such as the shoulderstand (sarv¡ng¡sana) 
in order to relieve the pressure on the neck.

For any one ¡sana there may be various counterposes possible, depend-
ing on where the tension is felt. Whenever we feel excessive tension in any 
area of the body after a posture, we must try to alleviate it with a counter-
pose; that is, the simplest ¡sana that relieves the tension. The counterpose 
for a powerful forward bend is a gentle back bend. Conversely, a powerful 
back bend will be followed by a simple forward bend. Again, the reason 
for practicing counterposes is to return the body to its normal condition and 
to ensure that no tensions are carried on into the next posture or into our 
everyday business. 

Observing the principle of dual effects and thereby determining the se-
quence of ¡sanas in your session is one way of bringing vi©y¡sa krama into 
your practice. The step-by-step awareness of vi©y¡sa krama should also be 
a part of the practice of an individual ¡sana, and the development of our 
practice over time.

Designing a Session
Now we are going to look at how to build the sequence of an ¡sana session. 
The way we develop our session will depend on our immediate needs, our 
long-term goals, and what activities are going to follow our practice. A course 
of ¡sanas designed to prepare the body for playing tennis will be different 
from one meant to help someone remain alert in a mentally taxing environ-
ment, and that will differ from a practice meant to help someone with chronic 
insomnia to relax deeply before going to bed.
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There are countless ¡sanas and, it seems, just as many books about them. 
How does one begin to make choices about which postures to practice? The 
list of possible ¡sanas are endless because the body’s great flexibility allows 
almost limitless possibilities as far as posture goes. It is entirely up to the stu-
dent, in light of both his lifestyles and goals, to determine whether it makes 
sense to practice many or only a few ¡sanas and to determine which ones are 
worthwhile. Different people require different ¡sanas. For instance, many of 
us are so stiff in the legs that we need to practice a lot of standing postures. 
On the other hand, dancers with flexible, well-formed legs are so supple that 
there is no reason for them to put a lot of effort into standing postures. There 
are a great many ¡sanas, but we do not need to practice all of them. It is much 
more important to find a direction for our practice and to draw up a sequence 
of ¡sanas that meets our own needs and through which we can discover the 
qualities that are to be found in ¡sana practice. A teacher is an important 
resource for helping make these choices.

Our point of departure for practice will be different every day. That may be 
difficult to put into effect in the beginning, but the more we get into the practice 
of an authentic yoga, the more we will understand how to observe ourselves 
and find our own starting point each time. The situation from which we begin 
our practice is constantly changing. Let’s say I hurt my knee yesterday and 
therefore cannot sit cross-legged in the morning. I would then do exercises to 
help me to loosen my knee. It is important to examine our condition before 
starting and continually throughout our practice. If we bend forward from a 
standing position, for instance, we will feel whether our legs and back are stiff; 
these things are easy to discover when we begin to be attentive to the body. 
Once we begin to observe ourselves in this way and recognize our starting 
point, we are able to develop our practice for the greatest possible benefits.

Certain principles should be followed in determining how to begin a session. 
Before doing an ¡sana we should be sure that the body is ready for it. For in-
stance, if we try to sit cross-legged first thing in the morning before observing 

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Figure 6:  
Äsanas to begin a practice: 

tadäsana (1), uttänäsana 
(2), apänäsana (3), and 

raised vajräsana (4).
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our bodies or preparing our legs properly, we can very easily damage our 
knees. Gentle warm-up exercises will ease the body into readiness. It is not a 
good idea to start our practice with back bends or twists. We should begin each 
practice with the simplest poses—¡sanas that bend the body forward naturally 
or those in which we raise our arms or legs are suitable. Beginning with the 
simplest postures, we gradually progress toward more difficult ones.

Some ¡sanas with which we can begin our practice are shown in figure 
6. These include tad¡sana (mountain pose), utt¡n¡sana (forward bend), 
ap¡n¡sana (wind-relieving pose), and raised vajr¡sana (thunderbolt pose). 
Figure 7 shows ¡sanas with which we should not begin our practice. These 
include ≈•rß¡sana (headstand), trikon¡sana (triangle pose), dhanur¡sana (bow 
pose), and hal¡sana (plow pose).

There are two ways of practicing an ¡sana. The dynamic practice repeats 
the movement into the ¡sana and out again in rhythm with the breath. In static 
practice we move into and out of the pose in the same way as with the dynamic 
practice, but instead of staying in continual movement with the breath, we hold 
the pose for a certain number of breath cycles, directing our attention toward 
the breath, certain areas of the body, or both, depending on the goals we have 
for performing that particular ¡sana. Dynamic movements allow the body to 
get used to the position gently and gradually. For this reason it is always better 
to practice an ¡sana dynamically first, before attempting to hold it.

There are other important benefits to be gained from the dynamic form of 
practice. For example, many ¡sanas cause great problems for beginners when 
they try to hold them in static practice for lengthy periods of time. As well, 
experienced practitioners of yoga often get caught in the habit of focusing their 
attention on fixing the posture somehow in static practice rather than really 
working in it and exploring its possiblities. A dynamic practice gives us greater 
possibilities for bringing breath to particular parts of the body and heightening 
the intensity of the effect. A dynamic performance of ¡sanas therefore not only 
helps to prepare for difficult static postures but also intensifies the practice 
of a particular ¡sana or gives it a special direction. For all these reasons, the 

Figure 7:  
Some äsanas are too 
demanding to begin a 
practice with. These 
include: õïrsäna (1), 
trikonäsana (2), 
dhanuräsana (3), and 
haläsana (4).

(1) (2) (3) (4)
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dynamic practice of ¡sanas should be an essential part of every yoga session, 
whether you are a beginner or a more advanced practitioner.

Figures 8 and 9 show dynamic practice sequences. In figure 8, pa≈c-
imat¡n¡sana (seated forward bend) is performed continuously, the student 
moving in a fluid manner from step 1 to step 2 and back to step 1, repeating 
this sequence several times on the rhythm of the breath. Only after preparing 
the body in this way is it sensible to go into the seated forward bend and hold 
the position while continuing to breathe. Over time we can gradually increase 
the number of breaths we take while holding the pose.

The sequence shown in figure 9 is more strenuous. In this practice of p¡r≈va 
utt¡n¡sana (a standing forward bend) we move from step 1 to step 2 on an 
inhale, and step 2 to step 3 on an exhale. Then we inhale to go back to step 
2, exhale to step 3, and continue in this pattern (3, 2, 3, 2) for several cycles. 
We finally come back to step 1 on an exhale. Repeating the entire sequence 
(1, 2, 3, 2, 1) on each cycle would be a less strenuous way of practicing this 
posture dynamically.

(3)(2)(1)

OUT

IN

IN

OUT

OUT

IN

(1) (2)

Figure 8:  
The dynamic  

practice of  
paõcimatänäsana.

Figure 9:  
The dynamic  

practice of pärõva  
uttänäsana.
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The number of repetitions in a dynamic practice session is a question of 
individual needs and requirements. In practicing the standing forward bend 
dynamically, the legs may become tired or we may experience back strain. 
Such symptoms are a sure sign that we have overstepped our limits, and they 
come too late to be reliable first indications that we have even reached our 
limit. It is the breath alone that can give us early enough warning that we have 
pushed ourselves too far. As I said before, as long as we can quietly follow 
our breath we will remain within the limits of our own physical abilities. The 
moment we have to draw a rapid breath through the nose or mouth without 
maintaining the gentle, even sound in the throat, we must stop practicing that 
sequence. (Asymmetrical poses must be done with the same number of  
breaths to each side, so account for this before finishing.) We will gradually 
build the stamina to increase the number of repetitions for any given pose.

If we want to hold an ¡sana within a sequence of postures, we can achieve 
more if we repeat it dynamically first. If we have set ourselves a particular 
¡sana as a long-term goal, practicing dynamic variations will be the best help 
on the way to achieving that goal. Counterposes should be practiced dynami-
cally whenever possible, to lessen the risk of creating new areas of tension 
in the body. 

Examples of Appropriate Counterposes

The following few paragraphs will give you an idea of how the principle of 
balancing effects through the choice of counterposes is applied in our yoga 
practice. 

(1)

(2)
Figure 10:  
Possible counterposes for 
the headstand: apänäsana 
(1) and sarvängäsana (2).
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As I mentioned earlier, various counterposes will be necessary for counter-
ing the effects of the headstand (see figure 10). Those who have a sway back 
will want to follow ≈•rß¡sana with a counterpose for the lower back because 
the headstand can focus a lot of tension there. Ap¡n¡sana, the wind-relieving 
pose, (1) is suitable for this. 

Practicing the headstand requires also practicing the shoulderstand (sarv¡n-
g¡sana) (2), which relieves the pressure on the neck. Because the shoulderstand 
is itself a very demanding static pose, it too requires a counterpose such as 
the cobra (bhuja©g¡sana). Sequences such as this, in which poses and coun-
terposes follow each other, play an important part in our practice.

Figure 11 shows possible counterposes for utt¡n¡sana. Whenever we feel 
tension in the legs after practicing utt¡n¡sana, utka†¡sana, the squatting pose 
(1) may be useful. Cakrav¡k¡sana (2) may benefit a sore back resulting from 
utt¡n¡sana, or it may well be enough to simply rest the back in ≈av¡sana, the 
corpse pose (3). Figure 12 shows some ¡sanas and an example of a counter-
pose for each.

At this point it should be clear that a good yoga practice is not haphazard 
but instead follows certain principles. The principles that give our practice 
an intelligent structure are: 

•	begin where you are

•	warm up and loosen the whole body at the start of a session

•	before you perform an ¡sana, make sure you know and can perform 
an appropriate counterpose

•	practice an ¡sana dynamically before holding it

•	practice the counterpose immediately following the main ¡sana

•	make sure the counterpose is simpler than the main ¡sana

(1)

(2)

(3)

Figure 11:  
Possible counterposes  

for uttänäsana: 
 utkaåäsana (1), 

cakraväkäsana (2), 
 and õaväsana (3).
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(1) (2)

(1) (2)

(1) (2)

(1) (2)

(1) (2)

Figure 12:  
Five main äsanas (1)  
and a counterpose for 
each (2).

Let me clarify these principles for you with two examples of simple ¡sana 
sequences. Whether the following sequence of ¡sanas is beneficial for a par-
ticular person depends on many factors, including the structure and flexibility 
of the spine and the flexibility of the legs and hips. Consider these sequences 
as examples only, knowing that your own carefully constructed practice will  
take into account your unique structure and your particular goals.
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OUT

IN

(2)

OUT

IN

(3)

(5)(4)

OUT

IN

(6)

OUT

IN

(7)

(9)(8)

IN

OUT

(1)

Figure 13:  
A sequence of  

warm-up exercises  
and counterposes for 

paõcimatänäsana.
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Figure 13 shows a short sequence for approaching pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, the 
seated forward bend. We start in samasthiti, the standing pose (1), to make 
contact with the body and breath. We then warm up by practicing utt¡n¡sana 
(2) dynamically, repeating the sequence several times; this forward bend is 
the first preparation for pa≈cimat¡n¡sana. We then practice p¡r≈va utt¡n¡sana 
(3), repeating the posture four times, beginning with holding for one breath, 
then two, then three, and finally four breaths. Then change sides and repeat. 
In this way we can gradually increase the stretch in the legs. As a counterpose 
for the work in the legs we then perform a dynamic version of cakrav¡k¡sana 
(4), so that we do not take any tension into the next posture. Then rest a while 
in ≈av¡sana (5).

Now we are ready to practice the main ¡sana, pa≈cimat¡n¡sana (6). We 
first practice it dynamically, in preparation for the static posture and as an 
aid for feeling the part the breath plays in this exercise: we stretch upward 
as we breathe in and bend forward as we breathe out. One possible way of 
working in the posture is to feel the movement of the inhalation in the back as 
we straighten it, then feel the movement of the belly toward the spine as we 
breathe out, bending forward without losing the extension. After practicing 
pa≈cimat¡n¡sana dynamically, we stay in the pose for several breaths (7), 
paying attention to both body and breath. 

Dvip¡da p•tham (8) can be used as a counterpose to the seated forward bend, 
in order to open the hips and compensate for the powerful forward bend. The 
practice of this ¡sana would finish with a long rest in ≈av¡sana (9).

The next sequence of ¡sanas gives an example of a gentle practice for 
backward-bending postures. Without preparations and counterposes, back 
bends can lead to cramps, pain, and other problems. The sequence of ¡sanas 
shown in figure 14 gives good preparation and resolution exercises for the 
backward-bending pose ≈alabh¡sana (locust pose).

All of the exercises in this sequence are practiced dynamically. The warm-
up (1) is a simple exercise to link the breath with the movement. Yet the back 
is already being gently exercised, as moving the arms upward causes a slight 
movement in the spine. A variation of ap¡n¡sana (2) follows, to help loosen 
the lower back. Then the gentle back bend of the first exercise is repeated 
but in the slightly different form of lying with knees bent (3).

Dvip¡da p•tham (4) is a more powerful exercise. We must be very careful 
in this ¡sana to go just a little higher with each inhale. The back certainly has 
to work here, although it is assisted by the legs. Dvip¡da p•tham is followed 
by a short rest (5). A variation of cakrav¡k¡sana (6) can release tensions in 
the back that may have come with doing dvip¡da p•tham.

We prepare the back further with a simple variation of bhuja©g¡sana (7). 
Finally, we are ready to practice a simple variation of ≈alabh¡sana (8). The 
back now has to support the legs as well as the trunk. It has been made ready 
by all the exercises preceding this one.
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Figure 14a:  
A sequence  
of warm-up  

exercises  
and counterposes  
for õalabhäsana.

C04.indd   36 1/23/08   3:39:01 PM



THE CAREFUL CONSTRUCTION OF A YOGA PRACTICE     37

(7)

IN

OUT

(8)

(9)

IN

OUT

(10)

OUT

IN

(11)

Figure 14b:  
A sequence of warm-
up exercises and 
counterposes for 
õalabhäsana.

After ≈alabh¡sana we have another short rest, with knees bent and feet 
on the floor (9), to relieve the back. A pratikriy¡sana or counterpose for 
≈alabh¡sana is ap¡n¡sana (10), which relaxes the lower back. The sequence 
ends with a rest (11).
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The Breath
The inhalation and the exhalation can be emphasized in various ways in ¡sana 
practice. We can divide the breath into four parts:

• the inhalation

• the exhalation

• the retention after inhalation

• the retention after exhalation

We use breath retention in our ¡sana practice to intensify the effects of a posture. 
Let us suppose we are bothered by a feeling of heaviness in the abdominal 
region and have decided to practice the seated forward bend to help us feel 
lighter. We can practice the ¡sana in its simplest form, that is, dynamically, 
with a slow breath rhythm. Or we might also bend forward on the exhalation 
as usual, contracting the abdomen as we do, but instead of coming up again 
right away, we might stay in that position and hold the breath for a few sec-
onds. Holding the breath after exhalation intensifies the effects of the ¡sana 
on the abdominal region. Conversely, holding the breath after inhalation in 
certain ¡sanas intensifies the effects in the chest region. As a working rule, 
the following principles apply in our yoga practice:

•	an emphasis on long inhalation and holding the breath after inhala-
tion intensifies the effects of the posture in the chest area

•	an emphasis on long exhalation and holding the breath after exhala-
tion intensifies the effects of the posture in the abdominal area

•	the forward-bending poses lend themselves to holding the breath 
following exhalation, while the backward-bending poses lend them-
selves to holding the breath following inhalation

The practice of lengthening the exhalation or holding the breath after 
exhalation is called lan.ghana in Sanskrit, meaning “to fast” or “to reduce.” 
La©ghana supports the elimination processes and has a cleansing effect on the 
body by enlivening the organs, especially the organs in the abdominal region. 
So, for example, if someone has a problem in the area below the diaphragm, 
it could benefit them to do a la©ghana practice.

The practice of lengthening the inhalation or holding the breath after inhala-
tion is called br. mhan. a, which best translates as “to expand.” Bƒmha∆a practice 
has the effect of energizing and heating the body. A bƒmha∆a element should 
be introduced into the practice of a student who lacks energy. The ability to 
lengthen the exhale should be achieved before introducing bƒmha∆a, as too 
much fire without elimination can create disturbing patterns of energy. To 
receive that which is new (fresh energy), we must first release what is old 
and no longer benefits us.

Figure 15 shows the principles of la©ghana and bƒmha∆a applied to ¡sanas. 
The warrior pose or v•rabhadr¡sana (1) is, by its very nature, an ¡sana that 
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works in a bƒmhana way. Practiced with a long inhalation, perhaps followed 
by a short breath retention, it will work even more profoundly in an expansive 
direction. The seated forward bend (2) is an ¡sana to which the principle of 
la©ghana naturally applies. Through a deliberate and slow exhalation, possibly 
followed by holding the breath, the effect of the ¡sana is intensified.

There is one very important rule to follow: if holding the breath reduces 
the duration of your next inhale or exhale, stop. You are not ready for this 
practice and can work up to it instead.

In terms of the circulatory system, the breath should never be held if there is 
a sudden increase in the pulse rate. Heartbeat and respiration are interdepen-
dent and if the breathing is poor, the pulse increases. There are psychological 
reasons for this rule too; many people are very nervous about their hearts and 
a rapid increase in their pulse rate might cause anxiety. The guiding principle 
is that holding the breath should never make us uneasy, but rather we should 
be able to observe quietly the quality of our breathing.

The principles of la©ghana and bƒmha∆a can be used to good advantage only 
with appropriate knowledge and understanding. They must never be applied 
without careful consideration of particular circumstances. I shall go into this 
in more detail when we discuss pr¡∆¡y¡ma.

About Resting
Now a few words on something else that is important in the way we plan our 
yoga practice: rest between ¡sanas. We must of course rest whenever we 
become out of breath or are no longer able to control our breath. But even if 
our breathing remains quiet and regular, certain parts of the body may become 
tired or perhaps sore and we must rest them as well. Also, if we have decided 
to practice an ¡sana twelve times and we feel exhausted after the sixth time, 
then we must stop immediately and go into stillness. There is one rule to fol-
low regarding rest: if we need a rest, we take one. 

Figure 15:  
Br. mhan. a—expansive 
breath retention—in  
the warrior pose  
(1); lan.ghana—contractive 
breath retention—in the 
seated forward bend (2).(1) (2)
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We also take a rest as a way of making a transition between one kind of 
¡sana and another. For instance, it is essential to rest between an intense 
back bend such as a dhanur¡sana and a powerful forward bend such as a 
pa≈cimat¡n¡sana. We must give ourselves this rest even if we do not feel the 
need for it. The rest gives us the opportunity to feel the effects of the posture 
and allows the muscles time to return to their balanced tone. If we do not rest 
after doing dhanur¡sana, as in our example, we may overwork the back in the 
following forward bend. To avoid this, we must rest and observe the reaction 
of our muscles and whole body.

Let me give you another example. Many people feel good while they are 
performing a headstand, but when they lie down afterward they notice a pres-
sure in the chest. We know that when we stand on the head the weight of the 
abdomen is on the chest and compresses the ribs, though we might not feel 
pressure until we rest. The feeling in the chest is only the reaction of the ribs 
and will be relieved by resting before performing the counterpose. Generally 
one should rest between one intense pose and an equally demanding coun-
terpose, such as with the headstand and the shoulderstand. However, if the 
counterpose is very simple you can go directly into it without a break.

A period of rest is also needed before practicing pr¡∆¡y¡ma. In pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
our attention is directed primarily toward the breath, while during ¡sana 
practice our breathing depends on the various physical exercises. Because 
the ¡sanas require us to pay attention to the body, it is good to rest afterward 
and prepare ourselves mentally for pr¡∆¡y¡ma. How long we will rest before 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma will depend on how many ¡sanas we have just practiced. If we 
have been doing ¡sanas for fifteen minutes, then two or three minutes of rest 
will do; if we have been practicing for an hour or more, we should rest for at 
least five minutes before going into pr¡∆¡y¡ma.

While I have been giving you examples of sequences for the full practice 
of certain ¡sanas, including warm-ups and counterposes, it is important to rec-
ognize that a book can never match the qualities of a good teacher. The best 
way toward self-discovery and gaining greater insight into your own body and 
mind through yoga is to seek the advice of a teacher.

The practice of yoga is essentially a practice of self-examination. ⁄sa-
nas and pr¡∆¡yama can help us discover certain things about ourselves, but 
unfortunately we cannot always trust our own perceptions. Our habitual way of 
seeing things makes it difficult for us to look at them differently from experi-
ence to experience; our habitual way of seeing limits our self-understanding. 
Because a teacher’s perception is not limited by our unique conditioning, he 
or she can often see what capacities lie hidden in us.

Books on yoga begin at different levels. A person with little experience in yoga 
would have a difficult time choosing the ¡sanas best suited to his or her con- 
dition. A good teacher is important for finding out which postures are most use-
ful, and on which ones the student needs guidance. A teacher helps us in getting 
to know ourselves and inspires us to do the work toward greater self-discovery. 
A book can support the encouragement that comes from the teacher.
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For the purpose of introducing Krishnamacharya’s yoga teachings to a wide 
audience, I have chosen to write this book. The ¡sana sequences I describe 
of course do not take into account any one individual’s personal needs. You 
must tailor these general sequences to suit your goals.

People often ask whether there is a general sequence of ¡sanas suitable for 
anyone to follow. Yes, we can think about the order of ¡sanas in a general 
way. To simplify things, let’s ignore the fact that yoga practice must be geared 
to a particular person and his or her individual needs, and therefore can never 
follow a general plan absolutely. Let us for the time being forget about the fact 
that certain ¡sanas require particular preparation or counterposes for certain 
people or that a sequence of ¡sanas has to allow for rests now and then. We 
have already discussed these thoroughly. Let us shift the focus of our atten-
tion to the way we can group the ¡sanas according to the position of the body 
relative to the earth and to the basic movement of the spine. 

(1) (2)

(3) (4)

(5) (6)

(7)

Figure 16:  
For general purposes  
the äsanas can be 
practiced in the follow-
ing sequence: standing 
exercises to warm up 
with (1); exercises lying 
on the back (2); inverted 
postures (3); exercises 
lying on the belly (4); 
exercises in a sitting or 
kneeling position (5); a 
rest lying on the back (6), 
and breathing exercises, 
which are normally done 
in a sitting position (7). 
This outline does not 
consider any preparation 
for strenuous äsanas or 
the counterposes and 
rests required.
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We can divide the ¡sanas into standing postures, those performed lying 
on the back, inverted postures, those performed lying on the stomach (back 
bends), and finally, sitting and kneeling postures. Which of these ¡sanas 
should we choose and what order might be sensible?

Figure 16 illustrates some postures suggested in this general sequence. At 
the start of our practice we need exercises that warm us up, make us supple, 
and use the whole body. Standing ¡sanas are best for this. They are suitable  
for loosening up all the joints, including the ankles, knees, hips, spine, shoul-
ders, neck and, to a certain extent, the wrists as well. There are people who 
often have problems in the hips, knees, and ankles, and other people who 
for various reasons are not able to begin in a standing position. The majority 
of us, however, should spend five or ten minutes warming up with standing 
¡sanas.

The exercises with which we begin our practice should also help us to expe-
rience and observe the state of our body and breath. The start of our practice 
should be designed so that we can find out about our physical and mental 
states in a simple and risk-free manner. Simple standing postures afford us 
this opportunity.

After doing the standing postures it is a good idea to lie on your back and 
practice ¡sanas in this position, which are also useful preparation for the 
inverted postures to come. The inverted postures help counter the effects 
of gravity on the body and are also very important for inner cleansing. Fur-
thermore, the well-known inverted postures such as the headstand and the 
shoulderstand put us in positions that are completely opposite to our normal 
daily positioning. These postures allow us the opportunity to discover new 
and previously unknown aspects of ourselves.

After the inverted postures comes a group of ¡sanas performed lying on the 
belly—these are all back bends. Some of these ¡sanas are excellent counter-
poses for certain inverted postures; for example, the cobra harmonizes the 
effects of the shoulderstand and is often used as its counterpose.

This general sequence of ¡sanas can be concluded with some exercises in 
a sitting or kneeling position. Then, after an adequate rest, we can practice 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma and other exercises that require an upright position. Appendix 2 
shows four general practice sequences that can be tailored to fit individual 
needs.

Figure 17 shows a good sequence of ¡sanas practiced as minimum prepara-
tion for pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Utt¡n¡sana (1) can be practiced as a warm-up. To prepare 
the back and neck and to experience the quality of our breath, we could then 
practice dvip¡da p•tham (2). Cakrav¡k¡sana (3) opens the chest and back. A 
rest lying on the back (4) concludes the ¡sana practice. Then some of us might 
choose the simple cross-legged position (sukh¡sana) (5) in which to practice 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Others for whom this is uncomfortable might be better off sitting 
on a chair. Nothing is lost by sitting on a chair and the quality of breathing in 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma is not adversely affected.
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(1) (2)

(3)

(4) (5) (6)
Figure 17: Äsanas in 
preparation for  
prän. äyäma.

If we are planning to work with certain breathing patterns such as predeter-
mined lengths of inhalation and exhalation or breath retention, then ¡sanas 
such as these have the added advantage of putting us in touch with our breath 
before we begin our pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice.

Just as the practice of specific ¡sanas is dependent on the student’s needs 
and goals, so is the time of day chosen for our practice dependent on what is 
possible. The one rule to follow in this respect is to wait two or three hours 
following a meal to begin yoga practice. Practicing on an empty stomach is 
best, so for those who have a flexible daily schedule, the best time for practice 
is before breakfast.

Our practice has to be developed daily, taking into account our free time, 
our goals, and our needs. We must always plan our practice as a unit, irre-
spective of whether the time available is short or long, so that the session is 
always made up of a balanced group of exercises. (If there is danger of being 
interrupted or running out of time during your practice, then it’s better to plan 
a short sequence of ¡sanas.) Through adhering to the principle of vi©y¡sa 
krama, we construct a gradual and intelligent course for our yoga practice 
that helps us meet our goals.
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Krishnamacharya 
performing uttanäsana. 
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5

Asana Variations

I have already stated that ¡sanas can be practiced in various 
ways. I should now like to discuss the possibilities for varying certain ¡sanas 
and discuss why you might do this.

One reason we work with ¡sana variations is to extend our physical capabilities.  
Most people begin a yoga practice with the expectation of achieving certain 
results. You might wish to strengthen your back, cure yourself of asthma, 
free yourself from pain, or simply feel more energetic. These particular 
goals are achieved by practicing the ¡sanas in various ways. For instance, 
someone with a stiff shoulder would adapt particular ¡sanas to address that 
lack of mobility. Someone dealing with asthma would perform ¡sana varia-
tions that focused on opening the chest and lengthening the breath cycle. 
⁄sana variations help us achieve maximum gain with minimum effort by 
intelligently addressing our physical needs.

The other important reason for practicing ¡sana variations is to encourage 
attentiveness. If we practice the same ¡sanas over and over again for a long 
stretch of time, they can easily become mere routine, even if the choice of 
¡sanas and breathing exercises is well planned and designed specifically for 
our condition and goals. Our attention to what we are doing steadily diminishes 
with this kind of unbroken repetition, and boredom sets in. Varying the ¡sanas 
renews attention and opens our senses to new experiences. Attention is the 
state of being in which we are fully present to what we are doing, enabling us 
to feel all that is happening in our bodies. Being in the state of open attention 
creates the opportunity for experiencing something we have never felt before. 
If we do not work with variations and instead repeat the same postures over 
and over again, we lose this opportunity for new experiences. Staying alert 
and constantly discovering new awarenesses are essential features of a correct 
¡sana practice. The proper practice of ¡sanas requires our mind to be fully 

45
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focused; this is automatically achieved by arousing interest and attentiveness 
through new experiences.

Ways of Varying an Äsana

Varying the Form

The simplest way to vary an ¡sana is to alter its form. Figure 18 shows several 
different variations of utt¡n¡sana.

One possibility for varying utt¡n¡sana after bending forward is to straighten 
the legs as you breathe in and then bend them slightly as you breathe out (1), 
making the legs work harder. The stretch in the legs can be made even more 
intense by placing some padding under the toes and ball of the foot. Practicing 
utt¡n¡sana in this way puts a lot of strain on the lower back and is therefore 
considered risky for some people. Know your limitations before choosing 

such variations.
If we want to strengthen the back with the help of utt¡n¡sana, we bend 

fully through the exhale, then come up halfway again as we breathe in 
(2). The legs remain slightly bent so that the whole back is worked only 
moderately. 

In a third variation of utt¡n¡sana we bend fully through the exhale, 
then clasp the hands behind the lower back and bend the legs (3). This 

variation creates a lot of movement in the lower back but reduces the risk 
of overworking the back by bending the legs.

Figure 19 shows several variations of ≈alabh¡sana. For many people the 
classic form of ≈alabh¡sana (1) is too demanding to be useful, yet because 
it is a very effective and efficient ¡sana, it is a fitting addition to most yoga 

practices. Adaptation of classic ≈alabh¡sana can be chosen to 
meet the requirements and strength of each person. The im-
portant point in choosing variations is to practice within your 

capacity while keeping the breath linked to the whole body, 
regardless of whether the body is moving or stationary.
By varying the arm and leg movements in ≈alabh¡sana, you can 

intensify or reduce the work in the back, the abdomen, and the chest. For 
example, by placing the hands at the base of the ribs (2) and inhaling into 

the back bend with alternating leg movements, the work in the lower back, 
abdomen, and chest will be reduced while encouraging a significant arch in 
the upper back. Raising both legs and the chest on the inhale (3) will deepen 
the effect in the lower back and abdomen while still allowing for a significant 
arch in the upper back and chest. Raising the opposite arm and leg (4) will 
strengthen, balance and integrate the two sides of the body. As we strengthen 
we can use the arms to intensify the effect in the lower and upper back. Rais-
ing the arms to shoulder height (5) strengthens the neck and shoulder muscles 
and encourages their integration with the muscles of the back. This variation 
should be practiced only when there is sufficient arch in the upper back. 

(3)

(2)

(1)

Figure 18:  
Three possible  

variations of 
 uttänäsana.
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In ≈alabh¡sana, retaining the breath following the inhale is very strengthen-
ing. ̨ alabh¡sana itself will facilitate a deep exhale and retention after exhale. 
Each variation in body and breath will change the effect and function of the 
¡sana in specific ways. In all the variations shown here, the legs, arms, and 
forehead can return to the floor on the exhale. Or you may choose to exhale 
in the raised position, which will deeply work the abdominal region.

A person with stiff legs is not restricted from enjoying the benefits of the 
classic form of pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, shown in figure 20, step (1). For example, 
bending the knees on the exhale (3) will deepen the forward bend. Indra Devi, 
a very accomplished yogini and my father’s first Western student, told me this 
is how my father first taught her pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, adapting the classic pose 
for her needs. Raising the seat (4) will also allow for a deeper bend. Varia-
tions of the arm positions such as are shown in examples 2 and 5 will work the 
upper back and shoulders while assisting to deepen the ¡sana. You should not, 
however, use the muscles in the arms to attempt to intensify the forward bend.  

(1)

(2) (3)

(4) (5)

Figure 19:  
Variations of 
õalabhäsana.

Figure 20:  
Variations of  
paõcimatänäsana.

(1) (2)

(3) (4) (5)
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This should instead occur without force, the movement linked to the exhaled 
breath. The forward bend can be intensified on the exhale and relaxed on the 
inhale so that the body’s natural elasticity is enhanced with the breath.

There are a great many ¡sana variations such as these. Each time we 
practice a variation, the effect of the ¡sana, and consequently our attention, 
is directed toward different areas or needs. ⁄sana variations are not just for 
people with specific physical problems. They can help all yoga practitioners 
remain open to discovery.

Varying the Breath

Another way to vary an ¡sana is to alter the breathing. For example, instead of 
freely inhaling and exhaling we can direct the breath so that the inhalation and 
exhalation are of the same duration, or we might choose to hold the breath.

Normally we coordinate each movement with either an inhalation or an 
exhalation. Sometimes, however, it is useful to move while holding the breath. 
Remember: if we want to increase the effect of the ¡sana in the chest area, we 
concentrate on the inhalation; if we want to increase the effect on the abdo-
men and lower back, we concentrate on the exhale. So to vary the breath in 
pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, a pose that naturally works on the belly and lower back, we 
breathe in as we raise our arms, then hold this pose as we breathe out. Then 
without breathing in, we bend forward and pause (see figure 21). In this way 
we intensify the effect of the exhalation. Inhale to come back to the seated 
position, arms overhead. This sequence can be repeated as many times as an 
easy breath rhythm can be maintained.

Holding the breath after the inhale intensifies the effects through the chest 
area, and can be used to good advantage in such postures as bhuja©g¡sana. 

IN

OUT

IN

HOLD

OUT
Figure 21: 

 Varying the breath  
in paõcimatänäsana.

Figure 22:  
Varying the breath 
 in bhujan. gäsana.

OUT
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Another interesting variation to work with is reversing the normal breathing 
pattern. For example, in bhuja©g¡sana we would raise the upper body on the 
exhalation instead of on the inhalation (see figure 22). Many people use the 
belly more than the back muscles to push themselves up into bhuja©g¡sana. 
Breathing out contracts the abdomen and so doesn’t allow it to be used in 
this way. Raising the upper body on the exhale will make the pose feel very 
different.

Once we know our own capacities for holding the breath with comfort, 
we can be imaginative with the way we use the breath. Suppose we want to 
focus our ¡sana practice to bring attention to the upper back. We would then 
choose postures such as bhuja©g¡sana or ≈alabh¡sana that work this area, 
and at the same time focus on the inhalation in the breath cycle. We might 
practice making each inhalation longer than the one before. Or we might hold 
the breath after inhalation, which will increase the volume of air in the lungs 
and expand the chest.

Variations serve two purposes: to address a particular need and to create 
attentiveness. Holding the breath following the inhale or exhale can increase 
tension in the body. If you feel this happening, bring your awareness to the 
place where the tension is gathering. If the tension does not dissipate with 
awareness, slowly come out of the ¡sana.

Varying the Rhythm

Many ¡sanas can take on a new quality if we break them up into steps (krama). 
Figure 23 shows pa≈cimat¡n¡sana practiced in this way. On the first exhale 
we bend only half the way forward. Staying there, we inhale and stretch the 
back. On the second exhalation we bend forward completely. Practicing in this 
way not only makes a difference in our quality of attention; it also changes 
the way we arrive in the final position and hold it.

Varying the Preparation

Variations are possible not just in the ¡sanas themselves but also in the 
preparations we make for them. The exercises we practice before a particular 
¡sana can make a difference as to what we experience and where we feel the 

Figure 23:  
Practicing  
paõcimatänäsana  
in steps.

C05.indd   49 1/23/08   3:30:11 PM



50      THE PRACTICE OF YOGA

effects of the ¡sana. Oftentimes people will say that they did not feel anything 
after doing a particular ¡sana. If they do not feel any sensation in their muscles 
then they think nothing has happened. In situations like this it is helpful to 
change the preparation for that ¡sana, choosing one that moves the body in 
the exact opposite direction. Paying attention to the effects of both ¡sanas will 
give you a new certainty that something is really happening.

Varying the Sphere of Attention

While we are practicing an ¡sana we have the opportunity to direct our atten-
tion to different parts of the body. This can improve the quality of our ¡sana 
practice considerably.

Figure 24 shows two possibilities for where to place our attention in the 
practice of bhuja©g¡sana. We can direct our attention to the upper part of the 
back which is opening up as we breathe in (1), or we might direct our attention 
toward keeping the legs and knees on the floor (2). When beginners practice 
this ¡sana they often raise the legs off the floor as they raise the upper body. 
By attempting to keep the legs on the floor, the quality of work in the back 
is intensified.

We introduce the art of variation to bring something new and beneficial into 
our ¡sana practice. In a class I would recommend to some people that they 
stretch their legs fully and to others that they do the same ¡sana with bent 
knees. I would advise some to hold the breath after inhalation and others to 
hold their breath after exhalation. It is important to tailor your variations to 
match your particular needs.

Variations should never be introduced in a random way; they should only be 
introduced when they are warranted. We do them when we need help develop-
ing or sustaining attention, or as an aid to a particular physical need. 

Respecting Classic Äsanas
It is important to understand that behind every yoga posture lies a principle; 
if we do not know or understand this principle we will not be able to perform 
the ¡sana or variations of it in the proper way. A teacher who respects the 
classic postures can help us recognize the principles they embody. What does 
this ¡sana mean? What is its purpose? What does it demand of us? Only when 
we have come to understand the underlying principles can we do variations 
of an ¡sana. 

For example, pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, the seated forward bend, is a pose in which 

(1) (2)

Figure 24:  
Shifting the  

sphere of attention  
in bhuja©g¡sana.

C05.indd   50 1/23/08   3:30:11 PM



ÄSANA VARIATIONS     51

we sit with the legs stretched out in front of us and grasp the feet with the hands, 
bringing the head down toward the shins. Paõcimatänäsana translates as “the 
stretching of the west,” because in India we traditionally face the east when 
we pray or practice ¡sanas; in that position our back is facing west. So the real 
purpose of the ¡sana is to facilitate the movement of the breath in the back. A 
person practicing pa≈cimat¡n¡sana should be aware of the paõcimatäna effect 
felt in the back of the body—not at the level of skin or muscles but within, at 
the level of the breath. Practicing pa≈cimat¡n¡sana means allowing the breath 
to flow along the back of the body.1 It is not simply a matter of stretching the 
tissues, but rather of experiencing the feeling of the breath flowing through  
the spine. 

Uß†r¡sana, the camel pose, is a back bend performed from a kneeling position. 
With hands resting on the feet, the thighs are raised to vertical, as in kneeling, 
while the chest expands and opens on each inhalation. The principle of this 
pose is to facilitate the movement of breath into the chest. Space is created 
in the chest by stretching the intercostal muscles in the pose, and the whole 
front of the body is opened up. The pose allows the feeling of the breath to 
be experienced down the entire frontal line of the body.

“The feeling of the breath” refers to the feeling of energy or pr¡∆a moving in 
the body. The principle underlying each classic ¡sana has a particular implica-
tion to the movement of pr¡∆a in the body. A teacher who understands ¡sana 
from the point of view of whole-body feeling and the movement of pr¡∆a can 
adopt classic ¡sanas to the needs of each student. The student thus enjoys and 
benefits from the principle that is inherent to each particular posture.

The key to right practice and the appropriate variations of an ¡sana is to 
maintain the link between breath and body. Via the breath we can be with 
the whole body and observe the unfolding of an ¡sana. Rather than struggling 
with the body in an ¡sana, we monitor the ¡sana with the number of breaths 
and the breath ratio (inhale, pause, exhale, pause) that is appropriate for us. 
If the breath is smooth and has continuity, the ¡sana will be beneficial.

The breath is one of the means by which we vary ¡sanas. There is a natural 
elasticity in the body that is enhanced as we breathe in ¡sana practice. As 
the body moves the breath moves, and as the breath is stationary the body is 
stationary. Thus the breath and body become one movement, one process, and 
that is a very powerful yoga. Maintaining this link between breath and body, 
particularly in lengthening the exhale and pausing after the exhale, has more 
significance to the purpose of yoga than achieving a classic ¡sana for its own 
sake. The breath has a very important role in ¡sana practice. We should not 
compromise the easy flow of the breath to achieve the ¡sana. 

The breath is one of the best means for observing yourself in your yoga 
practice. How does the body respond to the breath, and how does the breath 
respond to the movement of the body? The breath should be your teacher.

1. Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä    
1.29. 
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Krishnamacharya demonstrating 
nädï õodhana prän. yäma (top),  

õïtalï prän. äyäma (middle),  
and õan. mukhi mudrä. 
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6

Pranayama
Yoga recommends two possible ways for achieving the quali-

ties of sukha, comfort and lightness, and sthira, steady alertness. The first is 
to locate knots and resistances in the body and release them. This happens 
only gradually (krama) as we employ the concept of vi©y¡sa krama—giv-
ing due consideration to correct preparation and appropriate counterposes 
as we practice. The means we use to release blocks and resistances must not 
adversely affect the body. We must proceed carefully. If we force the body we 
will experience pain or other unpleasant feelings and the problems will, in the 
long run, get worse instead of better. The body can only gradually accept an 
¡sana. It is by proceeding gently that we will feel light and be able to breathe 
easily in the position and therefore really benefit from it.

The second possible means for realizing the concept of sthirasukha consists of 
visualizing the perfect posture. For this we use the image of the cobra Ananta, 
the king of the serpents, carrying the whole universe on his head while provid-
ing a bed for the Lord Viß∆u on his coiled body. Ananta must be completely 
relaxed in order to make a soft bed for the lord. This is the idea of sukha. Yet 
the snake cannot be feeble and weak; it must be strong and steady in order to 
support the universe. That is the idea of sthira. Together these qualities give 
us the image and the feeling of a perfect ¡sana.

There is a common misconception that ¡sanas are only positions for medita-
tion. If we look at Vyasa’s commentary on the Yoga Sütra though, we see that 
most of the ¡sanas he lists there are so complicated that with the best will in the 
world we could not attain a state of dhy¡na in them. We can work with these 
postures and experience what they feel like, but we cannot remain in them for 
long. It is clear that not all of the ¡sanas given there are intended for medita-
tion. Many of the ¡sanas that we work with and those that are described in the 
various books on yoga are of quite a different sort. They are valuable because 
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they enable us to sit upright and stand for long periods of time and to meet 
with greater ease the many demands made on us by our daily lives.

In the Yoga Sütra there is another very interesting claim made about the 
effects of ¡sanas. It says that when we master ¡sanas we are able to handle 
opposites. To be able to handle opposites does not mean going around half-
naked in cold weather or dressing in warm woolen clothing when it is hot. 
Rather, it means becoming more sensitive and learning to adapt because we 
know the body better; we can listen to it and know how it reacts in different 
situations.

Practically speaking, we should be able to stand for a few minutes with ease; 
we should be able to sit for a while easily as well. One advantage of ¡sana 
practice is that it helps us get used to different situations and be able to cope 
with different demands. If we want to practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma, for example, we 
have to be able to sit comfortably erect for a period of time. ⁄sanas help us 
focus on the breath rather than the body during pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice, for if we 
can sit comfortably and effortlessly erect there is nothing to distract us from 
our concentration on the breath.

Prän. äyäma: The Breathing Exercises of Yoga
The word pr¡∆¡y¡ma consists of two parts: pr¡∆a and ¡y¡ma. ⁄y¡ma means 
“stretch” or “extend,” and describes the action of pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Pr¡∆a refers to 
“that which is infinitely everywhere.” With reference to us humans pr¡∆a can 
be described as something that flows continuously from somewhere inside us, 
filling us and keeping us alive: it is vitality. In this image, the pr¡∆a streams 
out from the center through the whole body.

Ancient texts such as the Yoga Yäjñavalkya (see appendix 1) tell us that 
someone who is troubled, restless, or confused has more pr¡∆a outside the 
body than within. The amount of pr¡∆a outside the body is greater when we 
feel unwell; at those times the quality of pr¡∆a and its density within the 
body is reduced. Too little pr¡∆a in the body can be expressed as a feeling of 
being stuck or restricted. It can also show as a lack of drive or motivation to 
do anything; we are listless or even depressed. We may suffer from physical 
ailments when pr¡∆a is lacking in the body. And finally the Yoga Sütra men-
tions disturbances in the breath, which can take very different forms.1 On the 
other hand, the more peaceful and well-balanced we are, the less our pr¡∆a 
is dispersed outside the body. And if all the pr¡∆a is within the body, we are 
free of these symptoms.

If pr¡∆a does not find sufficient room in the body there can be only one 
reason: it is being forced out by something that really does not belong there—
let’s call it rubbish. What we are trying to do when we practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
is nothing more than reduce this rubbish and so concentrate more and more 
pr¡∆a within the body.

Our state of mind is closely linked to the quality of pr¡∆a within. Because we 
can influence the flow of pr¡∆a through the flow of our breath, the quality of 

1. In the Yoga Sütra 1.31, 
Patañjali calls these  

symptoms of a disturbed 
mind duùkha (the 

experience of suffering), 
daurmanasya (negative 

attitude), an. gamejayatva 
(physical ailments), and 

õväsapraõväsa (breathing 
disturbances).
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our breath influences our state of mind and vice versa. In yoga we are trying 
to make use of these connections so that pr¡∆a concentrates and can freely 
flow within us.

Various sources call pr¡∆a the friend of the purußa (consciousness) and 
see in the flow of pr¡∆a nothing but the working of the purußa. If we remem-
ber how the degree of clarity created by the power of the purußa within us is 
directly linked to our state of mind, then a close connection between our mind 
and pr¡∆a is obvious.

Pr¡∆a can be understood as the expression of purußa, but it is to be found 
both inside and outside the body. See figure 25. The more content a person is 
and the better he or she feels, the more pr¡∆a is inside. The more disturbed 
a person is, the more pr¡∆a is dissipated and lost. One definition of the word 
yogi is “one whose pr¡∆a is all within his body.” In pr¡∆¡y¡ma we want to 
reduce the amount of pr¡∆a outside the body until there is none leaking out. 

Whatever happens in the mind influences the breath; the breath becomes 
quicker when we are excited and deeper and quieter when we relax. In order 
to influence our pr¡∆a we must be able to influence the mind. Our actions 
often disturb the mind, causing pr¡∆a to exude from the body. Through daily 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice we reverse this process, as a change in the breathing 
pattern influences the mind. 

The idea of pr¡∆a existing within or beyond the body can be understood as 
a symbol for our state of mind. When the mind is as clear as transparent glass 
there is nothing that could disturb the body; there is no rubbish lying about. 
On the other hand, if we notice hesitancy, discontent, fear of doing something 
because it might be innapropriate, and so forth, we can assume that there are 
blockages in the system. These blockages do not just occur in the physical 
body; they exist even more in the mind, in consciousness. Every kind of rubbish 

(1) (2)

Figure 25: A sick or restless 
person disperses prän. a 
beyond the body (1) because 
there are blocks hindering 
the flow of prän. a within. 
A peaceful, healthy person 
keeps more prän. a within the 
body (2). 
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we find in ourselves was originally produced by avidy¡, that is, incorrect 
knowledge. The idea that yogis are people who carry all their pr¡∆a within 
their body therefore means that they are their own masters.

The link between mind and breath is most significant. The Yoga Sütra says 
that when we practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma the veil is gradually drawn away from 
the mind and there is growing clarity. The mind becomes ready for deep 
meditation.2 Following the Yoga Sütra, we can say that pr¡∆¡y¡ma is first 
and foremost awareness of the breath: I am more aware that I breathe; I 
am conscious of my inhalation and my exhalation and perhaps of the pauses 
that naturally occur between breaths. The next step is then to answer this 
question: How do I remain conscious of my breath?

In pr¡∆¡y¡ma we focus our attention on the breath. In the practice of 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma it is therefore very important to keep an alert mind, for the pro-
cesses that are being observed are very subtle. There is no visible movement 
of the body as in ¡sana practice; we must acutely sense and feel the move-
ment of the breath within. The only dynamic process is breathing. Patañjali 
makes a few practical suggestions for keeping our attention on the breath. 
For example, we can focus on a place in the body where we can feel or hear 
the breath. Or we can try to follow the movement of the breath in the body, 
feeling the inhalation from the center of the collarbone, down through the rib 
cage to the diaphragm, and following the exhale upward from the abdomen. 
Another means for paying attention to the breath is to feel where it enters 
and leaves the body at the nostrils. It is also possible to listen to the breath, 
especially if you make a slight noise by gently contracting the vocal chords, 
a pr¡∆¡y¡ma technique known as ujjäyï.

Suggestions like these help us keep our attention on the breath and prevent 
our practice from becoming merely mechanical. The goal of pr¡∆¡y¡ma is 
not to bring the inhalation and exhalation into a certain relationship with each 
other, or to establish a particular length of breath. If exercises such as these 
help us concentrate on our pr¡∆¡y¡ma, that is wonderful. But the true aim of 
the various techniques and breath ratios of breathing in pr¡∆¡y¡ma is first 
and foremost to give us many different possibilities for following the breath. 
When we follow the breath, the mind will be drawn into the activities of the 
breath. In this way pr¡∆¡y¡ma prepares us for the stillness of meditation.

The breath relates directly to the mind and to our pr¡∆a, but we should not 
therefore imagine that as we inhale, pr¡∆a simply flows into us. This is not 
the case. Pr¡∆a enters the body in the moment when there is a positive change 
in the mind. Of course, our state of mind does not alter with every in-breath 
or out-breath; change occurs over a long period of time. If we are practicing 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma and notice a change of mind, then pr¡∆a has long before entered 
the body. Changes of mind can be observed primarily in our relationships 
with other people. Relationships are the real test of whether we actually 
understand ourselves better.2. Yoga Sütra 2.52.
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Without pr¡∆a there is no life. We can imagine that pr¡∆a flows into us as 
we inhale, but pr¡∆a is also the power behind breathing out. As well, pr¡∆a 
is transformed in the body into various powers, and is involved in processes 
that ensure that we rid ourselves of what we no longer need. This does not just 
relate to physical elimination processes—it is the power of pr¡∆a that can free 
the mind from blocks and thereby lead us to greater clarity. The out-breath 
fulfills this function: it releases what is superfluous and removes what would 
otherwise become blocks to the free flow of pr¡∆a within.

The Forms of Prän. a
There are five forms of pr¡∆a, all having different names according to the 
bodily functions with which they correspond. These forms of pr¡∆a are:

•	udäna-väyu, corresponding to the throat region and the function of 
speech

•	prän.a-väyu, corresponding to the chest region

•	samäna-väyu, corresponding to the central region of the body and 
the function of digestion

•	apäna-väyu, corresponding to the region of the lower abdomen and 
the function of elimination

•	vyäna-väyu, corresponding to the distribution of energy into all areas 
of the body

We will concern ourselves with two forms: pr¡∆a-v¡yu and ap¡na-v¡yu. 
That which enters the body is called pr¡∆a and that which leaves it is called 

ap¡na. The term apäna also refers to the region of the lower abdomen and all 
the activities that take place there. Ap¡na describes that part of pr¡∆a that has 
the function of elimination and provides the energy for it, and it also refers to 
the lower belly and the rubbish that collects there when the power of pr¡∆a is 
not in a state of equilibrium. When a person is slow and heavy we sometimes 
say that he has too much ap¡na. Ap¡na as pr¡∆ic energy is something we 
need, but ap¡na as refuse left from activating this energy actually prevents 
pr¡∆a from developing within. All forms of pr¡∆a are necessary, but to be 
effective they must be in a state of balance with each other. If someone has 
a lot of rubbish in the region of the lower abdomen then he or she consumes 
too much energy there, and this imbalance should be addressed. The goal is 
to reduce ap¡na to an efficient minimum.

Ap¡na as waste matter accumulates because of many factors, some of which 
lie within our control. The practice of yoga aims to reduce these impurities. 
People who are short of breath, cannot hold their breath, or cannot exhale 
slowly are seen as having more ap¡na, whereas those who have good breath 
control are considered to have less ap¡na. An overabundance of ap¡na leads 
to problems in all areas of the body. We have to reduce the ap¡na so that we 
can bring more pr¡∆a into the body. 
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When we inhale, pr¡∆a from outside the body is brought within. During 
inhalation, pr¡∆a meets ap¡na. During exhalation, the ap¡na within the body 
moves toward the pr¡∆a. Pr¡∆¡y¡ma is the movement of the pr¡∆a toward the 
ap¡na and the movement of the ap¡na toward the pr¡∆a. Similarly, holding the 
breath after inhalation moves the pr¡∆a toward the ap¡na and holds it there. 
Holding the breath after exhalation moves the ap¡na toward the pr¡∆a.

Agni, the Fire of Life
What happens within this movement of pr¡∆a and ap¡na? According to yoga 
we have a fire, agni, in the body, situated in the vicinity of the navel, between 
the pr¡∆a-v¡yu and the ap¡na-v¡yu. The flame itself is constantly changing 
direction: on inhalation the breath moves toward the belly, causing a draft 
that directs the flame downward, just like in a fireplace; during exhalation 
the draft moves the flame in the opposite direction, bringing with it the just-
burned waste matter. It is not enough to burn the rubbish; we must also rid 
the body of it. A breathing pattern where the exhalation is twice as long as 
the inhalation is aimed at providing more time during exhalation for freeing 
the body of its blockages. Everything we do to reduce the rubbish in the body 
is a step in the direction of releasing our blockages. With the next inhalation 
we bring the flame back to the ap¡na. If all the previously burned waste has 
not left the body, the flame will lose some of its power. 

Certain physical positions are beneficial for the meeting of fire and rubbish. 
In all inverted postures, the agni is directed toward the ap¡na. This is the rea-
son yoga attributes so much significance to the cleansing effects of inverted 
postures. Cleansing is intensified when we combine inverted postures with 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma techniques.

All aspects of pr¡∆¡y¡ma work together to rid the body of ap¡na so that 
pr¡∆a can find more room within. In the moment when waste is released, 
pr¡∆a fills the space in the body where it really belongs. Pr¡∆a has its own 
movement; it cannot be controlled. What we can do is create the conditions 
in which pr¡∆a may enter the body and permeate it.

The Yoga Sütra describes the flow of pr¡∆a with this lovely image:  If a 
farmer wants to water his terraced fields, he does not have to carry the water 
in buckets to the various parts of his fields; he has only to open the retaining 
wall at the top. If he has laid out his terraces well and nothing blocks the flow 
of the water, it will be able to reach the last field and the furthest blade of 
grass without help from the farmer.3 In pr¡∆¡y¡ma we work with the breath 
to remove blockages in the body. The pr¡∆a, following the breath, flows by 
itself into the cleared spaces. In this way we use the breath to make possible 
the flow of pr¡∆a.

Understanding pr¡∆a as an expression of purußa, we have as little possibility 
for working directly on pr¡∆a as we have of influencing our purußa directly. 
The way to influence pr¡∆a is via the breath and mind. By working with these 3.Yoga Sütra 4.3.

C06.indd   58 1/23/08   3:40:08 PM



PRÄN. ÄYÄMA     59

through pr¡∆¡y¡ma, we create optimal conditions for the pr¡∆a to flow freely 
within.

Practical Aspects of Prän. äyäma
Just as the activities of the mind influence the breath, so does the breath 
influence our state of mind. Our intention as we work with the breath is to 
regulate it so as to calm and focus the mind for meditation. Often people ask 
if pr¡∆¡y¡ma is dangerous—I assure you that we can practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
as safely as we practice ¡sanas or anything else. Pr¡∆¡y¡ma is conscious 
breathing. As long as we pay close attention to the reaction of the body during 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma, we have nothing to fear.

Problems can arise when we alter the breath and do not recognize or attend 
to a negative bodily reaction. If someone is laboring to breathe deeply and 
evenly, it will immediately become apparent; he or she will feel the need to 
take a quick breath in between the long, slow breaths. One important precept 
of ⁄yurvedic medicine is never to supress the body’s natural urges. Even 
during pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice we should let ourselves take a short breath if we 
feel the need to do that. Pr¡∆¡y¡ma should only be practiced by people who 
can really regulate the breath. Those who suffer from chronic shortness of 
breath or other breathing disorders should not attempt pr¡∆¡y¡ma until they 
are ready for it. ⁄sanas that increase the volume of the lungs and free the 
muscles of the ribs, back, and diaphragm can help prepare one for pr¡∆¡y¡ma. 
For example, a back bend and a forward bend counterpose are helpful in 
preparing for pr¡∆¡y¡ma. An appropriate ¡sana practice will encourage 
development of pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Pr¡∆¡y¡ma can and should be practiced in 
the early days of a person’s discovery of yoga, and should absolutely be 
undertaken only with the guidance of a good teacher.

The object of pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice is to emphasize the inhalation, the 
exhalation, or retention of the breath. Emphasis on the inhalation is called 
püraka prän. äyäma. Recaka prän. äyäma refers to a form of pr¡∆¡y¡ma in which 
the exhalation is lengthened while the inhalation remains free. Kumbhaka 
prän. äyäma focuses on breath retention. In kumbhaka pr¡∆¡y¡ma we hold the 
breath after inhalation, after exhalation, or after both. 

Whichever technique we choose, the most important part of pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
is the exhalation. If the quality of the exhalation is not good, the quality of 
the whole pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice is adversely affected. When someone is not 
able to breathe out slowly and quietly it means that he or she is not ready for 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma, either mentally or otherwise. Indeed, some texts give this warn-
ing: if the inhalation is rough we do not have to worry, but if the exhalation 
is uneven it is a sign of illness, either present or impending. 

Why this emphasis on exhalation? Yoga’s essential aim is to eliminate 
impurities and reduce avidy¡. Through this elimination alone, positive results 
come about. When the blockage is cleared from a sewer pipe, the water has to 
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flow. If something in us is preventing a change from occurring, then we need 
only to remove the obstacle and the change can take place. The exhalation 
is vitally important because it transports impurities from the body, making 
more room for pr¡∆a to enter. 

Often when pr¡∆¡y¡ma is discussed it is the holding of the breath that is 
emphasized. Yet the ancient texts talk about the total breath, not simply 
kumbhaka, breath retention. The Yoga Sütra discusses the breath in this order 
of importance: bähya vr. tti or exhalation as the most important, then abhyantara 
vr. tti or inhalation as secondary, and finally stambha vr. tti or breath retention.4 
All three of these are aspects of pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Do not become interested only 
in holding the breath; many people think they can progress quickly along the 
yoga path by practicing breath-retention techniques, but in fact problems often 
arise with this emphasis.

The most important tenet of pr¡∆¡y¡ma is this: Only when we have emptied 
ourselves can we take in a new breath, and only when we can draw the breath 
into us can we hold it. If we cannot breathe out and in fully, how are we going 
to hold our breath? Breath-retention exercises must be done in such a way that 
they never disturb the in- and out-breaths. When we reach the stage where we 
have improved our ability to breathe in and out and to hold the breath, then 
breath-retention may become important because as it is held the breath is at 
rest, and with it so hopefully is the mind. 

Prän. äyäma Techniques

Ujjäyï

In one pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice called ujjäyï, or throat breathing, we deliberately 
contracting the larynx slightly, narrowing the air passage. This produces a 
slight noise in the throat as we breathe. Ujjäyï translates as “what clears the 
throat and masters the chest area.” You should ask for the help of a teacher 
in deciding whether this breathing technique is suitable for you, and if not, 
which one would be better.

Ujj¡y• breathing has many variations. For example, we can breathe in through 
the throat, then completely close one nostril and breathe out through the other 
nostril, which is only partly closed. This technique is called anuloma ujjäyï.5 
In a pr¡∆¡y¡ma technique called viloma ujjäyï, we breathe in through the 
nostril and breathe out through the throat. This technique is used to lengthen 
the inhalation. In ujj¡y• pr¡∆¡y¡ma it is important to follow this rule: when we 
regulate the breath through the nostril, we never breathe through the throat 
at the same time.

Näàï Õodhana

In the technique for lengthening both the exhalation and the inhalation, we 
breathe alternately through the nostrils and do not use the throat at all. We 

5. Anuloma refers to 
something that follows 

the normal way. For 
example, the Vedas 

describe a ritual carried 
out in a prescribed 

sequence as anuloma. 
Because ujj¡y• is 

described in the Haåha 
Yoga Pradïpikä as the 
technique of making 

the sound in the throat 
only on the inhala-

tion and then exhaling 
through the nose, this 

way of breathing is 
called anuloma ujj¡y•.

4. Yoga Sütra 2.50.
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breathe in through the partially closed left nostril, breathe out through the 
partially closed right nostril, breathe in again through the partially closed right 
nostril, and then breathe out through the partially closed left nostril, and so 
forth. We control the opening of the nostril by means of a hand mudr¡. The 
name of this breathing technique is näàï õodhana—näàï is the passage or vein 
through which the breath and energy flow; õodhana means “cleansing.” Figure 
26 shows the hand position for n¡∂• ≈odhana. Normally we work with ujj¡y• 
for a long while before we introduce n¡∂• ≈odhana to our practice.

Alternate nostril breathing should not be practiced if you have a cold or if 
your nasal passages are blocked in any way. Forced breathing through the 
nose may lead to complications. In pr¡∆¡y¡ma it is important to follow this 
rule: under no circumstances should anything be forced. If you use the nostrils 
for breath control they must be unobstructed. If they are not, you must practice 
throat breathing. 

Õïtalï

Another very useful breathing technique includes using the tongue. During 
inhalation we curl up both edges of the tongue so that it forms a kind of tube, 
then we breathe in through this tube. During inhalation the air passes over the 
moist tongue, cooling down and refreshing the throat. In order to be sure that 
the tongue remains moist, we roll it back as far as possible against the palate 
during the entire exhalation so that the next breath is just as refreshing as the 
first. We can breathe out either through the throat or alternately through the 
nostrils. This technique is called õïtalï prän. äyäma. Õïta means “cool.”

Those people who find it impossible to roll the tongue in this way can achieve 
the same cooling effect by means of another technique in which they open the 

(1)

(2)

Figure 26: The hand po-
sition for näàï õodhana. 
The place where the 
cartilage begins (1) is 
the narrowest part of the 
nasal passage. We place 
the thumb and ring fin-
ger there in the position 
called mr. gi mudrä (deer 
mudrä) (2) to regulate 
the breathing by gentle 
pressure. Seen from the 
side, the shadow in this 
hand position looks like 
the head of a deer. Many 
hand mudräs are tradi-
tionally described with 
animal names.
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lips and teeth a little as they breathe in and place the tongue carefully in the 
space between the upper and lower teeth, a position in which the air can still 
flow over the tongue. They again breathe out through the throat or through 
alternate nostrils. This type of breathing is called õïtkarï prän. äyäma.

The techniques of ujj¡y•, n¡∂• ≈odhana, and ≈•tal• help us to direct our 
attention to where the breath is in the body. This focus helps us collect the 
mind, an essential contribution to the physical effects of whichever pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
technique we are practicing.

Kapälabhätï

Kapälabhätï is a breathing technique used specifically for cleansing. If we have 
a lot of mucus in the air passages or feel tension and blockages in the chest 
it is often helpful to breathe quickly. In this practice we deliberately breathe 
faster, and at the same time use only abdominal (that is, diaphragmatic) 
breathing, not chest breathing. In kap¡labh¡t• the breath is short, rapid, and 
strong. We use the lungs as a pump, creating so much pressure as they expel 
the air that all the rubbish is cleared from the air passages, from the lungs up 
through the nostrils. Kapäla means “skull,” and bhätï means “that which brings 
lightness.” Kap¡labh¡t• is a good thing to do when we feel heavy or foggy in 
the head. If we have problems with the sinuses or feel numb around the eyes, 
kap¡labh¡t• can help to clear this area as well.

Bhastrika

The word bhastrika means “bellows.” In bhastrika breathing the abdomen 
moves like a pair of bellows. If one nostril is blocked, then we draw the air in 
quickly through the open nostril and breath out strongly through the blocked 
one. 

The kap¡labh¡t• and bhastrika breathing techniques share the same general 
principle, namely that we clear the nasal passages with the force of the breath. 
Certainly we must be very careful with these techniques because there is a 
danger of creating tension in the breath. We may also become dizzy when we 
breathe rapidly; for this reason we always conclude the practice of kap¡labh¡t• 
with some slow breaths. It is important not to breathe rapidly too many times, 
but after a few rapid breaths take several slow ones in which we emphasize 
the long exhalation.

The Gradual Process of Prän. äyäma
When we take up the practice of pr¡∆¡y¡ma, we should proceed gradually, 
step by step. Because we are starting something new, directing our attention 
toward the breath—not the body—it is important to rest for several minutes 
after we finish our ¡sana practice and before we begin pr¡∆¡y¡ma. The time 
between ¡sana practice and pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice is not just to rest the body; 
it also helps the mind to make the transition from one practice to the other. 
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Without a rest between the two we might easily develop tensions, because 
the body cannot make an immediate transition. We must always rest between 
¡sana and pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice.

In practicing pr¡∆¡y¡ma it is important to find a sitting position in which 
we can remain for a lengthy period and then get up without feeling stiff. The 
important aspect of our pr¡∆¡y¡ma posture is that the spine remains upright. 
Many people find kneeling comfortable; others can easily sit cross-legged in 
the lotus pose; it is even acceptable to sit on a chair. (People recovering from 
such problems as heart disease can lie back in an armchair for their breathing 
exercises.) Because in pr¡∆¡y¡ma we are dealing primarily with the breath, in 
sitting for pr¡∆¡y¡ma the body must not disturb the breath. In ¡sana practice 
we are concerned first and foremost with the body. While we use the breath 
in our practice of ¡sanas, we must for pr¡∆¡y¡ma adopt a posture in which we 
can pay as little attention as possible to the body. The only demand on the body 
during pr¡∆¡y¡ma is that we feel comfortable and keep our spine erect.

Figure 27 shows some possible positions for pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice. Padm¡sana 
or the lotus pose (1) is a good position in which to practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma and 
bandha, provided we can maintain it comfortably. The other cross-legged 
poses, siddh¡sana (2) and sukh¡sana (3), are a little less strenuous and just as 
effective. A few people can sit for long periods in v•r¡sana (4), but most of us 

(1) (2) (3)

(4) (5) (6)
Figure 27:  
Positions for prän. äyäma.
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tend to round the lower back in this position. In vajr¡sana (5) there is a ten-
dency to hollow the back. Another good position for pr¡∆¡y¡ma is sitting 
upright on a stool (6).

The seated position we choose should be determined by the intended dur-
ation of our pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice. Let’s say we want to take twelve breaths, 
each one five seconds in and five seconds out. That would only take about three 
minutes. There are a number of positions in which we could sit comfortably 
for three minutes. But let’s say we plan our practice to include inhalations and 
exhalations longer than five seconds, that we plan to practice breath reten-
tion, and that we want to do twenty-four breaths. The seated position that was 
comfortable for three minutes may not be suitable for this longer practice. We 
must then choose an easier position. The longer the pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice, the 
easier seated position we need.

Breath Ratios
In addition to the various breathing techniques, the ratio of the different phases 
of the breath to each other in pr¡∆¡y¡ma is very significant. I have already 
described how the different phases of breath can be emphasized in various 
ways. It is also possible in pr¡∆¡y¡ma to fix the ratio between the inhalation, 
the retention afterward, the exhalation, and the retention after that. The many 
possibilities for these ratios can be divided roughly into two categories:

1. The inhalation, the exhalation, and the breath retention are all the same 
length—we call this samavr. tti prän. äyäma (sama means “the same” and vr. tti 
means “to move”). This type of pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice is good for people who 
use a mantra in their breathing exercises; they can make the inhalation, 
the exhalation, and the retention of each breath last for the same number 
of mantra repetitions.

2. The different phases of the breath are of different lengths—we call this 
viæamavr. tti prän. äyäma. The general rule in this practice is to let the exhala-
tion be twice as long as the inhalation. 

In pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice a very important issue is how to find an appropriate 
breath ratio for our individual needs. We cannot always breathe in the same 
breath ratio—it may be that we need a new ratio in order to maintain our 
attention on the practice, or because we have to take into account another 
immediate need. If the breath ratio is too easy, our pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice will 
become mechanical. If it is too complicated, there can be resistance which 
will itself cause problems.

The choice of a suitable breath ratio must take into account two factors: what 
is possible and what our goals are. What is presently possible depends on how 
well we can inhale, hold the breath, exhale, and again hold the breath. We 
can easily discover this by observing our breathing during ¡sana practice. We 
can get a good idea of the limits of our breath by seeing if the breath wavers 
as the body makes demands on it in certain postures. 
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Here is an example of how we observe our breath in different ¡sanas in 
order to find out which breath ratio is suitable for our needs. Let’s choose 
three different postures: a forward bend such as pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, a back-
ward bend such as bhuja©g¡sana, and sarv¡ng¡sana or the shoulderstand, a 
posture in which the throat area is restricted and the abdominal organs press 
on the diaphragm. In these ¡sanas, let’s make the inhalation and the exhala-
tion the same length, say, six seconds each. Now imagine the result is this: 
the breath is comfortable and free in the forward bend; in the backward bend 
both the inhalation and the exhalation are shorter; and in the shoulderstand 
the exhalation is fine but the inhalation is too short. From this experiment we 
can see that we have difficulties lengthening the inhalation. 

I shall explain further. We can likely make the exhalation as long as desired 
in the forward bend because the contraction of the diaphragm and abdomen 
is not restricted, so the exhalation is easy. In the same way we are able to 
breathe out for as long as desired in the inverted posture. Normally it is harder 
to breathe out slowly in this position precisely because the weight of the 
abdominal organs on the diaphragm pushes out the air easily and so speeds up 
the exhalation. If someone can control the exhalation despite this, then it will 
be easy for them to lengthen the breath in pr¡∆¡y¡ma. The short inhalation 
in bhuja©g¡sana, a posture that encourages the inhale as the natural breath 
rhythm, and the short inhalation in the shoulderstand show that the inhala-
tion phase of our breath cycle is somewhat restricted. ⁄sanas can tell us a lot 
not just about the body; if we set a breath ratio in which the inhalation and 
exhalation are the same length and observe the breath over a certain period 
in various ¡sanas, we can also learn a lot about the breath.

From this example we can design a pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice in which the exhal-
ation is longer than the inhalation. We might choose to breathe in a 1:2 ratio, 
that is, making the exhalation twice as long as the inhalation. In doing this 
we encourage the complete emptying of the lungs, which in turn encourages 
a more voluminous inhale. To strengthen the inhale we must work with the 
exhale.

Before we pose questions like this in our own practice we should always 
first consider the more obvious things. If we are beginners in yoga who have 
just done a few exercises and now want to practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma, we should not 
set ourselves on ambitious goals such as being able to hold the breath follow-
ing inhalation after one months’ practice, and following exhalation after two 
months. Our goals in the beginning should focus much more on finding out 
what we need in order to develop a deeper interest in our practice. We should 
increase the length of the breath retention after inhalation and exhalation only 
gradually. At every stage it is important that we feel well, both in body and 
breath, after each correctly chosen pr¡∆¡y¡ma session. If we pay attention 
to this we can finally practice in such a way that every kind of pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
becomes possible for us.
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Our goals determine what should soon be possible; they have to do with our 
needs and the direction our yoga practice is taking. We must accept where 
we are and move in the direction we want to go. The notion of moving from 
the point we are currently at to the point we want to reach is always present 
in yoga. Indeed this is one of the definitions of yoga.

Focus in Prän. äyäma
There are certain techniques that will help us maintain concentration in 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma. In concentrating on the breath, we can focus on the flow of the 
breath, the sound of the breath, or the place where the most work is occurring. 
The latter will be determined by the phase of breathing we are in. For example, 
during exhalation and in holding the breath following exhalation, our concen-
tration is directed toward the abdomen. Conversely, it is directed toward the 
chest region when inhaling and holding the breath following inhalation.

Even though it seems like such an easy thing, it is actually very difficult 
sim-ply to follow the movement of the breath. In the moment when we con-
cen-trate on the breath it has a tendency to change; we are inclined to control 
the natural breathing ratio, to disturb it. When we follow the breath we tend 
to go in one of two directions—either we occupy ourselves with the feel of 
the breath or we simply observe it. If we just observe it we do not have to do 
anything with the activity of the breath itself. It is like watching the flow of a 
river. When we are able to do this we find ourselves almost in a state of medi- 
tation. This is the reason why we are sometimes advised simply to observe the 
breath: as we do this our mind quiets down. It is not easy, but it is marvelous.

There are other techniques that help us maintain concentration in 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma. One of these is called internal gazing, a practice in which we 
hold the eyes in a steady position, eyelids closed. We use our eyes so much 
that it is not easy to keep them still. Whether we are looking or listening, 
smelling or tasting, our eyes are always involved somehow or other; conse-
quently they are often strained. Closing the eyes is a very important moment 
in pr¡∆¡y¡ma. In internal gazing we direct the eyes as if we were looking at 
the belly, the navel, the tip of the nose, or the point between the eyebrows. 
Or we hold an image before our eyes, such as the full moon, the rising sun, 
or the sign of a mantra. 

Gazing is an exercise. When we first begin practicing this kind of gazing we 
run the risk of getting headaches if we do it during inhalation and exhalation. 
It is advisable to begin gazing in your chosen manner only while holding the 
breath. That is easier as everything is still while the breath is held.

Internal gazing is not natural. Normally the eyes are moving constantly, 
even when they are closed. In this technique of internal gazing we try to keep 
our eyes on a fixed point. In a certain way it is like ignoring the other senses. 
The effect is to rest the senses.

Another technique for helping us maintain our concentration during 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma uses the hands and fingers. We often see hand positions like this 
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in pictures and statues of the Buddha. Hand positions are called hasta mudrä. 
The word hasta means “hand”; mudrä has many meanings, but here we can 
understand it simply as a symbol.

Many different hand positions are possible. The position of one hand resting 
in the other is called dhyäna mudrä, the mudr¡ of contemplation. In the cin 
mudrä, the thumb and index finger of the left hand are formed into a circle. 
(The right hand is used to regulate the breath at the nostrils.) When our mind 
wanders during pr¡∆¡y¡ma the fingers move apart, and we can notice that we 
have become inattentive. In this way the mudr¡ can also be a way of making 
sure we concentrate on the breath.

In order to use these focusing techniques to full advantage, it is best to stay 
with one technique through the course of one days’ practice. It is much simpler 
to discover something when you focus your attention on one technique than if 
you spread your awareness over many experiences. If you go from one focus 
to another during the course of twelve breaths you might easily lose your 
concentration altogether.

Finally, a word on counting. It is said we should take at least twelve breaths 
in any one session of pr¡∆¡y¡ma. The number twelve relates to an old Indian 
ritual in which we count on the fingers by placing the thumb in the various 
positions on the hand each time we breathe in, starting at the base of the index 
finger. Figure 28 shows the order in which the breaths are counted.

Further Thoughts on Prän. äyäma
Q: I find it difficult to count while I am holding my breath.

A: That is interesting. Holding the breath actually gives us a moment in which 
nothing happens, a moment in which it should therefore be possible to do 
something like count. It is even said that the best moment for introducing a 
mantra is not the inhalation or the exhalation, but while you are holding the 
breath. Some mantras are very long. And we can even recite these exactly 
as we hold the breath because we do not have to concentrate on breathing. 
It is said that a moment of breath retention is a moment of meditation, a 
moment of dhy¡na.

		  So your observation surprises me. Perhaps you should use the finger 
counting method: Simply place the thumb on a finger joint as you breathe 
in, then move the thumb rhythmically on the joint, one beat per second, in 
order to count the length of the retention. That can sometimes help. The 
ultimate goal is not to have to use any techniques.

Q: Should we really be able to practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma without counting the breaths 
or the ratios between the phases of the breath?

A: Yes. What else is pr¡∆¡y¡ma than being with the breath? But that is very 
difficult and it’s why we have so many techniques. Normally our body has 
its own rhythm and we are not conscious of our breath. As we count we are 
occupied with our breath. Lots of people say that pr¡∆¡y¡ma is boring; they 
say that just sitting there and doing breathing exercises is quite ridiculous. 
There seems to be more challenge in ¡sanas—they produce a visible result. 

1

2
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11
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12

Figure 28: The 
traditional method for 
counting breaths in 
prän. äyäma.
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But when we are totally occupied with pr¡∆¡y¡ma, who is bothered about 
numbers then? Counting and types of breathing, ratios and techniques—
these are just the means, not the goal. The goal is not to use any technique 
at all. When we can simply be with the breath, actively observing the 
breath, then we are practicing the highest form of pr¡∆¡y¡ma. But that is 
easier said than done.

Q:	 Can you say something more about holding the breath after the exhalation?

A: We use this kind of breathing when we want to focus our work in the 
abdominal area. Holding the breath after exhalation is in general more 
difficult than holding it after inhalation.

Q: Can you relax the diaphragm during breath retention after inhalation or 
exhalation?

A: If you breathe in correctly there is no particular reason to relax the dia-
phragm deliberately. But if you raise the chest too much on inhalation, the 
lungs will be extended beyond their natural limit and the diaphragm will 
be sucked in and upward. You will know this has happened if you feel a 
slight restriction in the throat after inhalation. This is when you must con-
sciously relax the diaphragm. On the other hand, when you contract the 
abdomen too strongly as you exhale, the air flows out too quickly and you 
cannot control it well. Similarly, the air flow on inhalation can no longer 
be controlled if the abdomen is still contracted after exhaling, no matter 
how complete the exhalation may have been. If you hear or feel a choking 
sound as you begin to breathe in, it is a sure sign that you have contracted 
the abdomen too strongly. You can feel all that in the throat.

		  Every time we do too much we cause tensions in the diaphragm. If we 
have contracted the abdomen too strongly on exhalation, we must delib-
erately relax the diaphragm then as well. 

Q: Do you have to prepare in the same way every day for a difficult pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
practice?

A: We can prepare in various ways; certainly it is always necessary to do 
some preparation. If we are aiming at a particular breath ratio and choose 
the ¡sanas well for our preparation, then the preparation can be relatively 
short. If we want to practice holding the breath after inhaling and exhal-
ing, for instance, we will not do a lot of strenuous postures beforehand.

Q: Do you always do pr¡∆¡y¡ma after ¡sanas?

A: It is better to do pr¡∆¡y¡ma after ¡sanas, provided they are not too strenu-
ous and help us to breathe well. There are exceptions, but as a rule we do 
¡sanas before pr¡∆¡y¡ma.

Q: Can we develop the ability to gaze?

A: Yes, of course. To begin, you gaze internally at the center of the breath’s 
movement, that is, at the area of the diaphragm. During inhalation you 
direct your gaze there and as you hold the breath you hold your gaze there 
too. When you breathe out, let the eyeballs roll downward toward the navel. 
The next step would be to hold your gaze on the same point during your 
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whole pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice irrespective of whether you are breathing in or 
out. So begin by gazing only while you hold the breath and then try it as 
you breathe in and hold the breath. After a few months you will probably be 
able to gaze without any problems for your whole pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice.

Q: Do we really use the eye muscles during gazing or do we just imagine 
that?

A: The eye muscles cannot be relaxed during gazing; we are using them. But 
the various gazing techniques have different effects. Many people are so 
tense that their eyebrows are always furrowed. I recommend that these 
people look down as they breathe both in and out. When the eyeballs are 
turned downward the area between the eyebrows simply cannot be so tense. 
Gazing at the point between the eyebrows may create muscle tension. If 
there is too much tension in this place the technique is not appropriate. 
Gazing must be practiced gradually, otherwise it will lead to headaches.

Q: Do you use the yoga technique of candle gazing for meditation purposes?

A: Gazing at a candle is a form of external gazing. In India we have a custom 
whereby we gaze at the sun through a certain hand position every morn-
ing. The idea behind this is to make ourselves familiar with the shape of 
the sun so that we can visualize it with our inner eye during pr¡∆¡y¡ma. 
Gazing at a candle, which we call träåaka, is something similar, but it is not 
necessarily linked to pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Sometimes it is used as an eye exercise. 
Gazing in pr¡∆¡y¡ma is directed to the inside rather than to the outside, 
because in pr¡∆¡y¡ma we are orienting ourselves to what is within. 

Q: Can’t we be distracted in holding a mudr¡ during pr¡∆¡y¡ma if we are 
concerned about our hand position?

A: Of course. Precisely for this reason we practice all these techniques gradu-
ally. If you were to learn pr¡∆¡y¡ma with me I would not even mention 
these techniques for a long time, and would only introduce them gradually 
and carefully. Whatever we try in order to gather our energies must be 
done gradually. If we do anything too quickly, it blows us apart.
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Krishnamacharya in     
mulabandhäsana demonstrating 

all three bandhas. 

Krishnamacharya  
in jänu õïræäsana.

Krishnamacharya  
demonstrating mahämudrä.
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The Bandhas

The bandhas play an important role in the cleansing processes 
of yoga. I have already explained how pr¡∆¡y¡ma helps to reduce waste mat-
ter in the body by directing the agni, the fire of life. Bandhas are the means 
by which this process can be intensified. The old texts tell us that by using the 
bandhas, the agni can be directed to the exact place where the rubbish has 
settled and is blocking the flow of energy in the body. The bandhas intensify 
the effect of the fire. The word bandha means “to bind or tie together, to close.” 
In the way it is used in yoga, bandha also means “to lock.” When we execute 
a bandha we lock certain areas of the torso in a particular way. 

The three most important bandhas are the jälandhara bandha, the uddïyäna 
bandha, and the müla bandha. J¡landhara bandha involves the neck and upper 
spine and makes the whole spine erect. Udd•y¡na bandha focuses on the area 
between the diaphragm and the floor of the pelvis. M¶la bandha involves the 
area between the navel and the floor of the pelvis. 

Bandha Techniques
To learn the bandhas you must work with a teacher—that is the only way to 
learn these techniques safely. In learning the bandha techniques you always 
begin with j¡landhara bandha; you should practice this bandha for a while 
after mastering it, before attempting to learn the other two. 

Jälandhara Bandha

Figure 29 shows the positions of the three bandhas discussed here. To begin 
j¡landhara bandha, we lift the spine so that it is very straight. The head is then 
pulled back a little, the neck is stretched, and the chin is lowered. As long as 
the chin is down and the back is straight we are in j¡landhara bandha. This 
bandha is possible to perform with many, though not all, ¡sanas.
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Uddïyanä Bandha

Only when you are certain of and well practiced in j¡landhara bandha should 
udd•yan¡ bandha be attempted. In this technique the diaphragm and the lower 
abdomen are raised. As you begin to exhale you contract the abdomen. By 
the end of the exhalation the abdomen should be fully contracted, drawn up 
and back toward the spine. With this contraction the diaphragm rises. When 
this bandha is mastered, the navel moves toward the spine and the rectal 
and back muscles contract. At the completion of udd•y¡na bandha the whole 
abdominal area is hollow. 

In this practice it is very important that both the contraction and the rel-
axation of the abdomen occur slowly. If the breath is held for ten seconds 
after the exhalation, for example, then you should take at least two seconds 
to release the abdomen. If the abdomen is not fully relaxed after udd•y¡na 
bandha, the following inhalation will be restricted and you will experience 
a choking feeling. It is easy to get the right feeling for udd•y¡na bandha in 
some of the easier ¡sanas such as ta∂¡ka mudr¡ and adhomukha ≈v¡n¡sana 
(see figure 30).

Müla Bandha

M¶la bandha develops out of udd•y¡na bandha: we release the 
upper abdomen and diaphragm but maintain the contraction in 
the lower abdomen. In other words, the area below the navel 
remains contracted while the area above it is released. We move 
from udd•y¡na bandha into m¶la bandha, holding the breath after 
the exhalation for both. We can maintain m¶la bandha during the 
following breaths, even while inhaling.

Bandhas and Äsanas
We should begin practicing the bandhas in simple ¡sanas so that the body 
can get used to them. Figure 30 illustrates some of these ¡sanas. The easiest 
position is lying flat on the back with the arms resting on the floor over the 
head (1). We can practice udd•y¡na bandha in this position, which is called 
taàaka mudrä. Ta∂¡ka refers to the big pools on the temple grounds in India. 
Hollowing the abdomen in this position reminds us of one of these pools. 
Another simple position for practicing the bandhas is adhomukha ≈van¡sana, 
the downward-facing dog pose (2). Anyone who can easily practice the 
bandhas in these positions is ready to try them in a sitting position such as 
mah¡mudr¡ (3). Mah¡mudr¡, the great mudr¡, is essentially only called this 
when all three bandhas are involved. The position of the heel in the perineum 
supports the m¶la bandha.

With the exception of j¡landhara bandha, the bandhas can also be carried out 
in inverted positions such as the headstand. The bandhas are easy in this ¡sana 

Jalandhara bandha-

Uddiyana bandha-

Mula bandha-

-

Figure 29: The posi-
tion of the jälandhara, 

uddïyäna, and müla 
bandhas.
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(1) (2)

(3)

because raising the rubbish to the flame (with udd•y¡na bandha) and holding 
it there (with m¶la bandha) is greatly assisted by the body mechanics of the 
posture. In all inverted postures, the rubbish is raised to sit above the flame. 
The flame burns up toward the rubbish and the rubbish moves down toward 
the flame. 

If we master the breath in the shoulderstand, then this is also a good posture 
in which to practice the bandhas. The best ¡sanas therefore for practicing 
bandhas are a few of the inverted postures and all postures in which we are 
lying flat on the back or sitting with a straight spine. The practice of bandhas 
is very difficult or impossible in ¡sanas such as backbends and twists, and are 
therefore best avoided. 

A word of caution: Do not use bandhas throughout the entire ¡sana practice. 
Like all other yoga techniques, bandhas should be practiced artfully and not 
obsessively. The help of a good teacher is essential.

Bandhas and Prän. äyäma
Only when we can comfortably execute the three bandhas in the ¡sanas dis-
cussed above are we advanced enough to introduce them in our pr¡∆¡y¡ma 
practice. Let’s consider how the bandhas intensify the cleansing effect of 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma. J¡landhara bandha positions the torso in such a way that the spine 
is held erect. This makes it easier for the prana to move the flame toward 
the rubbish that needs burning. Udd•y¡na bandha then raises the rubbish up 
toward the flame, and m¶la bandha helps us leave it there long enough for 
the rubbish to be burned.

These three bandhas can be used during both ¡sana and pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice. 
J¡landhara bandha can eventually be maintained during the whole process of 

Figure 30:  
Easy äsanas in which to  
practice the bandhas are  
taàäka mudrä (1) and 
adhomukha õvanäsana (2).  
Only when the bandhas have 
been mastered in these positions 
should you think of practicing 
them in mahämudrä (3). 
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inhalation, exhalation, and holding the breath. Udd•y¡na bandha can only be 
done during breath retention following exhalation. M¶la bandha, like j¡lan-
dhara bandha, can be maintained during the whole pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice.

Because udd•y¡na bandha is only done as you hold the breath after exhal-
ation, one of the most important prerequisites for anyone who wants to prac-
tice it is that you must be capable of holding the breath for a long time after 
exhalation without sacrificing the quality of either inhalation or exhalation. 
If this is not possible then you must not consider doing this bandha. If you 
want to do j¡landhara bandha, you must make sure you are not tense in the 
neck or back so that you can hold your spine erect without any trouble while 
you keep the chin down. If you try to draw the chin down when your neck is 
stiff, greater tensions and pains will develop. Only j¡landhara bandha can 
be practiced with kap¡labh¡t• and bhastrika pr¡∆¡y¡ma. You should not do 
the bandha in ≈•tal• pr¡∆¡y¡ma, because in that exercise you are moving the 
head up and down.

If the bandhas are to be practiced during pr¡∆¡y¡ma, we must first 
establish a ratio of breathing—that is, inhalation, exhalation, and holding 
the breath—that we can maintain comfortably during twelve breaths without 
bandhas. We can then gradually introduce the bandhas. As in our daily ¡sana 
practice, we follow the principle of viny¡sa krama, building up to the strenu-
ous practice of bandhas step by step. We then taper off gradually and finish 
our pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice with simple breathing. We intensify our practice until 
we make progress in the preceding step, practicing patiently without forcing 
the body or the breath.
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Top: Krishnamacharya 
demonstrating  

padmäsana paravr. tti.

Middle and bottom:  
Two views of  

Krishnamacharya  
in toläsana.
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PART II 
The 
Understanding 
of Yoga

Bottom: Krishnamacharya 
and his wife, 
Namagiriamma. 

Center: Krishnamacharya 
demonstrating  
sanmukhïmudrä.

Top: Krishnamacharya 
teaching padmäsana.

C08.indd   77 1/23/08   3:28:33 PM



78      THE UNDERSTANDING OF YOGA

Krishnamacharya 
in two variations 

of niralamba 
sarvängäsana. 
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8

The Things That Darken the Heart

There are many definitions of yoga, and I have already men-
tioned some of them:

•	yoga as the movement from one point to another, higher one

•	yoga as the bringing together, the unifying of two things

•	yoga as action with undivided, uninterrupted attention

These definitions of yoga have one thing in common: the idea that something 
changes. This change must bring us to a point where we have never been before. 
That is to say, that which was impossible becomes possible; that which was 
unattainable becomes attainable; that which was invisible can be seen. 
One of the basic reasons many people take up yoga is to change something 
about themselves: to be able to think more clearly, to feel better, and to be 
able to act better today than they did yesterday in all areas of life. In these 
endeavors yoga can be of great help, and it requires no prerequisites that 
must be fulfilled before we set out on this path. Just because yoga originated 
in India does not mean that we must become a Hindu in order to practice it. 
On the contrary, it is not even expected of a Hindu that he or she practice 
yoga. Yoga does not require a particular belief system and, if we already 
have one, it is not challenged by yoga. Everyone can begin, and the point 
at which we start is very personal and individual, depending on where we 
are at the time. 

Why do we set out on this journey at all? Because we sense that we do not 
always do what might be best for ourselves or others. Because we notice that 
we often do not recognize the things around us and in us clearly enough. And 
why does this happen? Because the veil of avidy¡ clouds our perceptions. We 
can, in any given moment, be right or wrong in our assessment of a situation,  
but this is something we cannot tell at the time. If our view of a situation is false, 
then avidy¡ is present and the ensuing action will be clouded by it. In this way 
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avidy¡ influences both our action and the results of our action, which we will 
sooner or later have to confront. We have already talked about the fact that 
from the yogic point of view everything is real and there is no illusion. Even 
avidy¡, the source of so many problems, has a value and is real. Everything 
we see and experience is accepted. This concept is called satv¡da. Yoga also 
claims that everything is in a state of change and flux. We will not see things 
tomorrow in the same way that we saw them today. This concept is called 
parin. ämaväda.

If we follow yogic thinking further, we find that there is something that 
can perceive this constant change in things because it is itself not subject to 
change. This is purußa, something deep within us that is really able to see 
and recognize the true nature of all things, including the fact that they are in 
a state of constant change. But purußa is also cloaked with the same veil of 
avidy¡ that covers the mind.

I have already described how avidy¡ is expressed and experienced in four 
different ways. One way is asmit¡, the ego: “I am right”; “I am sad”; “I am a 
yoga teacher.” These are statements of asmit¡. We identify completely with 
something that might possibly change, and may no longer belong to us tom-
orrow. Another form of avidy¡ is r¡ga, the desire to have something whether 
we need it or not. A third form is dveßa, which manifests as refusing things 
and having feelings of hatred. And finally there is abhinive≈a or fear—afraid 
of death, we cling to life with all our might. These are the four possible ways 
in which avidy¡ is expressed.

The essential purpose of yoga practice is to reduce avidy¡ so that under-
standing can gradually come to the surface. But how can we know whether 
we have seen and understood things clearly? When we see the truth, when  
we reach a level that is higher than our normal everyday understanding, 
something deep within us is very quiet and peaceful. Then there is a content-
ment that nothing can take from us. It is not the kind of satisfaction derived 
from gazing at a beautiful object. It is much more than this. It is a satisfac-
tion deep within us that is free from feeling and judgment. The center of this 
contentment is the purußa.

Yoga is both the movement toward and the arrival at a point. The yoga 
that we are practicing and in which, through practice, we can make progress 
is called kriy¡ yoga. The Yoga Sütra defines kriy¡ yoga as being made up 
of three components: tapas, sv¡dhy¡ya, and •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡. Tapas does 
not mean penance or castigation, but is something we do in order to keep us 
physically and mentally healthy. It is a process of inner cleansing: we remove 
things that we do not need. Sv¡dhy¡ya is the process of gradually finding out 
where we are, who we are, what we are, and so forth. Our ¡sana practice 
begins with precisely these questions. We take the first step by observing 
the breath and body. We do this over and over again, hoping that we will 
with time develop a deeper understanding of ourselves and our current state. 
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In this way we also learn to recognize what our next steps will be. If we fol- 
low the Yoga Sütra, this close connection with sv¡dhy¡ya holds true for every 
kind of yoga practice. The literal meaning of •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ is “to yield 
humbly to God.” In kriy¡ yoga there exists the free choice of accepting God 
or not. The meaning of •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ in the context of kriy¡ yoga relates 
much more to a special kind of attention to action: we place value on the 
quality of the action, not on the fruits that can develop out of it.

Our normal course of action is first to decide on a goal and then, bearing it 
in mind, start working toward it. But it can easily happen that our goal changes 
or even disappears. For instance, someone thinks it necessary to make a 
million dollars and spends two or three years working toward this end. Sud-
denly this person discovers that this goal is really of no use; the goal loses its 
meaning and is replaced by another quite different goal that is much more 
important. We should remain flexible so that we are still able to react to 
changes in our expectations and old ideas. The more distanced we are from 
the fruits of our labors, the better we are able to do this. And if we concentrate 
more on the quality of our steps along the way than on the goal itself, then we 
also avoid being disappointed if we perhaps cannot attain the exact goal that 
we had set for ourselves. Paying more attention to the spirit in which we act 
and looking less to the results our actions may bring us—this is the meaning 
of •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ in kriy¡ yoga.1

Avidy¡ changes according to whether it is manifested as asmit¡, r¡ga, 
dveßa, or abhinive≈a. Sometimes it will manifest itself as anxiety; other times 
it will appear as attachment, rejection, avarice, and so forth. The four aspects 
of avidy¡ are not always present in the same proportion. Although they are 
normally all there, generally one or two are dominant and the others are lurk-
ing in the background.

If we feel modest for a while it does not mean that we have overcome our 
self-seeking tendencies. We never know when a particular form of avidy¡ 
will appear even more clearly. It is like sowing seeds; as soon as they receive 
water, fertilizer, and air, they begin to grow. Every seed grows best under dif-
ferent conditions and at different times. So it can happen that a desire (r¡ga) 
drives us to do something that our pride, our ego (asmit¡), had forbidden. Or 
our desire to be noticed (asmit¡) may become so great that it overcomes our 
anxiety (abhinive≈a) because we have to prove what great heroes we are.

We should never sit back smugly when it seems as though we are free of 
avidy¡. Because the four faces of avidy¡ do not always appear on the surface, 
we must remain aware of the fact that their power and intensity can go on 
changing. Sometimes avidy¡ is scarcely visible in any of its forms and some-
times it overwhelms us. Because there are so many levels of avidy¡ we must 
remain watchful and alert in our actions, and maintain our efforts to lessen its 
influence on us. If somebody enjoys a clear mind and spirit for years on end, 
that certainly shows great progress. But suddenly avidy¡ can hit him or her 

1. The question of the 
attitude we adopt 
toward our action is 
central to the definition 
of •≈varapran. idh¡n¡  
given in the Yoga 
Bhäsya,  the oldest 
commentary on the 
Yoga Sütra. There 
it is written: 
“°≈varapran. idh¡n¡  
is the yielding of all ac-
tion to God, the 
renunciation of the de-
sire for the fruits of 
all action.”
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again like an earthquake. That is why we emphasize that our practice of yoga, 
the striving for a deeper understanding, must go on until avidy¡ is reduced 
to a minimum.

A few days’ yoga practice and contemplation may help for a short time, but 
the benefits will not last forever. We have to place one stone on another; it is 
a gradual process. We have to engage in these practices constantly because, 
although we may be further on today than yesterday, tomorrow we may slip 
back a step. We are required to be constantly active until the seeds of avidy¡ 
are burned and cannot germinate any more. As long as the seed is there we 
can never know if it will sprout or not. The practice of yoga helps to prevent 
these seeds from germinating and growing again. Avidy¡ is as closely related 
to nonaction—even nonaction has consequences. The Yoga Sütra claims that 
whether our actions have positive or negative effects is determined by the 
degree of influence avidy¡ has over them.2

The Yoga Sütra makes a distinction between two kinds of action: action 
that reduces avidy¡ and brings true understanding, and action that increases 
avidy¡. We increase avidy¡ by feeding it and reduce avidy¡ by starving it; 
our actions encourage or discourage the growth of avidy¡. Everything we do 
in yoga—whether it is ¡sana practice, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, or meditation, whether it 
is attentive observation, self-searching, or the examination of a particular 
question—all have as their goal the reduction of avidy¡.

Nothing We Do Is Without Consequence
Each of our actions shows its effects either immediately or after a period of 
time. Every action has a consequence. This can take the form of a residue 
left behind by an action, which in its turn influences the following action. For 
example, someone toward whom we have behaved in a friendly manner will 
take something of our friendliness into his or her next encounter. It is a con-
tinuous process: the first action influences the next and so on, ad infinitum. 
That is the reason why it is best for us to remain alert in all our actions.

What possibilities are there for preventing actions with negative conse-
quences, actions that we may later regret? One possibility is dhyäna, which 
in this context means “reflection.”3 Reflection can take many forms. For 
example, when faced with an important decision, you could imagine what 
would happen if you did the exact opposite of what your instincts suggest.4 Try 
to make the consequence of your decision as real as possible in your imagi-
nation. No matter what it is or what you feel, before you make an important 
decision and take action you should give yourself the opportunity to consider 
the matter with an open mind and a certain degree of objectivity. Dhy¡na in 
this respect is a quiet, alert consideration, a meditation. The aim is to free 
yourself of preconceptions and avoid actions that you may later regret and 
that may create new troubles (du˙kha) for you. 

3. Yoga Sütra 2.11. 

2. Yoga Sütra 2.12 ff.

4. Yoga Sütra 2.33 and  
34 present this idea as 

pratipakæabhävana.
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Dhy¡na strengthens self-sufficiency. Yoga makes us independent. We all 
want to be free, although many of us are dependent on psychologists, gurus, 
teachers, drugs, or whatever. Even if advice and guidance are helpful, in the 
end we ourselves are the best judge of our own actions. No one is more inter-
ested in me than me. With the help of dhy¡na we find our own methods and 
systems for making decisions and better understand our behavior.

There are other ways of distancing ourselves from our actions than reflect-
ing on how it would be if we were to act differently from what we intend. We 
might go to a concert or go for a walk or do something else that calms the 
thoughts. All the while the mind goes on working unconsciously, without any 
external pressure. In the pursuit of other activities we gain a certain distance. 
However short it may be, time becomes available to cast the mind over ever-
ything surrounding the decision that has to be made. Perhaps with ease and 
distance we will make a better decision. Stepping out of a situation in order 
to get a better look at it from another standpoint is called pratipakæa. The same 
word describes the process of considering other possible courses of action.5  
The time spent in dhy¡na is extremely important. Through self-reflection our 
actions gain in quality. 

Another notion closely linked to avidy¡ is that of du˙kha. Sometimes terms 
such as “suffering,” “troubles,” or “sickness” are used to explain the meaning 
of du˙kha, but it is best described as a feeling of being restricted. Du˙kha is 
a quality of mind that gives us the feeling of being squeezed. It is not to be 
compared with physical pain. There does not need to be any physical pain to 
experience a feeling of great du˙kha. The level on which du˙kha works is the 
mind. Du˙kha is nothing but a certain state of mind in which we experience a 
limitation of our possibilities to act and understand. Even if we do not have a 
need to express our feelings in tears, somehow we feel disturbed deep within 
ourselves, painfully bound and restricted.

When we feel a sense of lightness and openness within, then we are exper-
iencing the opposite of du˙kha, a state that is called sukha.6  The concept of 
du˙kha plays an important part not only in yoga but in every significant phi-
losophy of India. There is du˙kha at different times in the life of every human 
being. We all have the goal of eliminating du˙kha. That is what the Buddha 
taught. That is what Ved¡nta strives for. That is what yoga tries to achieve.

Duùkha Arises from Avidyä
What is the relationship between du˙kha and avidy¡? Every action that stems 
from avidy¡ always leads to one or another form of du˙kha. It very often hap-
pens that we do not see our avidy¡ as selfishness, desire, hate, or fear, but 
can only perceive the result, the du˙kha. Du˙kha can be expressed in many 
different forms; we never know how before it besets us. Sometimes we might 

5. Yoga Sütra 2.33. 

6. A literal translation 
can help us understand 
these terms, which are 
used again and again 
in the Yoga Sütra; 
kha means something 
like “space,” and su 
translates as “happy,” 
“fortunate,” or “good.” 
A graphic metaphor for 
du˙kha as the opposite 
of sukha is a dark room. 
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literally feel as if we are choking; other times we only notice du˙kha in our 
thoughts and feelings. Irrespective of what form it takes, however, du˙kha 
will certainly occur whenever our actions have arisen out of avidy¡. An action 
that is supported by a clear mind cannot conceal any du˙kha within it. Con-
sequently, there are actions that somehow never have any negative aspects, 
and there are others that we thought would be good but later on we recognize 
that they brought us du˙kha.

Du˙kha can even arise out of our efforts to progress along the path of 
yoga. When we see something that we would like to have, there is no du˙kha 
initially present. Du˙kha begins to take hold when we cannot get what we 
want. People often feel that they suffer from this kind of du˙kha precisely 
when they are in the process of improving their lives. They become so thirsty 
for real insight that they cannot reach this new quality of understanding and 
action as quickly as they would like.

In the great spiritual literature of India there are many stories of people 
who strive to become better but are in such a hurry, and therefore achieve so 
little, that they develop du˙kha and are unhappy. And this happens despite 
the fact that they have tried to change something for the better. 

We also talk of du˙kha when we cannot make ourselves comfortable in 
a new situation. Du˙kha can arise from being used to certain things and 
insisting on nothing else. When our habits are disturbed we feel unwell. If we 
cannot continue life in our habitual way, we experience it as a disturbance. 
This form of du˙kha arises from our own actions, which have brought to us a 
feeling of satisfaction. 

Du˙kha can also be generated from the other direction. Sometimes the 
process of leaving an old track that we realize is not good for us is painful 
and can cause du˙kha. That is the reason why it is sometimes difficult to lay 
aside a certain behavior that we recognize as unproductive. The separation 
from a pattern we are used to can be very painful. It is up to us to find out 
why so that we can overcome the situation.7

Duùkha Arises out of the Gun. a
To understand du˙kha we must understand the three qualities of mind described 
by yoga. These three qualitites—tamas, rajas, and sattva—are collectively 
known as the gun. a. 8

Tamas describes the state of heaviness and slowness in feeling and deci-
sion. Let’s say that a feeling of great lethargy comes upon you when you 
are supposed to give a speech. You would suddenly have great difficulty in 
remaining alert, your audience (and you yourself) would be discontented, and 
finally you would experience du˙kha. This kind of lethargy is what is meant 
by tamas. A different situation exists when it is really time to go to sleep but 
the mind says, “Come on, let’s go! Let’s go to the movies! You must go to the 
movies! How can you want to go to bed now?” This quality of mind would 

8. The concept of the three 
gu∆a is not presented in 
detail in the Yoga Sütra, 

but is referred to in 2.18, 
and presupposed in the 

Yoga Sütra constantly. It 
is explained in the texts 
of the S¡µkhya, where 
the gu∆a are comprised 

of those three quali-
ties that are peculiar to 
everything material (to 
which also belong our 
thoughts, our feelings, 

and the whole range of 
our mental activity), but 

not purußa. Even the 
movement of the three 
gu∆a can be reason for 

du˙kha. See the Yoga 
Sütra 2.15.

7. The different aspects of 
du˙kha discussed here 
are thus distiguished: 
from the inability to 
perceive or accept a 
change arises parin. äma- 
duùkha; from the situa-
tion where a need can-
not be fulfilled arises 
täpa-duùkha; from the 
difficulty in giving up 
habits arises sam. skära-
duùkha. A discussion of 
the various causes of 
du˙kha can be found in 
the Yoga Sütra 2.15.
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like action, would like to dance.This quality is called rajas, and also produces 
du˙kha. The third quality of mind describes the absence of the other two. There 
is neither heaviness and lethargy nor raciness and restlessness, but only clarity. 
This is called sattva, and from this quality of mind alone can arise no du˙kha.

These three qualities are subject to their own cycles—sometimes one 
prevails, sometimes another. Only sattva, clarity, is totally positive in the 
sense of leading to a reduction of du˙kha. Rajas and tamas can both lead to 
du˙kha. For instance, if I really need sleep and want to go to sleep, then my 
mind is tamas, and that is good. But if I am to give a lecture or would like to 
listen to one, a state of mind that is predominantly tamas causes considerable 
difficulties.

All the factors that lead to the occurrence of du˙kha work in us as forces 
that reduce our space and freedom and ultimately limit us. If we are alert 
enough we can be aware of the play of these forces within us all the time. 
Through our yoga practice we are attempting to become more aware of these 
movements within, to reduce the limitations that result from them and to avoid 
the occurrence of du˙kha in the future. When we become aware of du˙kha 
and see it as something to face, we are also able to find a way to get rid of 
it. That is why becoming aware of du˙kha is the first step toward freeing 
ourselves from it.

Finally, yoga claims that there is a state called kaivalya in which someone 
is free of the external concerns that cause such disturbances and generate 
du˙kha.9  Let’s say I have a radio that means a lot to me. One day my son 
breaks it. I am furious and become angry with him even though he did not do 
it deliberately. Actually I should not have become angry—it is only a radio 
after all. While I should not actually encourage my son to be careless, I must 
also be flexible enough to see what really happened. A little flexibility always 
reduces du˙kha.

9. Yoga Sütra 2.25. The 
concept of kaivalya 
represents a central 
concern of yoga. The 
last chapter of the Yoga 
Sütra bears the title 
“Kaivalya” or  
“Freedom.” 
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Krishnamacharya 
in trikonäsana 

variations: utthita (above) 
and parivr. tti. 
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9

Actions Leave Traces

I have already discussed how the incorrect knowledge of 
avidy¡ affects our actions. Sometimes we do not see things as they are and 
act out of misunderstanding. Often that action does not have an immediately 
negative outcome, but sooner or later we begin to suffer from its effects. One 
action arising from a faulty perception can influence the next, and thus we 
become gradually less free. We simply walk the same old track, and the result 
is du˙kha, a feeling of being restricted, of not being free. Du˙kha arises when 
we do not get what we want; it arises from desire. Du˙kha also results from 
wanting to repeat a pleasant experience that actually cannot ever be repeated 
because the situation has changed. Another form of du˙kha is experienced 
when we become habituated to having something and suddenly do not have 
it any more. In this case du˙kha arises because we have to give up something 
we are used to.

Duùkha: The Lot of Those Who Seek
The Yoga Sütra states that although du˙kha can be found everywhere, we do 
not always perceive it, and indeed there are some people who never become 
aware of it at all. But it is precisely those who are searching for clarity who 
often experience du˙kha particularly strongly. Vyasa’s commentary on the 
Yoga Sütra gives a wonderful example of this. (The commentaries on the Yoga 
Sütra are discussed in appendix 1.) It says that dust that lands on the skin is 
harmless, but if only a tiny particle gets into the eye, it is very painful. In other 
words, someone who is searching for clarity becomes sensitive because the 
eyes must be open, even if what they see is sometimes very unpleasant.  Some 
-one who is searching feels or sees things long before other people do. He or 
she develops a special insight, a particular kind of sensitivity. We should see 
this positively—this insight or sensitivity can be as useful as a warning light in 
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a car. It tells us that there is something wrong and we would be wise to find 
out what it is. Someone who is searching for clarity always sees more suffer-
ing than someone who is not. This awareness of suffering results from greater 
sensitivity. The person who is not searching for clarity does not even know 
what brings him or her happiness or sorrow.

We have already talked about how the movement of the three parts of the 
mind, the gu∆a—rajas, tamas, and sattva—causes du˙kha to arise. Rajas is 
active, fiery, the one that induces us to act. Sometimes it pushes our mind into 
a state of constant activity and we cannot be still: that state is characterized 
by restlessness and agitation. Tamas is the opposite of rajas; it is a fixed, 
immobile, heavy state of mind. Sattva is the quality of insight that is white, 
clear, and transparent. It is a state in which neither of the other two gu∆a 
predominate. According to the relationship between rajas and tamas, du˙kha 
will take different forms. Our goal is to reduce these two gu∆a until our mind 
achieves a state of sattva. 

Recognition of du˙kha is a process that can be broken down into seven 
stages. The first is to understand that something is not right. For example, we 
might feel that something habitual in our life needs to be avoided, or we might 
feel compelled to do something that veers from our normal course. Perhaps 
we do not know exactly what action to take, but we have at least become 
aware of a problem. This is the first of the seven steps, and anyone seeking 
understanding is more prone than other people to this feeling that something 
is not right. The other steps are too complex for our discussion. Vyasa’s com-
mentary on s¶tra 2.27 of the Yoga Sütra addresses the seven steps toward true 
recognition of du˙kha.

According to the Yoga Sütra, our mind possesses five faculties which we call 
vr. tti, “movements” or “activities.”1 The first activity of the mind is pramän. a, 
direct perception through our senses. Viparyaya, incorrect understanding, is 
the next possible activity of the mind. The third faculty, vikalpa, is the power 
of the imagination. It describes knowledge or understanding based on ideas 
that have nothing to do with the present moment or material reality. The fourth 
faculty is nidrä, dreamless sleep. The fifth is smr. ti, memory, that activity of 
the mind that can store an experience or observation.

These faculties work together; with the exception of nidr¡, we experience 
a mixture of them every second of the day. These mental activities, alone 
or in any combination, do not necessarily conceal a form of du˙kha but can 
have an influence on how much du˙kha is present. Dreams, for instance, 
arise from a combination of the various activities. Whether a dream causes 
us du˙kha or not depends on its effects. The effects of a dream can be good 
or bad, depending on what we do with it or what it does to us.

Puruæa Sees by Means of the Mind
What is the relationship between citta, the mind, and purußa, the part of us that 
sees? The Yoga Sütra says that the purußa can only see by means of the mind. 

1.Yoga Sütra 1.6–11. 
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If the mind is colored, then the perception will also be colored, which will 
in turn affect the purußa. If, however, the mind is clear, then its powers of 
observation are at their best. As the purußa observes through and with the 
help of the mind, the quality of its observation depends totally on the quality 
of the mind. The mind is the instrument through which the purußa perceives, 
yet the energy and power that the mind needs in order to see comes from the 
purußa.2 Since we cannot work directly with the purußa, we focus on the mind. 
Through yoga, the mind steadily becomes more transparent, so the purußa is 
able to see more clearly and make this seeing accessible to us.

Very often it is the mind that decides where our attention is directed. It does 
this because it has been conditioned to do so. The conditioning of the mind 
that lets it continually take the same direction is called saµsk¡ra. Saµsk¡ra 
is the sum total of all our actions that conditions us to behave in a certain way. 
Saµsk¡ra may be positive or negative. Through yoga we attempt to create 
new and positive saµsk¡ra rather than reinforcing the old saµsk¡ra that has 
been limiting us. When this new saµsk¡ra is strong and powerful enough, then 
the old, distressing saµsk¡ra will no longer be able to affect us. You could 
say we then begin a completely new life. When the new behavior patterns 
become stronger, the old ones become ineffectual. 

When we practice ¡sanas we carry out actions that are not determined so 
much by our habits, and yet still lie within the range of our abilities. So we 
plan a sequence of exercises and as we execute them, the mind clears a little. 
We are no longer so bound by our habits. When that happens we might find 
out that we should change our practice plan a bit, recognizing with greater 
clarity what is good for us. This kind of reorientation is called parivr. tti. Vr. tti 
means “movement” and pari translates as “around.”

Imagine you are driving a car and suddenly a tree appears right in front of 
you. In your mind’s eye you see what would happen if you kept driving in 
the same direction: you would crash into the tree. To avoid that outcome you 
immediately turn toward another direction. Parivr. tti describes this ability to 
foresee what is going to happen and to redirect oneself accordingly. Instead of 
letting the mind travel further in the same direction, we practice ¡sanas or do 
something else that will help us to see more clearly. This activity may perhaps 
enable us to see that we were not on the right path. If the reorientation does 
not help, then it is likely that our mind, rather than our purußa, will decide 
what we do next. Some philosophers have described this well by saying that 
the mind is a loyal servant but a terrible master. The mind is not the master, 
but it often behaves as if it is. That is why it is beneficial to do something that 
gives the purußa a chance to do what it is meant to do, namely, to see clearly. 
If we only glide through familiar waters, then the mind takes over the rudder 
and the purußa cannot really do anything at all.

Ideally, when we take up the practice of yoga we begin a process that 
 offers us a way of stopping what is harmful to us. We do not have to stop doing 
something deliberately. We do not have to do anything ourselves, but rather 

2. Patañjali uses the word 
draæår.  for purußa, “the 
seer,” and dr. õya for “what 
 is seen.” According to 
Patañjali, avidy¡ arises 
when you confuse the two. 
This confusion is called 
sam. yoga, a word that 
means that two things 
have become so  
entangled with each other 
we can no longer tell them 
apart. In the moment of 
saµyoga the seeds of suf-
fering are sown. 

	      Asmit¡ is an expression 
of saµyoga. We talk of 
asmit¡ when the purußa  
and the citta are mixed up 
in an inseparable notion 
of I-ness. The mind is 
essentially an instrument 
of perception, and purußa 
is the perceiver. The mind 
has the quality of being 
able to change, whereas 
the purußa does not. The 
association of these two 
distinct entities often 
causes problems.  
See the Yoga Sütra 2.6  
and 2.17–24. 
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whatever it is simply fades out because we have redirected ourselves toward 
something positive.

The expression of purußa allows us to see how the mind functions and how 
to work with it. Purußa does not destroy the mind but gives us control over 
the mind: we know our strengths and weaknesses, and know what causes 
us more or less suffering. We use the word viveka to describe this clarity of 
purußa. Viveka means to see both sides, to be able to see what we are and 
what we are not, to discriminate. When we used the word asmitä we defined 
it as ego; asmit¡ can also be described as a state in which purußa and citta 
are mixed together, so that the two function as a unit even though they cannot 
really become one. When the difference between purußa and citta is clear, 
then viveka is present.

Sometimes it can be helpful to understand the reasons for our old, nega-
tive saµsk¡ra, for there are many kinds of saµsk¡ra. It is only the powerful 
saµsk¡ra that cause us problems, while the weaker ones perhaps reinforce 
those that are more influential. In a given situation it may well be that we 
were acting in good faith and were doing everything right, and yet our  
actions plunged us into trouble. At these times a quiet mind can help us sort 
out why this happened. Consideration of the situation helps us to be more 
alert the next time. 
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The World Exists to Be  

Seen and Discovered

Yoga follows the teachings of the S¡µkhya, which divides 
the universe into two categories: purußa and prakƒti. Purußa is that part of us 
capable of real seeing and perception. It is not subject to change. Conversely, 
prakƒti is subject to constant change and embraces all matter, even our mind, 
thoughts, feelings, and memories. All prakƒti can be seen and perceived by 
purußa. (The Yoga Sütra uses the terms draæår.  for purußa and dr. õya for that 
which is seen.)

Everything that falls into the realm of prakƒti has a common source called 
pradhäna, a word that refers to the original matter from which all things are 
formed, the spring from which all life flows. In the beginning there was no 
connection between pradh¡na and purußa. But then they came together and 
germinated, like a seed. This seed is prakƒti. The whole material world grew 
from this seed. First came mahat, the great principle. Out of mahat came the 
ahamkära, the sense of I. Out of ahamk¡ra came manas, the power behind 
the senses, and from there the so-called tanmätras and the indriyas. Tanm¡tra 
refers to the sound, touch, form, taste, and smell of material objects. The 
indriyas, the eleven senses, include all our mental activities; our passive 
perceptive senses such as hearing, feeling, seeing, tasting, and smelling; our 
active faculties of speech; manual dexterity; locomotion; evacuation; and 
procreation. From the tanm¡tras came the bhütas, the five elements: space, 
air, light, water, and earth. 

What I have just described is an all too brief summary of the yogic theory of 
evolution. The world as we see it is a combination of these aspects constantly 

C10.indd   93 1/23/08   3:27:30 PM



94      THE UNDERSTANDING OF YOGA

interacting with one another. Everything that happens in the external world 
influences us, and what happens within us in its turn has an influence on our 
relationship with the external world. 

We can most easily understand what the purußa is if we think of what is 
absent from a corpse. In death the purußa vanishes. (Where it goes is not  
revealed in the Yoga Sütra.) The body, the brain, and the sense organs are still 
present, but they are lifeless because the purußa is gone. Yet for the purußa 
there is no death. For the purußa change does not exist—and what is death 
but change? Our mind cannot see the purußa. Only because we sometimes 
experience moments of clarity do we know that there is a purußa. It is the con-
stant witness to all our actions. This witness is active, but it is not influenced 
by what it sees. Because the purußa works through the mind, it can only see 
when the mind is clear.1

It is hard to imagine that purußa and prakƒti can exist independent of each 
other. In humans the two are always interrelated. Why do we confuse purußa 
and prakƒti? According to the teachings of yoga, this confusion, saµyoga, 
permeates human existence. At the same time, those who search for clar-
ity can learn the difference between right and wrong understanding. In this 
respect yoga is optimistic: through the insightful perception of problems and 
confusions we move toward clarity.

Just because some of us look for solutions to problems, and in the process 
attain a certain degree of clarity, does not mean that the purußa of others will 
see more clearly. Other philosophical systems believe that there is only one 
purußa; however, in yoga it is believed that even though one person solves his 
or her problems, it does not mean some part of the burden has been lifted from 
all of humanity.2 While there are different purußa, there is only one prakƒti, 
one common universe for us all. It is the relationship between the individual 
purußa and the one praktri that is special. For this reason alone, our way of 
looking at things such as our bodies, our senses, and our habits are all different. 
Observation can only occur when the purußa has the energy and inclination to 
go out from within and come back with impressions of the outer world. Herein 
lies a great difference with modern physics, according to which you need light 
for the image of an object to come to the eye. Even when light is present, as 
well as an object that can be viewed, still there must be something that calls 
us out to see, to think, to listen. This impulse comes from the purußa within, 
not from outside. Often there are external objects to attract our attention, yet 
we do not react to them. All action must come from the purußa.

There are various opinions about how the relationship between purußa and 
prakƒti came about. Some say it is lïlä, a divine game. Others believe there 
was in the beginning one entity that said to itself, “I should like to become 
many.” A third body of opinion calls it chance. Each standpoint we take on 
this must remain speculative. 

There are also many theories about what happens to our purußa when we die. 2. Yoga Sütra 2.22.

1. Yoga Sütra 2.20. 
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People who believe in an energy higher than human beings, in God, say that 
the various purußa are like rivers that all flow toward the sea. Each has its 
own bed, its own direction, its own quality, but they all flow together into the 
sea. 

Change is not a direct or even an indirect consequence of yoga or any other 
practice. We cannot depend on it. What we can count on gaining from our yoga 
practice is a quieter mind—somehow the heaviness and the jumpiness vanish. 
Yet something very personal and essential has to happen for us at the right 
time, and it has to touch us so deeply that we suddenly really want to pause, 
consider, and change the course of our actions. After that happens we simply 
go forward step by step. The quality of our action begins to change. The new 
positive saµsk¡ra becomes stronger and our mind remains clear.

The mind cannot observe its own changes. Something else observes these 
changes.3  For this very reason we describe our purußa as the witness as well 
as the source of our action. As the source of action, our purußa works like 
the transmitter for an electric door. But what actually moves is the door. Our 
purußa is the source of our action. But we also need our purußa as a witness 
and constant observer of the functioning of the mind. In the end, clarity can 
prevail in the mind, but experiential understanding occurs only through the 
purußa. 

If real clarity is present, we experience quietness and peace within us. If 
there is only intellectual clarity, we may be happy for a moment or two, but 
this feeling will not last. Our goal is freedom from du˙kha, from distress and 
suffering. To this end we must recognize du˙kha, we must know that it arises 
out of the incorrect understanding of avidy¡, and we must know that we can 
avoid it. 

Our aim in practicing yoga is to bring about a change in the quality of 
the mind so that we can perceive more from the purußa. Yoga attempts to 
influence the mind in such a way that it is possible for our purußa to operate 
without hindrances. 

3. Yoga Sütra 4.18–21. 
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Living in the World

Yoga cannot guarantee us this or that particular benefit if 
we practice diligently. Yoga is not a recipe for less suffering, though it can 
offer us help in changing our attitude so that we have less avidy¡ and there-
fore greater freedom from du˙kha. We can understand the whole practice of 
yoga as a process of examining our habitual attitudes and behaviors and their 
consequences.

Yama and Niyama: Behavior Toward Ourselves and Others
What suggestions does yoga make about our interaction with others—our 
behavior toward those around us—and about our attitude toward ourselves? 
The attitude we have toward things and people outside ourselves is called yama 
in yoga, and how we relate to ourselves inwardly is called niyama.

Yama and niyama deal with our social attitude and lifestyle, how we interact 
with other people and the environment, and how we deal with our problems. 
These all form a part of yoga, but they cannot be practiced. What we can 
practice are ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma, which make us aware of where we are, 
where we stand, and how we look at things. Recognizing our mistakes is the 
first sign of clarity. Then gradually we try to bring about some changes in the 
way we show our respect to nature or relate to a friend. No one can change 
in a day, but yoga practices help change attitudes, our yama and niyama. It is 
not the other way around.

Let me tell you a story about a man named Daniel and his wife, Mary. At 
work Daniel was always friendly to everyone, but he was often very short 
tempered at home. Mary was never sure when he would lose his temper. None 
of his friends and colleagues believed her when she told them of his actions at 
home, and Daniel would not admit to his short temper. Daniel suffered from 
back pain and, on the suggestion of a colleague, started going to a yoga class 
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regularly. Gradually his back pain disappeared. At the end of his yoga practice 
his teacher used to say: “As you lie down to relax, feel your body, feel your 
breath, and become aware of your emotions.” One day he realized in a flash 
that his bad temper built up on his way home from work. He recognized that 
he was doing to his wife what he could not do to his boss or subordinates. 
He went home that day and told Mary: “You are right. I am indeed a short- 
tempered fellow. But bear with me. I am working on it.” This recognition 
made Mary very happy.

Yama and niyama are the first two of the eight limbs of the body of yoga.1 
Both words have many meanings. Yama can mean “discipline” or “restraints”; 
I prefer to think of yama as “attitude” or “behavior.” Certainly a particular 
attitude can be expressed as discipline, which then influences our behavior. 
Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra mentions five different yama, that is, behavior patterns 
or relationships between the individual and the outside world.2

The Yamas

Ahim
.
sä

The first of these behavior patterns is called ahim. sä. The word him. sä means 
“injustice” or “cruelty,” but ahim. sä is more than simply the absence of hi≥s¡, 
which the prefix a- suggests. Ahi≥s¡ is more than just lack of violence. It 
means kindness, friendliness, and thoughtful consideration of other people 
and things. We must exercise judgment when thinking about ahi≥s¡. It does 
not necessarily imply that we should not eat meat or fish or that we should not 
defend ourselves. It simply means that we must always behave with consid-
eration and attention to others. Ahi≥s¡ also means acting in kindness toward 
ourselves. Should we as vegetarians find ourselves in a situation where there 
is only meat to eat, is it better to starve to death than to eat what is there? If 
we still have something to do in this life, such as family responsibilities, then 
we should avoid doing anything that may cause us harm or prevent us from 
carrying out our duties. The answer in this situation is clear—it would show 
a lack of consideration and arrogance to become stuck on our principles. So 
ahi≥s¡ has to do with our duties and responsibilities too. It could even mean 
that we must fight if our life is in danger.

In every situation we should adopt a considered attitude. That is the mean-
ing of ahi≥s¡.

Satya

The next yama mentioned by Patañjali is satya, truthfulness. Satya means “to 
speak the truth,” yet it is not always desirable to speak the truth come what 
may, for it could harm someone unnecessarily. We have to consider what we 
say, how we say it, and in what way it could affect others. If speaking the truth 
has negative consequences for another, then it is better to say nothing. Satya 

2. The yama and niyama are 
described in the Yoga Sütra 

2.29–45.

1. Yoga Sütra 2.29. The eight 
limbs or an. gas are: yama, 

niyama, ¡sana, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, 
praty¡h¡ra, dh¡ra∆¡, 

dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi.
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should never come into conflict with our efforts to behave with ahi≥s¡. The 
Mahäbhärata, the great Indian epic, says: “Speak the truth which is pleasant. 
Do not speak unpleasant truths. Do not lie, even if the lies are pleasing to the 
ear. That is the eternal law, the dharma.”

Asteya

Asteya is the third yama. Steya means “to steal”; asteya is the opposite—to 
take nothing that does not belong to us. This also means that if we are in a 
situation where someone entrusts something to us or confides in us, we do not 
take advantage of him or her.

Brahmacarya

The next yama is brahmacarya. This word is composed of the root car, which 
means “to move,” and the word brahma, which means “truth” in terms of the 
one essential truth. We can understand brahmacarya as a movement toward 
the essential. It is used mostly in the sense of abstinence, particularly in rela-
tionship to sexual activity. More specifically, brahmacarya suggests that we 
should form relationships that foster our understanding of the highest truths. 
If sensual pleasures are part of those relationships, we must take care that we 
keep our direction and do not get lost. On the path of serious, constant search-
ing for truth, there are certain ways of controlling the perceptual senses and 
sexual desires. This control, however, is not identical with total abstinence.

India has the greatest respect for family life. According to Indian tradition, 
everything in life has its place and time, and we divide the life cycle into four 
stages: the first is the stage of the growing child, the second is that of the student 
striving for greater understanding and searching for truth. The third stage is 
centered around starting and raising a family, and the fourth is the stage where 
the individual, after fulfilling all family responsibilities, can devote him- or 
herself to becoming free from all bondages and finding ultimate truth.

In this fourth stage of life everyone can become a sannyäsin, a monk or nun. 
But a sanny¡sin must then beg for food from people who are still involved 
in family life. The Upanißads advise the student to marry and raise a family 
immediately upon finishing his or her studies. That is why brahmacarya does 
not necessarily imply celibacy. Rather, it means responsible behavior with 
respect to our goal of moving toward the truth.

Aparigraha

The last yama is aparigraha, a word that means something like “hands off” or 
“not seizing opportunity.” Parigraha means “to take” or “to seize.” Aparigraha 
means to take only what is necessary, and not to take advantage of a situation. 
I once had a student who paid me tuition every month for our work together. 
But at the end of the course he also offered me a gift. Why should I accept 
this when I had already been paid sufficiently for my work? We should only 
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take what we have earned; if we take more, we are exploiting someone else. 
In addition, unearned rewards can bring with them obligations that might later 
cause problems.

Developing the Yamas
The Yoga Sütra describes what happens when these five behaviors outlined 
above become part of a person’s daily life. For example, the more ahi≥s¡—
kindness and consideration—we develop, the more pleasant and friendly 
feelings our very presence engenders in others. And if we remain true to the 
idea of satya, everything we say will be truthful. 

There is a wonderful story on the theme of satya in the R¡m¡yana. The 
monkey Hanuman, Prince Rama’s servant, sets out to look for Sita, his mas-
ter’s wife. He travels to Sri Lanka where she is being held prisoner. Toward 
the end of his time there he is caught by Sita’s captors and his tail is set on 
fire. When Sita sees what pain he is suffering she calls out: “Let the fire 
cool!” Hanuman’s pain is immediately alleviated and he shouts: “What hap-
pened? Why doesn’t the fire burn me anymore?” Because Sita always spoke 
the truth, her words had great power and could extinguish the flames. 

For those who are always truthful, there is no difference between speech 
and action—what they say is true. The Yoga Sütra also states that a person 
who is firmly anchored in asteya will receive all the jewels of this world.  
Such a person may not in fact be interested in material wealth, but he or she 
will have access to the most valuable things in life.

The more we recognize the meaning of the search for truth, for what is 
essential, the less we will be distracted by other things. Certainly it requires 
great strength to take this path. The word used in the Yoga Sütra to describe this 
strength is vïrya, which is closely linked to another concept, that of õraddhä, 
deep trust and loving faith.3 The Yoga Sütra says that the more faith we have, 
the more energy we have. At the same time we also have more strength to 
pursue our goals. So the more we seek the truth in the sense of brahmacarya, 
the more vitality we will have to do so. Parigraha is the increasing orienta-
tion toward material things. If we reduce parigraha and develop aparigraha, 
we are orienting ourselves more inwardly. The less time we spend on our 
material possessions, the more we have to spend on investigating all that we 
call yoga. 

The Niyamas
Like the five yamas, the niyamas are not exercises or actions to be simply 
studied. They represent far more than an attitude. Compared with the yamas, 
the niyamas are more intimate and personal. They refer to the attitude we 
adopt toward ourselves.

3. In the Yoga Sütra 1.20, 
Patañjali lists what 

people need in order to 
recognize the truth: faith 

and trust, strength and 
energy, and the ability 

never to lose sight of the 
goal. 

C11.indd   100 1/23/08   3:26:50 PM



LIVING IN THE WORLD     101

  

Õauca

The first niyama is õauca, cleanliness. ˛auca has both an inner and an outer 
aspect. Outer cleanliness simply means keeping ourselves clean. Inner cleanli-
ness has as much to do with the healthy, free functioning of our bodily organs 
as with the clarity of our mind. Practicing ¡sanas or pr¡∆¡y¡ma are essential 
means for attending to this inner ≈auca.

Sam. toæa

Another niyama is sam. toõa, modesty and the feeling of being content with what 
we have. Often we hope for a particular result to ensue from our actions, and we 
are just as often disappointed. But there is no need to despair—rather, we 
should accept what has happened. That is the real meaning of saµtoßa—to 
accept what happens. A commentary on the Yoga Sütra  says: “Contentment 
counts for more than all sixteen heavens together.” Instead of complaining 
about things that go wrong, we can accept what has happened and learn from 
them. Saµtoßa encompasses our mental activities such as study, our physical 
efforts, and even how we earn our living. It is about ourselves—what we have 
and how we feel about what God has given us.

Tapas

The next niyama is tapas, a term that we discussed earlier. In relationship 
to the niyamas, tapas refers to the activity of keeping the body fit. Literally 
it means to heat the body and, by so doing, to cleanse it. Behind the notion 
of tapas lies the idea that we can get rid of the rubbish in our body. Earlier I 
discussed ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma as means by which we can keep ourselves 
healthy. Another form of tapas is paying attention to what we eat. Eating when 
we are not hungry is the opposite of tapas. Attention to body posture, attention 
to eating habits, attention to breathing patterns—these are all tapas that help 
to prevent the buildup of rubbish in the body, including excess weight and 
shortness of breath. Tapas makes the whole body fit and well functioning.

Svädhyäya

The fourth niyama is svädhyäya. Sva means “self” or “belonging to me.” Ad-
hyäya means “inquiry” or “examination”; literally, “to get close to something.” 
Svädhyäya therefore means to get close to yourself, that is, to study yourself. All 
learning, all reflection, all contact that helps you to learn more about yourself 
is sv¡dhy¡ya. In the context of the niyama we find the term often translated 
as “the study of ancient texts.” Yes, yoga does instruct us to read the ancient 
texts. Why? Because we cannot always just sit down and contemplate things. 
We need reference points. For many this may be the Bible or a book that is of 
personal significance; for others it may be the Yoga Sütra. The Yoga Sütra  says, 
for instance, that as we progress in our self-examination, we will gradually 
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find a link with the divine laws and with the prophets who revealed them. And 
since mantra are often recited for this purpose, we sometimes find sv¡dhy¡ya 
translated as “the repetition of mantras.”4

Ïõvarapran. idhänä
The last niyama was discussed in Part 1. Ïõvarapran. idhänä means “to lay 
all your actions at the feet of God.” Because avidy¡ often underlies our ac-
tions, things frequently go wrong. This is the reason why saµtoßa (modesty) 
is so important: let it suffice that we know we have done our best. We can 
leave the rest to a higher power. In the context of the niyamas we can define 
•≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ as the attitude of a person who usually offers the fruits of 
his or her action to God in daily prayer.

Further Thoughts on the Yamas and Niyamas
Q: What is the relationship between kriy¡ exercises and ≈auca?

A:	The Yoga Sütra does not mention the concept of kriy¡ when discussing 
the various niyama. The word kriyä means “action.” In the context of your 
question it refers to cleansing. Something from the outside is used to clean 
the inside. For example, we can cleanse a blocked nostril with a light salt 
solution, or use a pr¡∆¡y¡ma technique to reduce a breathing difficulty 
that might have developed from inhaling stale air. In this sense, kriy¡s are 
a vital aspect of ≈auca.

Q:	 I’ve often heard tapas translated as “self-denial” or “self-deprivation.” 
How do you interpret tapas?

A:	 If by “self-denial” you mean fasting for the sake of fasting or adhering to 
a strict and unusual lifestyle simply for its own sake, you are talking about 
activities that have nothing to do with tapas. Just as when you are dealing 
with satya (truth), everything about tapas must help you move forward. 
You can incur serious physical difficulties if you do something like fast for 
twenty days just for the sake of it. On the other hand, if by “self-denial” you 
mean a sensible, well-founded discipline that helps you move forward in 
life, then you are talking about real tapas. Tapas must not cause suffering. 
That is very important.

Q:	 Can the yamas and niyamas help us to differentiate between a moment of 
true clarity and a moment of self-deception?

A:	The relationships we have with the outer world—with other people and 
things around us—can help us to recognize a moment of self-deception. 
This is where the yamas and niyamas become important. If we deal up-
rightly and respectfully with other people we can easily tell whether we 
are deceiving ourselves or not. I can think I am the greatest yogi, but from 
what others think of me, how they relate to me and how I interact with 
them, I can experience very directly whether my image of myself is right 
or not. For this reason it is important to live in the world and observe what 
sort of communication we have with other people. It is very easy to deceive 
ourselves otherwise.

4. A mantra is a word or a 
syllable, traditionally 

given by a teacher to the 
student. The repetition 

of a mantra is known as 
japa. Japa is one of the 
many yoga techniques 

for meditation. 
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Q:	 Can the yamas and niyamas, which help to reduce avidy¡ and its effects, 
be developed through conscious willing effort?

A:	We must always distinguish between cause and effect. Very often we con-
fuse them. Mostly we follow certain behavior patterns in our lives because 
we have definite expectations and goals. But often we do not achieve 
our goals. During the course of our lives, through personal development 
and external events, it often happens that something totally unexpected 
arises. Yamas and niyamas can be both cause and effect. Today I might 
tell you a hundred blatant lies and feel perfectly happy about it; tomorrow 
I may recoil from telling even one small untruth. That is how yamas grow.  
There are no definite rules, and we can never predict with certainty what 
is going to occur. But in what has happened in the past we can find gentle 
hints about what may arise in the future.

Q:	So we can always only observe how for example hate or greed appear, 
and then try to prevent them from reappearing?

A:	First we must simply observe—the first thing we do is watch and see what 
is happening. Then we see what we need to be wary of. We do not simply 
drive onto a motorway and take off. We must be constantly looking around 
as we go forward.

Q:	 Isn’t it easier to abide by yogic principles if you live in a quiet place like a 
monastery rather than living in the family home?

A:	Both settings can be helpful. A friend of mine came to India thinking it 
would do him good to live alone for two or three years in the Himalayas. 
He found a nice place and spent three years there. He had a few books 
with him and practiced s¡dhana—indeed, he practiced intensely. One day 
he came to me to work on a few ¡sanas and to study the Yoga Sütra. When 
he arrived in Madras he said he had the feeling that a lot had been going 
on for him. He seemed very happy. He used very complicated expressions 
such as sabïja samädhi when he was talking about his development in the 
Himalayas. Then he found a simple room to rent on the grounds of the 
Theosophical Society in Madras, a quiet and peaceful place where he 
would not be disturbed. After two days he told me he had changed his mind 
and wanted to look for a larger place to live. I was a bit surprised and asked 
him why he was all of a sudden looking for a big house. “I have gotten to 
know a woman. My whole life has suddenly changed.” I do not judge this 
change of heart; I simply want to point out that my friend was not really 
who he thought he was.

		  A place like a retreat or monastery can be a help, but the real test for 
this experience would be a city like Madras with its teeming population. 
The real test for someone from Madras would be to see what it is like liv-
ing in a secluded monastery. I am sure that there are people who could not 
last more than one day in that kind of quiet. Someone who is uncertain of 
themselves, on the other hand, would only last a day in Madras. 

		  Change helps. We must look at both fire and water if we want to expe-
rience how we will react to them. That is why yama is so important, for it 
includes our relationships with different people at different times. In this 
way we can experience who we are.
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Q:	 A changing environment, then, is important for yoga?

A: Yes, a little change is very important. The mind grows so used to things that 
our action quickly falls into habits (saµsk¡ras). We can never experience 
our real nature if we do not expose ourselves to change. That is why we 
must test ourselves sometimes by doing something completely different. 

Q:	 I understand how we should give up living out a desire that we recognize 
is bad for us. Where should the emphasis of our work then lie—on giving 
it up or on making sure that the desire does not reappear? I notice that I 
get angry when a desire arises, and I am disturbed that I get so angry. It 
is a vicious circle.

A:	We must first of all determine whether that which we consider to be a 
problem really is one. Think about what it means when you say “That’s 
causing me a lot of trouble.” To recognize if there really is a problem, it is 
often helpful to change your surroundings and look at things from a dif-
ferent perspective. As an example, let’s say you have the opportunity to lie 
about something. It may be a “white lie,” one that would avoid a difficult 
interaction. It could also be a statement of untruth that prevents your hav-
ing to spend a lot of time analyzing a situation. Or it could be a lie that 
has no consequence—there are many different philosophical origins for 
a single untruth. At the moment it seems fine—you might even want to 
lie. But later it bothers you. You think: “How could I have lied like that? It 
would have been better to speak the truth or to have remained silent.” 

		  What was right in this situation? You can sort it out by discussing the 
whole experience with someone in an abstract way and watching his or 
her reaction. Or you can change your surroundings, going into a differ-
ent situation from where you can view the whole encounter from a fresh 
perspective. Then you have the chance to look at everything again. The 
Yoga Sütra says that if something is really causing you problems, imagine 
the opposite situation—this can help you sort out the right thing to do.  
The idea is to be open.

		  Encouraging a change of perspective is a matter of finding a new situ-
ation that can allow a fresh attitude to develop. This may mean reading 
a book, talking with a close friend, or going to the movies. Perhaps you 
will even discover that what you have been worrying about is not the real 
source of your difficulties. 

		  In any situation, when you do not know exactly how you should behave 
then you should not act immediately.

Q:	 So whenever we are in doubt we shouldn’t act?

A:	 If there is time to consider the situation, don’t act. If there is no time, then 
at least give yourself a little breathing space. Whenever you are in doubt, 
it is best to pause. Few things are so pressing that they cannot wait for a 
moment of breath. 

Q:	 It seems to me, though, that it is precisely when I am in a situation in which 
I am in doubt that I find it impossible to pause, especially if I am responsible 
for someone else in that moment. Times when doubt and uncertainty are the 
greatest stand out in my experience because of the fact that I cannot give 
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myself breathing space. If it were otherwise, the stress under which I live 
would not seem so great. What should I do when doubts arise? Should I 
turn to another thought or circumstance? Should I confront my doubts? Or 
should I perhaps ignore them?

A: 	Somehow you must arrange things so that you can look at the problem 
from another, higher vantage point. If you succeed in doing this, that is 
already a sign of progress. Perhaps, if you practice yoga, things are going 
better for you today than yesterday, and already it is easier to look at the 
same problem differently. But often one makes no progress toward solv-
ing problems simply by viewing them from a different angle or discussing 
them with someone else. Something more may be necessary. 

		  In yoga it is important to grow. We must develop. What was doubt does 
not have to remain doubt forever. My personal experience of changing 
my life from that of an engineer to a devoted yoga teacher—that was in 
1964—was a major decision that brought with it many problems. I talked 
about it with many people, but the problems remained. And then suddenly 
one day there were no longer any problems. Somehow I was able to view 
the whole situation from a different vantage point and suddenly the prob-
lems were gone. When things become a little easier, the doubts disappear 
more easily. 

		  The goal of yoga is to encourage us to be a little better than we were 
before. We become better by making an effort and by practicing patience. 
When we do this we will not see ourselves as beset by so many problems. 
Our efforts may change in intensity, but over a period of time we will 
gradually experience progress. We must actively seize every opportunity 
that helps us to progress.
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Krishnamacharya in  
(top to bottom) haläsana,  

supta kon. äsana, bhujan. gäsana. 
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12

The World Exists to  
Set Us Free

We cannot simply start adhering to the five yamas by prac-
ticing ahi≥s¡ first and, when we have mastered that, proceeding to satya, and 
so on. Our behavior changes gradually as we progress along the yoga path, 
a path that is determined by the desire to better ourselves by any means. In 
this connection, the word an. ga or “limb” has a very important meaning. From 
conception through a child’s full development, all the limbs of the fetus grow 
simultaneously; the body does not sprout an arm first, then a leg, and so on. 
Similarly, on the path of yoga all eight aspects develop concurrently and in an 
interrelated way. That is why the Yoga Sütra uses the term an. ga for the eight 
limbs of yoga. Patañjali refers to them collectively as aæåän. ga.

Pratyähära
We have already discussed the first four limbs of yoga: ¡sana, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, 
yama, and niyama. The fifth limb of yoga, pratyähära, has to do with our senses.1 
The word ähära means “nourishment”; pratyähära translates as “to withdraw 
oneself from that which nourishes the senses.” What does this mean? It means 
our senses stop living off the things that stimulate; the senses no longer depend 
on these stimulants and are not fed by them any more. Our eyes are drawn to a 
beautiful sunset as bees are drawn to honey—this is the way our senses func-
tion normally. But there is also the possibility that the most beautiful sunset on 
earth will not attract our attention, will not engage our senses, because we are 
deeply immersed in something else. Normally the senses say to the mind: “Look 
at this! Smell this! Touch that!” The senses register an object and the mind is 
drawn to it at once. 

1. Yoga Sütra 2.54–55.
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In praty¡h¡ra we sever this link between mind and senses, and the senses 
withdraw. Each sense perception has a particular quality to which it relates: 
the eyes relate to the form of something; the ears to the sound, the vibration 
it makes; the nose to its smell. In praty¡h¡ra it is as if things are spread out 
with all their attractions before our senses, but they are ignored; the senses 
remain unmoved and uninfluenced.

Let me give you an example. When we are totally absorbed in the breath 
during pr¡∆¡y¡ma, when we are completely with it, praty¡h¡ra occurs quite 
automatically. The mind is so intensely occupied with the breath that all links 
between mind, senses, and external objects that have nothing to do with the 
breath are cut. So praty¡h¡ra is not a state of sleep. The senses are quite ca-
pable of responding, but they do not because they have withdrawn.

As another example, when I am asked a question, I try to clarify the subject I 
have been discussing as I answer. As I become more involved in my response, 
I grow less aware of where I am. I become increasingly more engrossed in 
the interaction—this is another manifestation of praty¡h¡ra. Although I stand 
in front of the audience with open eyes, I am so absorbed in the content of 
the discussion that my senses no longer react to other stimuli. Even if there 
were snow falling outside the window I would not notice; nor do I hear the 
sounds coming from outside the room. Praty¡h¡ra does not mean that I look at 
something and say to myself: “I’m not going to look at that!” What is meant 
by praty¡h¡ra is that I create a situation in which my mind is so absorbed in 
something that the senses no longer respond to other objects.

When we act we must use our senses. When we speak we must use the 
mouth and the ears. Vair¡gya, the concept of equanimity or detachment, 
means that we act without thinking about the possible gains to be had as a 
consequence of that action. Vair¡gya is being detached from the results or 
the fruits of my action.

Praty¡h¡ra, on the other hand, is related to the senses. It is only about the 
senses. Praty¡h¡ra occurs almost automatically when we meditate because 
we are so absorbed in the object of meditation. Precisely because the mind is 
so focused, the senses follow it; it is not happening the other way around. No 
longer functioning in their usual manner, the senses become extraordinarily 
sharp. Under normal circumstances the senses become our masters rather 
than being our servants. The senses entice us to develop cravings for all sorts 
of things. In praty¡h¡ra the opposite occurs: when we have to eat we eat, but 
not because we have a craving for food. In praty¡h¡ra we try to put the senses 
in their proper place, but not cut them out of our actions entirely.

Praty¡h¡ra can be a means for controlling physical discomfort by directing 
the attention elsewhere. Imagine you have been sitting in the full lotus pose, 
completely absorbed in God or OM. You have not even been aware that you 
have been sitting for so long in this position. When you return to your normal 
awareness you find you have to massage your legs; you have not been aware 
of what has been happening in your legs and feet because your interest was 
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focused on something else. In this sense it is possible for pain to be masked 
by praty¡h¡ra, but it is difficult to direct the senses to a particular object with 
the express purpose of forgetting pain because our senses always function 
collectively. Praty¡h¡ra is rather a state that occurs spontaneously. Many 
people say that inner gazing is a praty¡h¡ra technique, and in many texts this 
is suggested. But praty¡h¡ra happens by itself—we cannot make it happen, 
we can only practice the means by which it might happen.

Dhäran. ä
Dhäran. ä is the sixth limb of yoga. Dhr.  means “to hold.” The essential idea in 
the concept of dh¡ra∆¡ is holding the concentration or focus of attention in one 
direction. Let me give you the example that is traditionally used to explain 
dh¡ra∆¡: imagine a large reservoir of water used by farmers for watering their 
fields. There are channels leading away from the reservoir in different direc-
tions. If the farmer has dug all the channels the same depth, the water runs 
equally in all directions. But if one channel is deeper than the others, more 
water flows through it. This is what happens in dh¡ra∆¡: we create the condi-
tions for the mind to focus its attention in one direction instead of going out in 
many different directions. Deep contemplation and reflection can create the 
right conditions, and the focus on this one point that we have chosen becomes 
more intense. We encourage one particular activity of the mind and, the more 
intense it becomes, the more the other activities of the mind fall away. 

Dh¡ra∆¡ is therefore the condition in which the mind focuses and con-
centrates exclusively on one point. This point can be anything at all, but it 
is always just a single object. Dh¡ra∆¡ is only one step away from dhyäna, 
contemplation or meditation.

Dhyäna
During dh¡ra∆¡ the mind is moving in one direction like a quiet river—noth-
ing else is happening. In dhy¡na, one becomes involved with a particular 
thing—a link is established between self and object. In other words, you 
perceive a particular object and at the same time continuously communicate 
with it. Dh¡ra∆¡ must precede dhy¡na, because the mind needs focusing on 
a particular object before a connection can be made. Dh¡ra∆¡ is the contact, 
and dhy¡na is the connection.

Samädhi
When we succeed in becoming so absorbed in something that our mind 
becomes completely one with it, we are in a state of samädhi. Sam¡dhi  
means “to bring together, to merge.” In sam¡dhi our personal identity—name, 
profession, family history, bank account, and so forth—completely disappears. 
In the moment of sam¡dhi none of that exists anymore. Nothing separates us 
from the object of our choice; instead we blend and become one with it.
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Figure 31 shows the relationship between dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi. 
In dh¡ra∆¡ (1), we focus the mind, making contact with that on which we are 
focusing—the breath, a sound, an area of the body, the mind itself, the image 
of the moon, the notion of humility, etc. Then the mind links with the object 
of attention and maintains this link. There is a communication or interation 
between the two. This is dhy¡na (2), which then leads to sam¡dhi (3), a state 
in which the mind blends and becomes one with the object of meditation.

Praty¡h¡ra, dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi cannot be practiced. I cannot 
simply sit down and say, “Right now I am going to do dh¡ra∆¡.” I can, though, 
create the right conditions to help bring about a state of dh¡ra∆¡; I can prac-
tice ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma that, according to the Yoga Sütra, create favorable 
conditions for my mind to enter the states I described above. In order to expe-
rience dh¡ra∆¡ and dhy¡na, the mind must first be in a particular condition. I 
have to first allow the many things that are going on in my mind to settle so 
that my mind becomes quiet. If the workings of the mind are too powerful, I 
cannot enter a state of dh¡ra∆¡. If I try to enter a state of dh¡ra∆¡ by forcing 
the mind while there are still many disparate things churning around in it, then 
I can get into great difficulties. For this reason the Yoga Sütra suggests the 
practice of ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma as preparation for dh¡ra∆¡, because these 
influence mental activities and create space in the crowded schedule of the 
mind. Once dh¡ra∆¡ has occurred, dhy¡na and sam¡dhi can follow.

So when somebody says “I am meditating,” he or she actually means “I 
am attempting to prepare myself for dhy¡na. I’d like to bring my mind into 
a suitable state for dhy¡na to occur.” To say “I am doing dhy¡na” or “I am 
meditating” actually corrupts the concept of dhy¡na because technically dhy¡na 
is not something we can do. It is something that simply happens if the condi-
tions are right. It is a siddhi, simply given. Hence all we can do is emphasize 
the means that help to make the conditions right for dhy¡na.

Sam. yama
When dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi are concentrated on one object, the 
resulting state is called sam. yama. Sam means “together,” and the word yama 
can be translated as “curbing” or “discipline.” When a person is constantly 
focusing on one particular object, he or she will come to understand it progres-
sively more deeply. Say for example that I want to understand how the stars 
move. I would have to investigate this thoroughly. I might begin by asking, 
“What is a star? Why does it move from east to west?” From there I would 
ask progressively more involved questions about the movements of the stars 
until my desire to know was satisfied. What happens when I do this? In a short 
time I learn more about this topic than any other. That is saµyama. Instead 
of choosing one topic today and another tomorrow, I try to understand one 
particular thing well, without my interest constantly leading me elsewhere. 

Figure 31: The progression 
from dhäran. ä, via dhyäna, 

to samädhi

(1)

(2)

(3)
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If my interest is on ¡sanas, then I will find out everything about ¡sanas. 
It is said that sa≥yama releases supernatural powers, yet this is only the effect of 
saµyama, not the aim. If these powers become the most important thing for me, 
then I lose the true meaning of saµyama. The true goal of saµyama is to concen-
trate on one object and to investigate it until we know everything about it.

Kaivalya
Kaivalya describes the effect on the personality of being in a continuous state 
of sam¡dhi. This is the state of inner freedom that yoga strives for. The last 
thirty-four verses of the Yoga Sütra are devoted to kaivalya. Derived from 
the word kevala, which translates as “to keep to oneself,” we sometimes find 
kaivalya explained as isolation or aloofness. A person in the state of kaivalya 
understands the world so well that he stands apart from it in the sense that he 
is not influenced by it, although he may well be in a position to influence the 
world. It is a misunderstanding to think that someone who lives in a state of 
kaivalya is no longer a real person with normal human needs and functions. 
In reality, people in kaivalya behave like normal people, but they do not carry 
the burden of the world on their shoulders. They live in the world, but they 
are not subject to it. They are not free from sensual perception or free of the 
body, but they are a bit different. Wherever they happen to be, they are sure 
of themselves. That is kaivalya. External forces have no power over a person 
like this, though he knows the external world very well.

According to yoga, the purpose of the whole of creation is to give us a con-
text for understanding what we are and what we are not. When we understand 
that, then there is kaivalya, and prakƒti has fulfilled its purpose.2 A person who 
experiences kaivalya sees prakƒti, the material world, simply as it is, with no 
meaning beyond that.

By practicing ¡sanas we become more flexible; by practicing pr¡∆¡y¡ma we 
gain control over our breath. It is similar with kaivalya: something gradually 
happens that is beyond our control. There is always a gap between our efforts 
and these states I am describing. There is always a spontaneity; something 
simply happens within us. It is similar to the moment we fall asleep: we can-
not pinpoint it. Either we miss the moment or we do not sleep.

There are two forces within us: one comes from our old conditioning and 
 habits; the other is our new conditioning that develops out of our changing 
behavior. As long as these two forces are operating, the mind is swinging from 
one to the other. But when the old force disappears, the mind no longer swings 
back and forth. We have reached another state, and it is felt as a continuum.

Further Thoughts on Pratyähära, Dhäran. ä,  
Dhyäna, and Samädhi

Q: What is the relationship between praty¡h¡ra and dh¡ra∆¡?

A: Praty¡h¡ra occurs automatically in a state of dh¡ra∆¡. The word pratyähära 
is often used to simply describe what happens with our senses in the state 

2. Yoga Sütra 2.21. 
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of dh¡ra∆¡. We cannot be thinking of a thousand different things and say 
we are going to do praty¡h¡ra. Praty¡h¡ra is the result of a state of dh¡ra∆¡ 
or dhy¡na or sam¡dhi. In the Yoga Sütra, praty¡h¡ra is mentioned first not 
because it occurs first but rather because it has to do with the senses and not 
the mind. It is therefore more external than dh¡ra∆¡. I cannot simply decide 
to practice ¡sanas for half and hour, then praty¡h¡ra for twenty minutes, 
and then dh¡ra∆¡ for an hour. The process does not work like that.

Q:	 Let’s look at two different situations; one in which I am totally unaware of 
the messages that my senses are sending to my mind, and another wherein 
my mind registers the messages but I decide not to react. What is the dif-
ference in these two scenarios? Say for example that I am a musician, 
totally absorbed in what I am playing, and I become aware that someone 
is waiting to speak to me. I could ignore the person, finish the piece of 
music, and then ask what they want. Would that be praty¡h¡ra? Or would 
it only be praty¡h¡ra if I had not even noticed that someone was waiting 
to see me?

A:	We must not think that when we are in a state of dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, or 
sam¡dhi, our senses are dead. There are examples of wonderful poems 
that sages have composed while in a state of sam¡dhi. People in sam¡dhi 
can sing beautiful words. And when we sing we are using our aural senses 
and our voice. But how have these sages used their senses? They have 
used them to serve the mind and spirit, not to distract them. The senses 
are certainly not dead. The difference between this and our normal state 
is that here the senses support the focus of the mind on one point.

		  Let’s say we want to describe a wonderful statue of a god that we have 
seen. To do this we have to look at the toes, the ankles, and so on—we must 
see. But in this situation our seeing only serves the purpose of describing 
the statue. If we start to wonder about where the stone that the statue is 
made of originated and what its geological make-up is, then the mind is 
distracted. But if we look at the feet and recognize them as the feet of the 
divine image sitting in the lotus position, then the senses are working in 
harmony with the mind. The senses are certainly not dead in this process. 
Praty¡h¡ra means that the senses serve the mind in the state of dh¡ra∆¡, 
dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi.

Q:	  When someone is in a state of praty¡h¡ra, do they perceive things? Are the 
objects spontaneously and directly perceived? Is there discursive thinking 
or not? Do we perceive without mediating thought?

A:	 It all depends. For instance, thinking played a part in my example of the 
statue of the god. The thinking process is there, but exclusively in relation 
to the object. Memory is functioning only in connection with the object. 
In this example of praty¡h¡ra, there is no distraction through our senses 
because we are so absorbed in the object of our meditation. The senses 
react only to this object.

		  If I am expounding on something from the Yoga Sütra and the smell of 
food from the kitchen suddenly attracts my attention, I am not in a state  
of praty¡h¡ra. But if I carry on with my explanations without being 
distracted by the cooking smells, then I am in a state of praty¡h¡ra. In 
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dhy¡na there is a medium for communication that could be thinking. But 
in sam¡dhi there is not even this kind of thinking. The mind is clear. It has 
understood the object as it is.

Q:	 I’m still not clear about praty¡h¡ra in dhy¡na.

A:	The more we become absorbed in the object of our meditation, the more we 
can notice how our senses change their behavior. (I use the word object for 
lack of a better term. An object in this sense could be simply the image of 
pure white light, or it could be a s¶tra. The object of meditation is anything 
used to help focus the mind.) In a meditative state, the senses are in accord 
with the state of dhy¡na. Praty¡h¡ra occurs as a result of this state; it is not 
possible to achieve praty¡h¡ra by itself. We can certainly do things such as 
inner gazing and mudr¡ in pr¡∆¡y¡ma to help us realize praty¡h¡ra. But 
those practices alone are not praty¡h¡ra. Praty¡h¡ra is rather a point at 
which the senses are at the service of the mind. Praty¡h¡ra occurs when 
we are in the state of dhy¡na.

		  Various activities such as pr¡∆¡y¡ma and prayers are called dhy¡na, 
yet these are really nothing more than aids for attaining a meditative state. 
Some teachers recommend practice exercises for praty¡h¡ra. They suggest 
things like: “Close your eyes, breathe in deeply, and send the breath to the 
ankles.” A technique such as this is similar to practicing pr¡∆¡y¡ma—it is 
an exercise for focusing the mind in a certain direction so that it becomes 
less distracted. But it is very difficult to find a real technique for practicing 
praty¡h¡ra, for the more we think about the senses, the more active they 
become. We can, however, create the conditions under which the senses 
lose their usual significance and simply support the mind in its state of 
dhy¡na.

Q:	 How does this occur? We cannot simply sit down and practice dhy¡na like 
we can pr¡∆¡y¡ma. How does dhy¡na come about?

A:	A certain effort is always required, and this involves two things. When we 
are trying to practice exercises such as pr¡∆¡y¡ma, there is always some-
thing that hinders us. This is actually in the mind. There is one force in us 
wanting us to practice, and another, namely, our old habits, that wants to 
stop us. This means that when we want to practice, we must make an effort. 
The moment we no longer have to make any effort at all is the beginning 
of dhy¡na. That is why Patañjali says, in the first chapter of the Yoga Sütra, 
“Abhy¡sa is necessary.”3 We have to move in a certain direction toward a 
particular goal. The more we do this, the less we will be distracted by the 
other possible choices we could have made. Then comes the day when it 
is no longer necessary to say: “All right—time for some practice!”

		  Let’s say I am doing my pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice and the postman brings 
a letter from a friend. One voice inside me whispers: “Go and read the 
letter!” But another voice is telling me to finish my pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice 
first. Because of this oscillation of the mind, I have to make an effort. In 
the moment of dhy¡na, all the effort to practice disappears.

Q:	 Let’s say you were a student and had to write a paper. You already have an 
idea for it. When you sit down and begin to concentrate you are in a state 

3. Yoga Sütra 1.12. 
The state of yoga is 
achieved by simul-
taneously striving 
(abhy¡sa) and letting 
go (vair¡gya). 
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of dh¡ra∆¡. When you really get involved in the effort to understand it and 
put it on paper, is that then dhy¡na?

A:	Yes.

Q:	 And in this example, what would be a state of sam¡dhi?

A:	 Imagine you get stuck in the middle of writing the paper. You do not know 
how to go on, so you take a break from your work for a while and do some-
thing else. Suddenly, in the middle of whatever else you are doing, it comes 
to you in a flash: “I’ve got it!” You haven’t actually got the whole paper 
in your head, but you’ve understood how to proceed. Then you sit down 
again at your desk and finish the paper. At this point you have completely 
merged with the subject—become one with the subject—and can therefore 
easily finish the paper. That is sam¡dhi.

Q:	  Is the difference then that in dhy¡na there is still a consciousness that I 
am thinking, while in sam¡dhi the knowledge simply comes?

A: 	Yes, in sam¡dhi the gap between the mind and the object we are focusing 
on is much smaller, and the understanding so immediate, that we no longer 
have to think. In the first chapter of the Yoga Sütra there is a description of 
how sam¡dhi happens: first of all we reflect. This is called vitarka. Once 
we have done this, the next step is to study the object; this is vicära. As 
the intent study becomes more refined, we suddenly understand. In this 
moment we experience a feeling of profound happiness, which we call 
änanda, and we know with certainty that we are one with the object of our 
meditation—this is asmitä.4 Finally we feel that we understand what we 
wanted to understand. The term asmitä refers here to the merging of mind 
with the object of meditation. This is the process of sam¡dhi: first there is 
oscillation in the mind, then the superficial logic is reduced and the process 
becomes an inner, deep, subtle one. Finally, reflection becomes refined to 
the point where I know that I understand. There is no longer any doubt.

Q: 	I am still not clear about the difference between dh¡ra∆¡ and dhy¡na.

A:	  Let me give you another example. When I begin a class I have normally 
thought about it and planned it, but I do not know how I will actually pro-
ceed. So I start the class by asking if there are any questions arising from 
what we discussed in the previous class. That is the beginning of dh¡ra∆¡: 
I have not yet made the connection; I am just orienting myself so that I 
know how to continue speaking to the students about yoga. Dh¡ra∆¡ is 
the preparation and orientation. The deeper I immerse myself in what we 
are talking about, the more I approach a state of dhy¡na. In the state of 
dh¡ra∆¡, I am more susceptible to distractions than when I am in dhy¡na. 
That is the difference.

Q:	  Do we have to sit in a certain place for dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi, or 
could we experience them in different settings—as we watch a beautiful 
sunset, for example?

A: Yes, you can experience these states in the company of a beautiful sunset. 
It is actually useful to use external objects as meditation objects, especially 
at the beginning. This is why there are statues in our temples and crosses 4. Yoga Sütra 1.17. 
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in a Christian church. These objects of worship are there to help beginners 
experience dh¡ra∆¡, but that is only the first step. Whether you sit or stand 
is irrelevant. You can walk and hardly notice your action if you are absorbed 
in something. There are certain schools in India that teach walking medi-
tations. If something as simple as walking disturbs our dh¡ra∆¡, then our 
concentration is not strong. But at the start it is always best to begin with 
the easiest thing—a comfortable sitting position and, as a meditation tool, 
an object that is pleasing to us. Let’s say you did not believe in ˛iva, one 
of the highest gods in the Hindu pantheon, and I said to you: “Meditate on 
the god ˛iva!” There will be conflict in you. You must instead start with 
something to which you can relate. In yoga it is said that you must begin 
where you are and with what you like. After all, the object of meditation 
is actually unimportant. What is important is that the chosen object does 
not cause you any problems or hinder you from focusing your mind. That 
is why I suggest you choose an object that suits your temperament and 
faith. A Muslim in India would have enormous difficulties meditating on 
the word OM, the holy sound of the Hindu culture. 

Q:	 In dhy¡na, does the individual and the object of meditation retain individual 
and separate identities?

A:	Yes. In dhy¡na there is a feeling that “I” am in a meditative state. The 
consciousness of the self is present. Many people use the word dhy¡na 
to describe someone who is nearly in a state of sam¡dhi, as if in dhy¡na 
there is only the object. But we should understand these three states as 
three steps or stages: first, there is dh¡ra∆¡, where we concentrate on our 
chosen object and close off from external distractions; then there is dhy¡na, 
the connection or communication between self and object. Finally there is 
sam¡dhi, where we have so deeply immersed ourselves in the object that 
the sense of self no longer seems to exist.

Q: 	Does the object of our attention retain its distinct identity in sam¡dhi?

A: 	Of course. It is not the object that meditates—we are meditating. The 
object can change, as all things may change, but that is not the result of 
sam¡dhi. On the other hand, what we experience in relation to the object 
may vary enormously from person to person. Suppose we want to think 
about the concept of •≈vara. We read about it widely and begin to investi-
gate it thoroughly. The more we go into it, the more we understand. Not 
because •≈vara itself changes but because we understand more. We are 
not altering the object of our research; we have no control over that. Our 
understanding of the subject is what changes because the mind becomes 
clearer and we can see what was previously hidden from us. 

		  As another example, to investigate the nature of anger is dhy¡na, but 
to find ourselves in a state of anger is not dhy¡na. In all the classical texts 
the emphasis is placed on what actually occurs in the state of sam¡dhi. The 
Sanskrit word prajñä translates as “very clear understanding.” The old texts 
say that in sam¡dhi, r. ta prajñä prevails—that is, what is seen is the truth. 
This means that in sam¡dhi we arrive at a real understanding of the object, 
even if the object is anger. We can see where it comes from, how it has 
arisen, and what effects it has. If anger has taken possession of us, however, 
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we lose ourselves in it. In such a state the mind is completely covered with 
avidy¡, whereas in sam¡dhi avidy¡ does not cloud the mind at all. That 
is why in a state of sam¡dhi we can often see things that were previously 
hidden from us. Whether we are experiencing sam¡dhi or not is not shown 
by sitting cross-legged with closed eyes and a meaningful expression on our 
face. We know we are experiencing sam¡dhi if we can see and understand 
things that we could not see or understand before.

Q:	  It is said that in yoga we should try to recognize the difference between 
purußa and prakƒti. Now you are talking about sam¡dhi as a state in which 
there is no gap between subject and object. How do these two concepts 
relate to each other?

A: 	The gap does not exist anymore because there is observation. I said that 
we see and recognize something which was previously hidden from us. For 
example, when we look into a mirror we see ourselves in it. But what we 
really see is the mirror’s reflection of us, not our real selves. Now the im-
age in the mirror and our person seem to merge into each other, yet we can 
still distinguish between the two. When we look into the mirror we cannot 
take away the image of our face without turning away from ourselves. That 
is to say, what is seen merges with that which sees. This also implies that 
anything standing between them has vanished. As I said, our purußa sees 
an object through the mind. If the mind is colored, we cannot see clearly. 
If the mind is very clear, then it is almost as if it does not exist. We see the 
object exactly as it is. The problems we have to deal with in life arise from 
the way the consequences of our actions have settled in our mind; that is, 
they arise from our saµsk¡ra. We are not able to distinguish the colored 
image that exists in the mind from the real object. For instance, I may 
say “Yes, I understand,” and then five minutes later say “Oh, but I’m not 
clear about that.” The same “I” that thought it understood is now saying it 
does not understand. In the state of sam¡dhi the “I” is almost nonexistent; 
the confusion of the mind is gone. But to understand this fully we have to 
experience it.

Q:	  Can a student of yoga who is beginning to experience these various states 
do this alone, or should I ask for the help of a teacher?

A: 	As in any situation, a little advice is always helpful. Theoretically every-
thing seems very simple, but in practice there are many difficulties. For 
example, what do you choose as an object and then where do you begin—how 
do you focus on it? Since we all have a different starting point, it is best 
that you find someone you respect and relate to easily and let that person 
guide you. A teacher can help you if only because he or she can observe 
you. When the Yoga Sütra was written it was taken for granted that students 
went to a teacher; that is why there is no specific reference to a teacher 
in the texts. Originally yoga was passed on by word of mouth; only much 
later was it written down. Students lived with their teachers until they got 
to know them well. I think it is best to have some personal guidance.

Q: 	Can the state of dhy¡na occur in ¡sanas? Can we use the body as the object and 
allow the communication between the mind and the body to grow into dhy¡na?
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A: 	Yes. Actually, the third chapter of the Yoga Sütra deals with this. If your 
meditation object is the Pole Star, you can understand the movements of 
all stars,5 and if you meditate on the navel cakra, you can reach an under-
standing of the whole body.6 It is certainly possible to use the body as 
your meditation object. In this way, you come to understand more about 
the body. If you choose the breath as your object of meditation, then your 
understanding of the breath grows.

Q:	  Can we then reach a state of sam¡dhi during ¡sana practice? Wouldn’t it 
interrupt the movement?

A:	  Haven’t we got all the necessary elements in ¡sana practice—mind, object, 
and relationship between them? So what is the problem? It is only that our 
focus is different when we are doing ¡sanas. For example, if we want to 
feel a twist, then our mind only has to focus on it completely, and then we 
understand what a twist is. There are many possible objects for dhy¡na 
when we are doing ¡sanas. It could be the whole concept of ¡sana, or it 
could be a detail—something particular such as a twist, the flow of the 
breath, or something else. What we see in dhy¡na depends on what object 
we have chosen. We often find suggestions for what we should direct our 
attention toward, depending on the purpose of our meditation. That is why 
we have so many different gods in India. We look at smiling Viß∆u and 
experience something particular. We look at the powerful goddess Durga 
and experience another feeling. The kind goddess ˛akti awakens in us 
something different again. The particular meditation object we choose 
influences our understanding.

Q:	 When you were talking about sam¡dhi you said that it contains three ele-
ments: the person who is looking, the object, and the connection between 
the two. And when you were talking about dhy¡na, you said that the person 
who is looking and the object being looked at merge into each other and 
a connection develops. If I understood you correctly, you also said that 
in sam¡dhi only the object remains; neither the person observing nor the 
connection between observer and observed is important. What then has 
happened to the connection between them?

A:	With regard to dhy¡na, I said that the observer and the observed meet and 
make a connection. What I wanted to say with regard to sam¡dhi is that 
in this state there are no thoughts. Thinking is absent; there is no need 
for it because we are so closely linked to our object. It is irrelevent to say 
“This is like this and that is like that.” We, the observers, are certainly still 
there, but we have such a profound, intense understanding of what we are 
observing that there is no need to think or analyze. That is what I meant 
to convey in saying that the connection no longer exists.

		  Of course, there are various stages and degrees of intensity in sam¡dhi. 
What I have just described is more developed than those where thinking 
and communication are still present.

Q: Is it true that every time we learn something, we have a little taste of 
dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, and sam¡dhi?

A: Definitely! It does not have to be such a profound process as is described 
6. Yoga Sütra 3.29. 

5. This statement is the 
theme of Yoga Sütra 
3.28.
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in yoga books, but it is still the same. When we understand something our 
mind has to be actively involved. That is dh¡ra∆¡ and dhy¡na.

		  There is also the question about whether the states of dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, 
and sam¡dhi are permanent. Someone in a state of sam¡dhi is totally in 
this state, that is, only sam¡dhi prevails. It is almost as if the person in 
sam¡dhi cannot remember that he or she has ever had a restless, confused 
mind. But when the same person is again in a state of restlessness and 
confusion, there is at best only a memory of sam¡dhi.

		  It is usually the case that we alternate between dh¡ra∆¡, dhy¡na, and 
sam¡dhi on the one hand and states of restlessness and confusion on the 
other. In sam¡dhi, we are not even aware that we were ever confused. 
A confused person may vaguely remember his or her sam¡dhi state, but 
that is all. As a person gets more involved, he or she spends more time in 
sam¡dhi, and experiences less restlessness. It may get to the point where 
that person is always in a state of sam¡dhi. We hope for this!

Q: Is then the ultimate goal of yoga to be always in a state of sam¡dhi?

A: The ultimate goal of yoga is to always observe things accurately, and 
therefore never act in a way that will make us regret our actions later.
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13

The Qualities of the Mind

In the first chapter of the Yoga Sütra, Patañjali defines yoga as 
a certain state of mental activity, one that he calls nirodha.1 A level of mental 
functioning characterized by consistent focused attention, nirodha is the fifth and 
highest level of the mind. We only attain nirodha by successively recognizing 
and conquering the lower levels of the mind’s activities. The lowest level of 
the mind can be likened to that of a drunken monkey swinging from branch to 
branch: thoughts, feelings, and perceptions come and go in rapid succession. 
We are hardly aware of them and can find no thread linking them. This level 
of the mind’s activity is called kæipta.

The second level of the mind is called müdha. Here the mind is like one of 
a heavy water buffalo standing for hours on end in one place. Any inclination 
to observe, act, or react has nearly disappeared. This sort of state of mind can 
arise from many causes. We might feel this heavy after eating too much or 
as a result of getting too little sleep. Some medications can cause this state 
of mind. Some people go into a state of m¶dha when they lose a loved one. 
M¶dha can also be a reaction to a deep disappointment, when something that 
was deeply desired cannot be reached. And it sometimes arises in people who, 
after many unsuccessful attempts to make something of their lives, simply 
withdraw and do not want to know about anything anymore.

Vikæipta is the word used to describe the third level of the mind. In vikßipta, 
the mind is moving but the movement lacks consistent purpose and direction. 
The mind encounters obstacles and doubts. It alternates between knowing 
what it wants to do and uncertainty, between confidence and diffidence. This 
is the most common state of mind.

The fourth level of mind is called ekägrata. Here the mind is relatively clear; 
distractions have little influence. We have a direction and, most important of all, 
we can move forward in this direction and keep our attention on it. This state 
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1. Yoga Sütra 1.2.
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corresponds to dh¡ra∆¡. By practicing yoga we can create the conditions that 
gradually move the mind from the kßipta level to the ek¡gr¡ta level.

When ek¡gr¡ta is fully developed, it peaks at nirodha. This is the fifth and 
final level at which the mind can operate; at this level, the mind is linked 
completely and exclusively with the object of its attention. Mind and object 
seem to merge into one. 

This is a difficult concept to understand, so I will give you another ex-
ample. Before I give a lecture on the concept of nirodha, I think a lot about 
the five levels of the mind and find that many ideas arise relative to what 
I’m considering. Many related experiences and memories come to mind. 
But where I begin to speak to my audience and answer their questions, as I 
become more engrossed in explaining nirodha, I see how I should proceed. 
Fewer questions arise in my mind. I get to the stage when I do not get lost in 
side issues and I am not particularly aware of my audience. I am no longer 
worried about what they think of my examples. What I say comes much more 
from an inner closeness to the topic I am discussing. In this process my mind 
has focused completely on one thing: explaining nirodha. It is as if my mind 
is almost enveloped in this interest. Nothing else concerns me, and all my 
understanding of the concept of nirodha is fully with me. Nothing but the topic 
I am explaining exists for me.

This is the state of mind that is meant wherever the term nirodha is used 
in the Yoga Sütra. The syllable rodha is derived from the root rudh, “to be 
wrapped in”; ni- is a prefix that indicates great internal intensity. Nirodha 
describes a state in which the mind focuses exclusively on one thing without 
being disturbed by other thoughts or external distractions.

The word nirodha also has another meaning, which is sometimes translated 
as “limit” or “restraint.” This interpretation can indeed be justified, not in the 
sense that we limit or restrict the mind to one particular direction, but rather it 
works conversely: the mind has moved so strongly and intensely toward one 
area and has become so absorbed in it that nothing else can penetrate it and 
all other mental activities cease. So if nirodha means “limit,” it is because 
the restraints and cessation of all other mental activities are a natural conse-
quence. In this sense, nirodha means “total absorption.” Patañjali thus defines 
yoga as citta vr. tti nirodha. That state of the mind that has one and only one 
direction is citta vƒtti nirodha.

Some people ask whether yoga isn’t a matter of eliminating the activities of 
the mind. It shows insufficient knowledge and understanding of the Yoga Sütra 
if you come to the conclusion that the many mental faculties we have—those 
of observation, inference, memory, imagination, inactivity, and hyperactivity, 
for example—are detrimental and need to be eliminated. Yoga understands 
that these faculties are indeed necessary for living. However, exposed to the 
influences that constantly assail it, the mind develops its own way of working if 
it is left to its own devices. In the end it becomes incapable of using the many 
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faculties it possesses because it cannot find any stability and clarity. That 
is the reason why the Yoga Sütra says that all mental faculties can be either 
positive or negative.2

In yoga we are simply trying to create the conditions in which the mind 
becomes as useful as possible for our actions. This can only happen gradu-
ally—every shortcut is an illusion. It is a step-by-step process, one that in-
cludes a great number of techniques from which one must choose intelligently 
according to the individual need. The Yoga Sütra gives many suggestions, 
which together comprise our yoga practice, the yoga s¡dhana. Asana practice, 
breathing exercises, study of the Yoga Sütra, surrender to God, detachment 
from one’s own action, visiting a holy person, and investigating the nature of 
dreams are all part of the process.

Every person is different and has a unique set of life experiences. That is 
why there are so many suggestions for helping the student on the yoga path. 
In one way or another, you can bring your mind into a state in which it under-
stands and can act with complete involvement. And who is not searching for 
opportunities to understand things more clearly, to make new discoveries and 
rectify faulty perceptions? If you can say anything about what happens in the 
state of nirodha, it is this: you see and you know. Whatever the mind may be 
preoccupied with, it sees and understands it so completely that there is little 
left to learn. If you go into this process further, you can catch a glimpse of 
what lies beyond normal observation and experience. Therein lies the basis 
of yogic wisdom. A yogi or yogini has not seen something others can never 
see; rather, he or she sees what others do not yet see.

2. Yoga Sütra 1.5. This 
passage states that there 
are five activities of 
the mind, and they can 
be used for better or 
for worse. These five 
activities, discussed in 
the subsequent s¶tras, 
are correct perception, 
false perception, 
imagination, dreamless 
sleep, and memory.
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14

Nine Obstacles on  

the Yoga Way

I have discussed the potential the mind has to become focused 
(dh¡ra∆¡), to enter into ongoing communication with a chosen object (dhy¡na), 
and finally to merge completely with it (sam¡dhi). These are natural states of 
mind that can arise spontaneously, but there are always obstacles arising that 
prevent their occurrence. Recognizing these obstacles can help us prepare the 
mind for attaining a state of great clarity. The question is, therefore, what are 
the obstacles and what can help us get them out of the way? Patañjali describes 
the obstacles (antaräyas) as rocks lying on the path traveled by someone who 
has set off on the yoga journey. The student is constantly stumbling over them, 
making detours, or getting stuck. Let us consider these nine obstacles, see how 
they come about, and learn how we can get rid of them.

The nine obstacles listed by Patañjali are illness, lethargy, doubt, haste or 
impatience, resignation or fatigue, distraction, ignorance or arrogance, inability 
to take a new step, and loss of confidence. They are manifested in symptoms 
like feeling sorry for oneself, a negative attitude, physical problems, and 
breathing difficulties.1

Obstacles
Obviously it is an obstacle to my yoga practice when I feel unwell or am ill. 
Vyädhi, illness, disturbs the mind so much that I must first do something to 
improve my health before I can go on.

Another obstacle that directly affects my state of mind is subjection to my 
moods. Sometimes I feel good and know I can tackle anything; at other times 1. Yoga Sütra 1.30–31.
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I might feel lethargic and lacking enough energy to do anything. This heavi-
ness and lethargy, styäna, can be caused by eating too much, by eating the 
wrong kinds of food, by cold weather, or by the very nature of the mind. Of 
the three gu∆a, tamas describes this lethargy, this heavy state of mind. If 
tamas takes over we can hardly do anything, even things we are accustomed 
to doing. We can scarcely move. 

For some people, doubt is the greatest obstacle to progressing in yoga. I am 
not referring here to sv¡dhy¡ya, the kind of self-examination that can help us 
progress. Sv¡dhy¡ya is an intrinsic part of yoga. The doubt Patañjali speaks of 
is sam. õaya, a regular and persistent feeling of uncertainty, as for example 
when we are in the middle of doing something and suddenly ask: “How shall 
I go on? Is it worth it even for another day? Perhaps I should look for another 
teacher. Perhaps I should try another way altogether.” This kind of doubt 
undermines our progress in yoga.

Sometimes we act hastily and carelessly, especially when we want to 
reach our goal quickly. Pramäda, haste, can create problems; acting in haste, 
we slip back rather than make progress. Because we have not spent enough 
time analyzing and reflecting on what we are doing, we grind to a halt in our 
practice.

Another obstacle is the kind of resignation or exhaustion which we call 
älasya. It manifests in such thoughts as: “Perhaps I am not the right person 
to be doing this.” There is a lack of enthusiasm and very little energy. When 
this happens, we must do something to regain our motivation and enthusiasm. 
Lack of enthusiasm is a serious obstacle on the yoga path.

The next obstacle can crop up when our senses gain the upper hand and 
begin to see themselves as masters rather than servants of the mind. Some-
times this happens without our even noticing it, which is hardly surprising 
since from birth we are trained to look here, see this, listen to that, taste this, 
touch that. It can easily happen that the senses take over out of habit and little 
by little steer us imperceptibly in the wrong direction. Avirati, distraction, is 
a great obstacle.

The most dangerous of all obstacles occurs when we think we know 
everything. We imagine we have seen the truth and have reached the zenith, 
when in reality we have simply experienced a period of calm that makes us 
say: “This is what I have been looking for! I’ve found it at last! I’ve made 
it!” But the feeling of having reached the top rung on the ladder is only illu-
sion. Illusions like this are very common. They are nothing but ignorance and 
arrogance—bhräntidarõana.

Another stumbling block can arise when, just as we’ve been thinking we 
have made some progress, we suddenly notice how much there still is for 
us to do. We can grow very disappointed at this point and become fickle in 
mood. We suddenly have no interest in trying again, in finding another way to 
begin, in taking the next step. We start saying: “No more for me. I thought that  
was it, but now I feel like a fool, even more stupid than before. I just don’t  
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want to go on.” We are incapable of taking another step. This is called 
alabdhabhümikatva.

As you see, the obstacles can consist of ordinary reality such as a physical 
illness, or they can be as subtle as an illusion of being better than you really 
are. When you become aware of the illusion you have been harboring and 
look reality squarely in the face, it is unfortunately all too easy to then view 
yourself as smaller and less important then you really are. This leads to loss of 
confidence, the last obstacle described by Patañjali. You may have reached a 
point you have never reached before, but you lack the power to stay there and 
fall back, losing what you have gained. Patañjali calls this anavasthitatväni.

These are the obstacles that may be encountered on the yoga path. We do 
not necessarily meet them in the order I have described, and not every student 
has to deal with all of them.

At no stage on the yoga path should we think we have become masters. 
Rather, we should know that the feeling of being a little better today than 
yesterday exists just as much as the hope that we will be a little better in the 
future. These feelings will come and go until we reach the point where there 
is no better and no worse.

Overcoming Obstacles
Just as yoga identifies the obstacles you may encounter along the way, so too 
does it suggest ways to help you overcome them. It is a great help to work 
with someone who can show you how to stick with the discipline you have 
chosen. Say you have a certain teacher with whom you are studying. It may 
happen that in the course of your work with that teacher you come across 
something new, only to discover later that it leads nowhere. The consequence 
of this may be that you begin to desire a different, “better” teacher. When 
the same thing happens with the new teacher you look for another—and 
the cycle continues in this way. The Yoga Sütra tells us not to do this, but to 
instead maintain the relationship with your teacher, for if you do you will reach 
a deeper understanding and a greater degree of trust in him or her. It is also 
likely that the teacher, when he or she senses your trust, will be better able 
to discover what it is you need to be taught. Following one teacher and one 
direction helps you discover the ways and means of avoiding and overcoming 
the various obstacles discussed earlier.2

Pr¡∆¡y¡ma is another technique often recommended as an aid to overcom-
ing obstacles. For this purpose, the exhalation is of particular importance; 
Patañjali suggests practicing pr¡∆¡y¡ma with a long quiet exhalation and a 
short pause after exhalation.3 Simple techniques like this can be of tremen-
dous help in overcoming obstacles.

Another method for dealing with blocks on the yoga path is to investigate the 
senses in order to quiet the mind.4  We can explore such questions as: How does 
the tongue function? How does this taste on the tip or in the middle or at the root 4. Yoga Sütra 1.35.

3. Yoga Sütra 1.34.

2. Yoga Sütra 1.32. 
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of the tongue? How do I observe things? How do I hear sounds? It is not what 
we discover that is important, but rather that we quiet the mind and get to 
know ourselves better. Another possibility for stilling the mind is to begin 
examining the concept of purußa. The Upanißads locate the purußa somewhere 
in the region of the heart, in the depths of which can be found a tiny opening 
shaped like a lotus bud. If we concentrate our attention on this and look into 
our purußa, the mind becomes quiet and peaceful.5

One more effective technique recommended in the Yoga Sütra is to find out 
about people who have experienced much suffering (du˙kha) throughout their 
lives, and have overcome it.6  By talking to or reading books written by such 
people, we can also find out how they solved their problems, which may in turn 
help us find solutions to our problems. In India there are many temples, each 
with its unique story of why it was built and what tradition it follows. Stand-
ing in front of a temple, we contemplate and investigate the meaning of the 
sculptures, the symbols used, and the people who made them, and as we do this 
we can discover some very moving stories. We gradually understand what a 
particular symbol signifies and what real meaning it can have for us. The more 
we allow ourselves to discover such things, the freer the mind becomes.

When we are in a state of confusion and agitation, it is helpful to look for 
the cause within ourselves. It may be that something that arises continually 
and may therefore be very familiar to us is really something we know very 
little about. We can also ask ourselves where our dreams come from and what 
the underlying meaning of the dreams are, or what it is that sleeps and what 
happens when we wake up. Many people say that in deep, dreamless sleep 
we the children, the purußas, are sleeping in the lap of the father, °≈vara. An 
investigation into deep sleep can therefore not only help us to learn more 
about this state, but can also contribute to a feeling of well-being and peaceful- 
ness. We might even ponder what makes it possible for life itself to continue. 
Quietly investigating all these things can help the mind to become more 
still.7 

But suppose none of the suggestions mentioned so far appeal to you. What 
do you do? You could try a form of meditation that makes use of a visual 
object. For example, you can visualize something and then reflect on what 
it means to you. In India we often meditate like this on the images of gods. 
As we visualize a particular god in the mind’s eye, we recite his or her name 
108 or 1008 times, if we are following the tradition. We immerse ourselves 
in the ideas and concepts associated with that particular god. We read poems 
about the god written by our great poets; we call the god over and over again 
by name. This kind of meditation helps the mind to become quieter and more 
clear and prepares us for dhy¡na, the merging of the ego with the object of 
meditation. We do nothing except focus our attention on the god.

If you try this technique you should be sure that you use objects that will 
actually bring peace to your mind and spirit, not ones that will cause more 
distraction. There is a verse in the Yoga Sütra that says that we can meditate 7. Yoga Sütra 1.38.

6. Yoga Sütra 1.37.

5. Yoga Sütra 1.36.
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on anything we like.8  But we should never lose sight of the fact that in choosing 
our meditation object, we must find one that is pleasing and calming to us. 

Ïõvarapran. idhänä
The most important method for removing obstacles on the way to greater  
clarity is •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡, submission to °≈vara.9 The concept of •≈va- 
rapra∆idh¡n¡ stems from the belief that there is a spiritual being 
higher than we are; we give ourselves to this higher being, believing it can 
help us. We devote all the fruits of our labors to this being.

What is °≈vara? First of all it is a name, a concept that, as I have said, 
describes the highest divine being. °≈vara does not belong to the material 
world (prakƒti), or to the seer in us (purußa). °≈vara is distinguished by these 
qualities: °≈vara sees all things as they are; his action is perfect; he is omni-
scient, the first teacher, a source of help and support. Unlike us, °≈vara is not 
subject to the influence of avidy¡. Although he is acquainted with avidy¡, he 
remains untouched by it, which is why he never acts wrongly, never has acted 
wrongly, and never will act wrongly. Unlike us, he has never been covered 
with the veil of avidy¡, and for this reason he can see things that we cannot 
see. This is why he can lead and direct us. 

°≈vara does nothing that could have a negative outcome or regrettable 
consequence. He is beyond the vicious cycle in which actions produce bad 
effects that cause new conditioning that in turn leads to action with negative 
effects. Like our purußa, °≈vara sees—that is one of his greatest qualities. For 
this reason, the Yoga Sütra calls him a purußa, but a very special one: viõeæa 
puruæa. The word viõeæa means “extraordinary.” °≈vara is extraordinary in that 
he is not subject to avidy¡, knows no negative action that could cause regret, 
and is not susceptible to du˙kha, suffering. For this reason he possesses the 
extraordinary ability of knowing and understanding everything. Yoga uses 
the word sarvajña to describe this special quality. Sarva means “everything,” 
and jña translates as “to know.” °≈vara is all-knowing—he knows everything 
always, and at every level. This quality he alone possesses; we as human 
beings do not. That is why he is the great teacher, the master who is honored 
as guru. Patañjali calls °≈vara the First Guru. He is the teacher who surpasses 
all others. The honor accorded him rests on the fact that he knows everything. 
Anyone who calls on him says: “You who know, share your knowledge with 
me!”

Yoga does not describe °≈vara in a particular form. If you want to have a 
relationship with this being, you use a special symbol that represents him. This 
symbol is the sound OM. You will not find any mention of OM in Patañjali’s Yoga 
Sütra. Instead you will find the term pran. ava, which has the same meaning. 

It is possible to enter into relationship with °≈vara, to contact him, by reciting 
the sound OM. The more we recite OM, and at the same time bearing in mind 
that OM means °≈vara, the more we will come to know °≈vara. In the process 

8.Yoga Sütra 1.39.
9.Yoga Sütra 1.23.
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of reciting OM, the mind merges into this sound symbol and the concept of 
°≈vara. There will then come a moment when we grow quiet and take another 
step on the yoga path. 

What is our relationship to °≈vara? We accept him as the great teacher; we 
call upon him to help us because we know that he can. Turning to °≈vara for 
help is called •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡. Yielding to °≈vara is one of the ways Patañjali 
suggests for overcoming the obstacles we may encounter on our journey.10 

Unfortunately I cannot find an English word for °≈vara; perhaps it is God 
or the Divine Power. What is important is that yielding to this higher being is 
an expression of a belief that something exists that is higher than ourselves, 
something in which we can place our trust. With faith in this being, we devote 
all our efforts to him and so make progress along the way. For many people, 
•≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ has no meaning. For them it is more important to find other 
ways of overcoming obstacles. What is always important is that we never 
try to force anything in situations where there seems at first to be no way to 
move. We must just create space for ourselves, for the mind. Whether it is 
through •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡, or with the aid of breathing techniques, whether 
it is by approaching a teacher or investigating our senses—whenever there 
is confusion in our minds we must try to create space. There are many pos-
sibilties for getting out of a difficult situation. Ways and means can always be 
found for overcoming the obstacles we meet. Yoga is open to a wide variety 
of approaches.

Ïõvara and the Sound of OM
The reasons why the audible symbol OM has been chosen to call on °≈vara 
are interesting indeed. With the sound OM we say everything.

If we analyze OM as it is written in Sanskrit, we see that it is made up of A, 
U, M, and a symbol representing resonance. So OM  has four aspects. The first 
is the A, a sound that comes from the belly, is formed in the open throat, and 
is voiced with the mouth open. As with many alphabets, A is the first letter of 
the Sanskrit alphabet. The second aspect is the U, a sound that is formed in 
the middle of the mouth. The mouth is not as wide open as it is for sounding 
the A. With the third sound, M, the mouth closes. The sound rises to the nasal 
passages, from where the resonance, the fourth aspect of OM, issues forth.

U stands for continuity and connection, and M is the final consonant in the 
Sanskrit alphabet. So getting from A to M through U represents everything that 
can be expressed in letters and words. And everything which can be expressed 
in words is °≈vara. When I sound A, I must open my mouth, which stands for 
the process of creation. U symbolizes the continuance of creation, which is 
constantly renewing itself. M symbolizes the end and dissolution. Following 
M, the sound carries on a while. This sound has no alphabetical symbol to 
represent it. We can therefore say that °≈vara is not only that which can be 
expressed in words, but also that which cannot be expressed in words. This 
is the full meaning of OM. 

Figure 32: The Sanskrit 
Symbol for OM.

10. Yoga Sütra 1.23–29. 
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The Upanißads say that A represents the waking state, U the dream state, 
and M the state of deep dreamless sleep. The fourth state, sounded in the 
resonance following M, is sam¡dhi. This parallel points to the one who stands 
behind all four states, the only one who is truly awake: °≈vara. There is One 
who is present in all these states, One who never sleeps and never dreams, 
One who is always awake, always watchful, One who knows about everything 
and yet is beyond everything. If I repeat OM with these ideas in the back 
of my mind, I will gradually become immersed in °≈vara and my mind will 
become so saturated with °≈vara that I will become very still. Then I can go on 
my way again. For this reason, •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ is one of the strongest ways 
for dispelling the obstacles we meet as we move forward in life.

Further Thoughts on Ïõvara

Q: 	If I try chanting OM, must I have an idea of what °≈vara is?

A:	Whenever we say OM, we mean °≈vara. °≈vara is beyond avidy¡; °≈vara 
is the One who has known, does know, and always will know everything. 
So if °≈vara can guide us, we assume we can become better. Saying OM is 
actually a form of meditation in which the meditation object is a concept 
with the name °≈vara. As °≈vara is beyond all naturally occurring forms 
that we are able to imagine, we need a symbol for it, and that symbol is 
OM. When we say OM we think of it as the aural representation of °≈vara. 
Whenever we chant this sound we must give ourselves time for our mind 
to consider what it really means.

		  Both the repetition of the sound (japa) and the meaning must be pres-
ent in the OM. Otherwise there is a danger that the repetition will become 
mechanical. If we repeat a mantra like parrots we will not gain anything. 
The meaning of the OM is important, for the deeper we look into it, the 
more we will see in it. And each new discovery will lead to another.

Q:	 Isn’t OM a Hindu symbol?

A:	Yes, but the Hindu OM is not written the same way as the yoga OM. We 
must not confuse the two. Let me tell you a story. A few years ago I was 
invited to a big international conference on yoga. On the first day, a Mus-
lim yoga teacher showed me the conference brochure. On the cover was 
the Hindu symbol for OM. I turned it over and on the back was the same 
symbol. I opened it and found the same OM on every page used as a logo to 
separate the announcements of the various activities and events. A number 
of people were wearing T-shirts with a huge Hindu OM printed on the front 
or the back. I don’t know how many people were wearing pendants with 
the same symbol on them, and there was even a dog there named OM! 
	 I must admit I was most embarrassed by this teacher who knew India 
well and was asking me the meaning of this ubiquitous display of the 
Hindu OM. For us OM is not a gadget or a decoration. We regard it with 
the utmost seriousness and respect.

		  I suggested to the conference director that I give a lecture on the abuse 
of the symbol. I explained the value of the symbol for us and talked about 
the great respect and care with which we have been taught to regard it.  
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I also tried to help people understand that this symbol does not belong just 
to yoga, saying there had been some mistakes made in the way it was being 
used at this very conference. I naively believed that my audience would 
appreciate these things, but in fact some of them were so attached to their 
pendants and T-shirts that they became very angry at my intervention. 
	 I think this story exemplifies the confusion that exists between 
Hinduism and yoga, even among teachers of yoga. The symbol OM also 
belongs to the Buddhist and Jain traditions; it is not exclusive to Hinduism. 
To misuse it wittingly is to act with disrespect toward all these groups.

Q:	  If I give myself over to the protective guidance of °≈vara, what does my 
purußa do? How am I to understand what you have said in the past about 
purußa being the master?

A: 	You have problems and are unable to overcome certain obstacles—pu-
rußa is certainly not in charge at this time! For this reason, you entrust 
yourself to another master. Just think for a moment of a situation in which 
you are having difficulties with your practice. You need help.  But what 
kind? Whatever form of help you get, it has only one goal—to restore 
your equanimity and bring clarity to your mind. When your mind is a 
little quieter, you begin to move again. You do not need anyone to push 
you. The moment you get stuck you can try a little pr¡∆¡y¡ma or do a few 
¡sanas; that may be enough. Yoga offers you many possibilities; foremost 
among them are devotion, faith, and complete trust in °≈vara. 

		  When I discuss how the S¡µkhya philosophy and yoga see the relation-
ship between purußa, body, and mind, the highest entity is purußa, then the 
mind, then the senses, and lastly the body. In the course of our lives this 
relationship gradually becomes inverted and purußa is pushed to the bot-
tom. Purußa is ruled by the mind, the mind by the senses, the senses by the 
body. That is our everyday situation. The aim of yoga is to turn this process 
around and restore purußa to the place it really should occupy. The real 
quality of the human being is that it can be guided by that something that 
has the ability to perceive. That something is our purußa. The problem is 
always only that we lose sight of our purußa, even forgetting that it exists.

		  Machines and the outside world control us completely. Yoga attempts to 
restore us to our true nature, wherein purußa is the master that mind, senses, 
and body obey. These three rank lower than purußa and are meant to serve it.

Q:	  If this is so—if all these things are meant to serve the purußa—is the purußa 
then meant to serve °≈vara?

A:	The question you pose does not arise in yoga. There is no master- 
servant relationship between purußa and °≈vara. What I am trying to say 
is this: someone who is attempting to improve him- or herself and 
suddenly cannot make any more progress can turn to various sources 
and techniques for help. Of these, one of the most important is to 
turn to °≈vara for guidance. By so doing there is more room, more 
space created in the mind, and the clearer the mind becomes, the 
more chances there are for our purußa to play its true role and en-
able us to understand our situation. °≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ can therefore 
be helpful to us because only °≈vara is, was, and always will be 
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beyond avidy¡. That is how it is. Whether our purußa is there to serve 
°≈vara is irrelevant.

Q: 	Can you say that devotion to °≈vara is the best way to overcome obstacles?

A:	That varies from one person to another. If someone comes to me with dif-
ficulties and I immediately say: “Why don’t you just pray?” it is very likely 
that I am not responding at all appropriately to that person. Many people 
would turn down a suggestion like that at once. “Don’t tell me to pray!” 
they would say. “I have no time for God.” I used to be like this myself. 
When I went through the Yoga Sütra with my father the first time, I said to 
him: “Please don’t preach °≈vara to me. I want to know about yoga. I don’t 
want to learn how to pray.” Nowadays I would not say that, but I have not 
always been the way I am now.

		  I repeat what I have said before: we must teach a person what he or she 
can accept at the time, not what we think would finally be best for them. 
We do well to respect the fact that, to some people, the concept of °≈vara 
means nothing at all. Over the years I have had a lot to do with people who, 
when they first took up yoga, had the same attitude I used to have. I don’t 
know how it happens, but in the course of time their attitude toward the 
concept of °≈vara almost always changes. A kind of respect develops, and 
gradually they begin to accept the existence of something that is higher than 
we are. They would never have been able to accept this at the beginning 
of their practice. This happens with people of very different backgrounds, 
and this change almost always occurs. We cannot make devotion to °≈vara 
a prerequisite for starting yoga studies. To be open is essential in yoga. 
Everything is real, but everything changes. So only when someone is ready 
to talk about °≈vara do I ever mention the concept.
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Krishnamacharya, age 79, in õïräsana 
parivr. tti (above) and viparïta 

kon. äsana  parivr. tti. 
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The Many Paths of Yoga

Yoga offers several methods for attaining clarity of mind, 
each with its own emphasis. In the Bhagavad Gïtä alone, eighteen different 
forms of yoga are named. I shall discuss the following nine: jñana yoga, bhakti 
yoga, mantra yoga, r¡ja yoga, karma yoga, kriy¡ yoga, tantra yoga, ku∆∂alin•  
yoga, and ha†ha yoga.

Jn~äna yoga
Jñäna means “knowledge.” Jñ¡na yoga describes the search for real knowl-
edge. Traditionally this search begins by listening to the words of a teacher 
who explains the old yoga texts to his or her students. This is followed by 
reflection, discussion with others, and clarification of doubtful points, which 
leads to the gradual recognition of the truth and a merging with it.

The underlying assumption of jñ¡na yoga is that all knowledge lies hidden 
within us—we only have to discover it. The Yoga Sütra says that the moment 
the mind is freed from the bonds of avidy¡, jñ¡na occurs spontaneously. Pre-
viously it was locked in and therefore unavailable to us. The state in which 
this true understanding occurs is none other than sam¡dhi. Dhy¡na is the way 
to sam¡dhi.

Bhakti yoga
The term bhakti comes from the root bhaj, which means “to serve.” It does 
not mean to serve a person, however, but rather to serve a power greater 
than ourselves. This is the idea discussed in connection with the practice of 
•≈varapra∆idh¡n¡.

By whatever means, in bhakti yoga we serve the divine being, which is the 
ultimate source of help and guidance. Following bhakti yoga, we offer all our 
thoughts and actions to this higher power. In everything we see, and in every 
other human being, we recognize God—truth. We act out of a conviction that 
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we are serving God. We always carry his name within us. We meditate on him. We 
go into his temples. We are completely devoted to him. That is bhakti yoga.

Mantra yoga
A mantra can be a single syllable such as “ram,” a number of syllables, or a 
whole verse. One of the most often used definitions of a mantra is something 
that protects the person who has received it. It is not something we can find 
in a book or buy somewhere.

Traditionally a mantra is given to a student by a teacher, at the time when the 
teacher knows exactly what the student needs. This process can take years. A 
mantra given in any other way may perhaps show some results at first, but they 
will not last. The mantra receives its special meaning and power through the 
way it is given and the way it is put together. Often there is a special image, 
either real or imaginary, that is linked to the mantra and visualized while the 
words are repeated. If we are aware of its meaning and maintain our practice 
over a period of time, repeating the mantra as we were taught, mantra yoga 
can have the same effect as jñ¡na yoga or bhakti yoga.

Räja yoga
The translation of the word räjä is “king.” In the context of r¡ja yoga, it describes 
a king who is always in a state of enlightenment. The king stands for something 
in us that is more than what we usually consider ourselves to be. R¡ja can also 
refer to the divine being or power mentioned in connection with bhakti yoga.

The way toward accepting the existence of °≈vara is often described as r¡ja 
yoga. In this respect, God or °≈vara is then the king referred to by the word räjä. 
In the Vedas we find many uses of the word räjä in connection with °≈vara.

There are other definitions of r¡ja yoga for those who do not want to link it 
to °≈vara. You can say that there is a king in each one of us; we understand this 
concept as purußa. This purußa, or the king within, normally remains hidden 
by our everyday actions. It is concealed by the workings of the mind, which is 
driven this way and that by sensual impressions, memories, and fantasies. It is 
avidy¡, of course, which conceals our purußa so that many of us are unaware 
of its existence. When this process is reversed and the mind becomes master 
of the senses, we find clarity and peace, and our purußa can take the place it 
rightfully should have. 

Whether the king is purußa or °≈vara, r¡ja yoga refers to the kind of yoga 
where the king takes his rightful place. In the Yoga Sütra it says that when 
there is no more restlessness in the mind, purußa will unfold and see. That is 
r¡ja yoga.

Karma yoga
Karma is action. The Bhagavad Gïtä ascribes a central place to karma yoga, 
stating that in life we can only act, but we should not be affected by the results 

Figure 33: The position of the 
suæumn. ä (1), iàä (2), and  

pin. galä (3) näàïs, and their 
six points of convergence, 

known as the cakras.
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of our action. If the fruits of our efforts do not correspond to our expectations, 
we should not be disappointed, for the effort itself is often imperfect. Our 
actions should indeed never be determined by any expectations, for we can 
never be sure of the results of our actions. We should also not take the credit 
when things turn out well, for we are not necessarily personally responsible 
for successes any more than we are responsible for failures. And it could 
well be that we see things in a different light tomorrow. We must involve 
ourselves through action, but leave the rest to God and expect nothing. This is 
the explanation of karma yoga given in the Bhagavad Gïtä, and this definition 
corresponds to that of •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ in chapter 2 of the Yoga Sütra.1 

Kriyä yoga

There are many different ideas about the definition of kriy¡ yoga. The 
Yoga Sütra describes it as the whole spectrum of practices known as yoga.  
Everything that we can actually practice is kriy¡ yoga, and the Yoga Sütra 
names three aspects that together define kriy¡ yoga: tapas, sv¡dh¡ya, and 
•≈varapra∆idh¡n¡.2

Tapas are practices such as ¡sana and pr¡∆ayama that can help us to remove 
blocks and tensions, both physical and mental. Sv¡dhy¡ya means searching, 
asking questions, looking into ourselves. And •≈varapra∆idh¡n¡, as explained 
above, is action not motivated by outcome. When these three aspects are 
linked together in our practice, we are on the kriy¡ yoga path.

Haåha, Kun. àalinï, and Tantra yoga
If we want to understand ha†ha, ku∆∂alin•, and tantra yoga, we must look 
closely at a concept that is central to all three, namely, the concept of 
ku∆∂alin•. The fundamental idea, shared by all types of yoga that talk about 
ku∆∂alin•, is that there are certain channels or n¡∂• in the body through 
which pr¡∆a can enter and leave. There are many n¡∂•, but in the context 
of ku∆∂alin• we need only concern ourselves with the three most important 
ones: i∂¡, pi©gal¡, and sußum∆¡, all three of which run along the spine. 
Sußum©¡ runs straight up the spinal column, whereas i∂¡ and pi©gal¡ cross 
over the spinal column and back a number of times. The i∂¡ n¡∂• passes 
the left nostril and the pi©gal¡ n¡∂• passes the right nostril. Both have other 
names such as ha and åha, the two syllables that make up the word haåha. 
Ha represents i∂¡ and the cool energy of the moon (candra); åha represents 
pi©gal¡ and the hot energy of the sun (sürya). The n¡∂• meet at the six 
points in the body recognized as the cakras. Figure 33 shows the locations 
of the cakras along the central axis of the spine. There is one between the 
eyebrows, one in the throat, one in the heart region, one in the navel, one 
just above the base of the trunk, and one at the base of the spine.

Ideally, pr¡∆a flows unhindered along all these passages, but this can only 
happen when they are not blocked by impurities and rubbish. Normally pr¡∆a 2.Yoga Sütra 2.1.

1. We are reminded of 
Vyasa’s commentary on 
s¶tra 2.1, in which he says 
“°≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ is the 
dedication of all actions to 
God or the renunciation of 
the desire for the fruits of 
all action.”
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cannot reach sußum∆¡ but only flows through the i∂¡ (ha) and pi©gal¡ (†ha) 
n¡∂•, and often insufficiently at that. When it is possible for the pr¡∆a to enter 
the sußum∆¡ n¡∂•, the pr¡∆a of ha and †ha unite (yoga), which is why we call 
the process of getting there ha†ha yoga. 

The sußum∆¡ or central n¡∂• is regarded as the ideal path for pr¡∆a. If pr¡∆a 
flows through this central passage, it is concentrated in the body to such a 
large degree that its effects can spread throughout the body in an ideal way. 
None of it gets lost outside the body. When I was describing the purpose and 
effect of pr¡∆¡y¡ma, I said that the state in which pr¡∆a leaks out of the body 
is one in which avidy¡ prevails. How and where pr¡∆a flows in the body, 
therefore, has direct consequences for our state of mind: if we cannot keep 
enough pr¡∆a in the n¡∂•, if blocks hinder its flow and it cannot keep flowing 
in the right direction, it dissipates outside the body and results in the mind 
becoming dark and restless. Conversely, the collection of pr¡∆a in the body 
brings about inner peace and true understanding. The free flow of pr¡∆a in 
the sußum∆¡ is not normally possible because something blocks the passage. 
This block is symbolized by a coiled snake, the ku∆∂alin•.

The concept of ku∆∂alin• is confused by many imprecise definitions, and 
even a text such as the Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä contains contradictory descrip-
tions of it. The definition that follows is derived from what in my opinion 
is the best, the clearest, and the most coherent text on this subject, the Yoga 
Yäjñavalkya. There ku∆∂alin• is defined unambiguously as an obstacle. What 
is to enter the sußum∆¡ at some stage or other through your yoga practice is, 
according to this text, not the ku∆∂alin• itself, but simply pr¡∆a. Many books 
say that it is the ku∆∂alin• itself that rises up through the sußum∆¡, but this 
does not make sense if we follow the Yoga Yäjñavalkya, one of the oldest texts 
that deals with this aspect of yoga. One of its central concepts is that pr¡∆a 
and the various forms it takes in the body are linked to the practice of yoga, 
and it says that if we are successful in our practice, the ku∆∂alin• is burned 
up, making the way clear for pr¡∆a.3

A snake killed while lying in a curled position unfolds and streches out, 
the muscles no longer able to keep it coiled. It is said that when the fire in 
the body, agni, has killed the snake, the ku∆∂alin• unrolls and the passage is 
open to the flow of pr¡∆a. This does not happen overnight. Even when parts 
of the ku∆∂alin• are destroyed, it remains capable of blocking sußum∆¡ for 
a long time.

If you closely consider this image, it becomes clear that ku∆∂alin• is another 
way of depicting what we call avidy¡. In the same way that avidy¡ can become 
so powerful that it totally prevents us from seeing purußa, ku∆∂alin• blocks 
the pr¡∆a and prevents it from rising through the sußum∆¡. The moment the 
ku∆∂alin• is burned is the same moment that avidy¡ ceases to exist. Then pr¡∆a 
is able to enter the sußum∆¡ and slowly move upward. We can also understand 
ha†ha yoga as part of r¡ja yoga, which is defined as the process in which pr¡∆a, 
the friend of purußa, gradually rises upward. When it gets to the top, purußa 
unfolds and the king within us emerges. When the emphasis is primarily on the 

3. Yoga Yäjñavalkya  
12.11–12, 16.
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concept of ku∆∂alin•, then we speak of the practice as ku∆∂alin• yoga. Ha†ha 
yoga is so named when our practice focuses on removing the division between 
ha and †ha. 

Lastly, the term tantra yoga may be used in describing a yoga practice 
based on ku∆∂alin•. In tantra yoga the emphasis is on certain energies that 
are normally squandered being directed in such a way that they can reduce 
the blocks that stand in the way of the pr¡∆a. The practices of tantra yoga are 
distinctive; indeed, the word tantra translates as “technique” in the positive 
sense, meaning a skill or craft. In tantra yoga the focus is on the body, and 
a wide range of connections and relationships between the body and other 
aspects of the world and cosmos is made.

Further Thoughts on Kun. àalinï
Q:	 I have read that the moment the ku∆∂alin• is freed, it feels like a powerful 

electric shock running through a cable. It also said that if the cable is not 
strong enough for the current, it will burn out. This is dangerous and you 
must be prepared for it. Do you have any thoughts on this?

A:	 It seems to me that ku∆∂alin• must be described in this way because it is 
surrounded by a lot of mystery and a lot of superstition. It seems mysteri-
ous because we cannot simply cut the body open and see this power. But 
if we relate this power to pr¡∆a, there is no longer anything mysterious 
about it. That is the beauty of a text such as the Yoga Yäjñavalkya. On the 
experience of the rising of pr¡∆a in the sußum∆¡, the Yoga Yäjñavalkya quite 
simply says: “How could I describe what a person then becomes aware of?” 
There is no shock such as the one you described. When some-one sees the 
truth, the only shock is to have to see what he or she was before. There is 
no question of a one-thousand-volt shock or the like.

		  While it is a good metaphor to describe the rising of the ku∆∂alin• 
like this, it makes little sense to take it literally. If we were to say that 
ku∆∂alin• is an energy force that leads us to the truth, then we would also 
have to accept that there are two different types of energy existing side 
by side: pr¡∆a and ku∆∂alin•. Many of these ideas are based on super- 
ficial and inaccurate translations, or the inability to explain unclear pas-
sages in certain texts. For this reason, these concepts and techniques must 
be explained by someone who has not only a great wealth of practical 
experience and well-founded knowledge, but also considerable profi-
ciency in Sanskrit, the language in which the texts are written. Very 
often there is a lack of both.

Q:	 If we burn up ku∆∂alin• bit by bit, does more pr¡∆a gradually enter the 
sußum∆¡?

A:	We must be careful that we do not go too far in using images to describe 
certain experiences. We should never forget that they are images and not 
the experience itself. Nevertheless, we could imagine it just exactly as you 
do. Sometimes we move into a state of mind which we could describe as 
dhy¡na or sam¡dhi; then we are back in a distracted state again. If the mind 
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is without peace or clarity, the ku∆∂alin• is lying curled up, blocking 
sußum∆¡. If the mind quiets, it is less obstructed by ku∆∂alin•, and we may 
perhaps experience a state of being in which the mind is operating solely 
on the level of clear sight and true understanding. All that really means is 
that pr¡∆a is rising higher in the sußum∆¡ and can now flow freely through 
places that were previously blocked.

Q:	  According to ha†ha yoga, is the use of the bandha the only way of moving 
the ku∆∂alin•?

A: 	No. If you read the Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä, for example, you will discover 
that none of the techniques given is “the only one.” Various methods are 
described in different chapters. The same is true for the Gheran. àa Sam. hitä, 
the Õiva Sam. hitä, and other classical texts. Many different suggestions are 
made therein.

Q:	  Is it then the case that in other kinds of yoga you have the same physical 
experience as in ku∆∂alin• yoga? What is it like when avidy¡ disappears 
for someone who is, for example, following the path of jñ¡na yoga and who 
becomes a jñ¡ni?

A:	  If the mind is restless, there is no jñ¡na, no knowledge. The terms ha and 
åha are used for describing the extreme states of an oscillating mind. The 
flow of pr¡∆a solely into ha (i∂¡) and †ha (pi©gal¡) shows a restless mind 
swinging back and forth between extremes. Pr¡∆a in the sußum∆¡, on the 
other hand, represents a clear, quiet mind. So a jñ¡ni is someone whose 
pr¡∆a flows in the sußum∆¡. With other people, the flow of pr¡∆a is still 
limited in a very imperfect way to the two opposing n¡∂•, ha and †ha. We 
must not let ourselves be confused by the way different schools of yoga 
describe the same process. Many of these things are described very clearly 
and explicitly in the Yoga Sütra, but neither ha nor †ha are mentioned in 
it. The Yoga Sütra considers these questions from a fundamental position, 
showing us how little difference there really is between these various 
concepts. Primarily it is a question of our state of mind. Whatever happens 
to the mind and causes a change in it affects the whole person, including 
the body and all experiences on the physical level. This is the basis of the 
Yoga Sütra, which is a great guide if you want to understand all these things 
more fully.

		  People often ask me if I teach ¡sanas, and when I answer “yes” they say: 
“Oh, then you are a ha†ha yogi!” If I am talking about the Yoga Sütra they 
say “Oh, you are a r¡ja yogi!” And if I say I recite the Vedas the comment 
is: “Oh, so you are a mantra yogi!” If I simply say that I practice yoga, they 
do not know what to make of me. Many people want to give everything and 
everyone a label. Unfortunately, these classifications have become much 
too important and give the impression that there are fundamental differ-
ences between the various forms of yoga. But really they are all dealing 
with the same thing, and are only looking at them from different perspec-
tives. If we really follow one direction in yoga as far as we can go, then it 
will lead us along all paths of yoga.
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Bottom:  
Mark Whitwell and  

Desikachar.

Middle: Desikachar in 
his study.

Top: Desikachar, his wife 
Menaka, and Chandrashakar, 

director of the Krishnamacharya 
Yoga Mandiram, chanting  

in the Sannadhi. 
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PART III 
The 
Yoga Sutra 
of  
Patañjali

with
Translation and  
Commentary by
T. K. V. DESIKACHAR

Middle and bottom:  
Desikachar and Menaka.

Top:  
Krishnamacharya in 
mülabandhäsana.
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The statue of Patañjali in  
the courtyard of the 

Krishnamacharya 
Yoga Mandiram. 
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introduction

Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra is the heart of yoga. The heart, hr. daya, 
is that which does not change and Patañjali gave a permanent definition and 
form to yoga in his Sütra. The heart without pr¡∆a, however, is not alive and  
is without relevance for us. Desikachar explains that the teaching relationship  
is the pr¡∆a or life of the Yoga Sütra; it is the teacher who brings the heart into 
life. The Yoga Sütra is a potent tool for the teacher who is able to make it rel-
evant to the student and thus transmit the transformative power of the heart.

Desikachar emphasizes that what follows is an introduction because the 
Yoga Sütra is vast in its scope. Krishnamacharya says that there is an ocean 
between atha and iti, the first and last syllables of the Sütra. In the study of 
the Sütra with one’s teacher, meaningful and powerful insights seem to leap 
out of the words, sometimes in very unexpected ways. It is recommended 
that one study with a teacher who has likewise studied and practiced with a 
competent teacher, whose tapas (practice), svådhyåya (self-understanding), 
and •∞varapran. idhånå (surrender) have produced clarity.

Patañjali presented his work in the style known as s¶tra, that which has very 
few words, yet is free from ambiguity, full of essence, universal in context, 
and affirmative. The sütra (from which we get suture) links the teacher, the 
teaching, and the student. As yoga study and practice develop, the message 
of the Sütra takes on a deeper resonance and becomes more relevant, more 
revealing. There can be no haste or exaggerated effort to gain its understand-
ing; it must be a natural process.

There is uncertainty as to who Patañjali was. There are some who think of 
him as the divine incarnation of the serpent Ananta who supports the whole 
universe. He is the Adhi≈eßa, “the first servant of God,” who “being so close 
to God, knows the teaching of God best.” We can assume that Patañjali did 
not originate the yoga teaching but inherited it from the vastness of the Vedas. 
On the instruction of a great teacher, he identified all the teachings in the 
Vedas about the mind and presented them in this precise, organized form. 
Yoga concepts such as Ïõvara, kleõa, karma, gun. as, puruæßa, samädhi, siddhi, 
and kaivalya are all contained in the ancient Upanißads in different forms. The 
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Vedas, however, are presented in no particular order, making it difficult to 
study anything in a coherent fashion. It is a great gift therefore that Patañjali 
systematized the yoga teachings from the Vedas into an accessible system 
of development.

The short, pithy words and meanings of the Sütra enabled oral transmis-
sion of the yoga understanding from teacher to student through the centuries. 
In our time, it was Krishnamacharya who had the privilege of learning the 
intricacies of these words at a very practical level from his teacher, Rama-
mohan Brahmachari. Likewise,  Desikachar’s study and practice with Krish-
nama-charya has resulted in clarity and the present-day relevance of every 
s¶tra. Krishnamacharya and Desikachar are not interested in spiritual or  
philosophical speculation. Rather, they have brought to yoga an intellectual 
rigor, technical definition, and practice to determine the means by which each 
person may reduce du˙kha (suffering).

In contrast to other Indian systems of philosophy that state that nothing is real 
except God, Patañjali’s position is that everything in a person’s experience 
is sat, the “truth” or “reality,” and cannot be denied. Even du˙kha is sat and 
is not something to be ashamed of or react against. Everyone has du˙kha. It 
is part of our reality and if recognized, serves to wake us up to further clarity 
and understanding. As Krishnamacharya would say, “Thank God for du˙kha,” 
which he described as the “unavoidable motive for practice.” Furthermore, 
Patañjali makes it clear that everything in our experience is changing; noth-
ing, including du˙kha, is in a fixed condition. Therefore, if there is the desire, 
we can make positive changes for ourselves. Patañjali gives innumerable 
means within our grasp that begin with the present reality of our experience. 
We must begin at the beginning and Desikachar puts it simply: “If you tell a 
person who cannot find their own house that there is a pot of gold inside, they 
would be happier had they not had this information. What use is the gold if it 
cannot be found? It only causes pain. First they must find the house and enter 
it. Then there are many possibilities.”

Patañjali summarizes the process and the tools for self-understanding. If 
the appropriate means are selected and practiced with the help of a teacher, 
our turbulent minds can be brought to peace and extraordinary wisdom and 
well-being is our potential.

This is the essential message of Patañjali communicated by Krishnamacha-
rya and Desikachar.

—Mark Whitwell
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Pronunciation Guide 

Guttural (pronounced from the throat)

vowels	 a	 as in but
	 ä	 as in father
plain	 k	 as in kin
	 g	 as in good
aspirate	 kh	 as in sinkhole
	 gh	 as in leghorn
	 h	 as in hand
nasal	 n.	 as in encore

Palatal (pronounced from the palate)

vowels	 i	 as in tin
	 •	 as in teeth
plain	 c	 as in church
	 j	 as in judge
aspirate	 ch	 as in coachhorse
	 jh	 as in hedgehog
semivowel	 y	 as in you
sibilant	 õ	 as in sure

Retroflex (pronounced with the tip of the tongue curled up)

vowels	 r.	 as in sabre
	 r̄.	 as in chagrin
plain	 å	 as in cart
	 ∂	 as in ardent
aspirate	 åh	 as in carthorse
	 àh	 as in fordham
nasal	 n.	 as in friend
semivowel	 r	 as in rib
sibilant	 æ	 as in hush

Dental (pronounced with the tip of the tongue against upper teeth)

vowels	 l.	 as in able
plain	 t	 as in theatre
	 d	 as in they
aspirate	 th	 as in withheld
	 dh	 as in buddha
nasal	 n	 as in boon
semivowel	 I	 as in lip
sibilant	 s	 as in sun
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Labial (pronounced with the lips)

vowel	 u	 as in bull
	 ü	 as in rule
plain	 p	 as in pat
	 b	 as in bee
aspirate	 ph	 as in uphill
	 bh	 as in abhor
nasal	 m	 as in man

Guttural and palatal

vowels	 e	 as in prey
	 ai	 as in aisle

Guttural and labial

vowels	 o	 as in go
	 au	 as in cow

Dental and labial

semivowel	 v	 as in van

Nasal

≥ (µ) or © makes preceding vowel nasal

Aspirate

˙ makes preceeding vowel aspirate
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1

s⁄madhip⁄da¥

The s¥tras of Patañjali are presented in four chapters. The first chapter is 
called samädhipäda (the chapter on samådhi). This chapter defines Yoga 
and its characteristics and discusses the problems encountered in reaching 
the state of Yoga and ways in which these problems can be handled. Each 
s¥tra is presented in the original Devanågar• script with a transliteration 
of the Sanskrit, a translation in italics, and commentary.

1.1

atha yog¡nu≈¡sanam

The first s¶tra introduces the subject matter, as the oral tradition requires. 
In the convention of ancient Sanskrit literature, the first word, atha, car-
ries the connotation of a prayer, both for an auspicious beginning and a 
successful conclusion to the work that follows.

Here begins the authoritative instruction on Yoga.

Patañjali indicates that while the subject matter is of ancient origin and 
he is not the originator, he has studied it to an appropriate depth under 
his own teacher and is now competent to share his understanding with his 
disciples. His style will be in a manner suitable for them to transmit it in 
turn directly to their disciples through the traditional oral methods.

1.2

yoga≈gcittavƒttinirodha˙

What is Yoga? It is a word with many interpretations and connotations. 
Patañjali defines his understanding of the word.

Yoga is the ability to direct the mind exclusively toward an object and 
sustain that direction without any distractions.

149
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The object can be a concrete one either external to ourselves or part of 
ourselves. It can be an area of interest, a concept, or something beyond 
the level of the senses, such as God.

1.3

tad¡ draß†u˙ svar¶pe ’vasth¡nam

Then the ability to understand the object fully and correctly is  
apparent.

In a state of Yoga the different preconceptions and products of the imagi-
nation that can prevent or distort understanding are controlled, reduced, 
or eliminated. The tendency not to be open to a fresh comprehension 
and the inability to comprehend are overcome.

1.4

vƒttis¡r¶pyamitaratra

In the absence of the state of mind called Yoga,

The ability to understand the object is simply replaced by the mind’s 
conception of that object or by a total lack of comprehension.

A disturbed mind can rarely follow a direction. If it ever does, compre-
hension of the object will be faulty.

1.5

vƒttaya˙ pañcatayya˙ kliß†¡kliß†¡˙

What is the mind? Patañjali defines it as the activities that occupy it. It 
cannot be perceived except in terms of these activities.

There are five activities of the mind. Each of them can be beneficial 
and each can cause problems.

Whether these activities are beneficial or create problems cannot be 
immediately seen. Time alone will confirm their effects.
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1.6

pram¡∆aviparyayavikalpanidr¡smƒtaya˙

The five activities are comprehension, misapprehension, imagin- 
ation, deep sleep, and memory.

Each mental activity has its own characteristics and although not always 
apparent, they can be individually recognized. Their dominance and  
effects on our behavior and attitudes combine to make up our personalities.

1.7

pratyakß¡num¡n¡gam¡˙ pram¡∆¡ni

The activities are each defined.

Comprehension is based on direct observation of the object, infer-
ence, and reference to reliable authorities.

The mind can register an object directly through the senses. When the 
available information is inadequate or incomplete for sensual per- 
ception, other faculties, such as logic and memory, may enable a more 
complete comprehension of the object to be inferred. When no direct 
comprehension is possible, reference to reliable authorities, such as a 
written text or a trusted individual, can enable comprehension indirectly. 
In such a way do we understand places, people, or concepts outside our 
direct experiences. In a state of Yoga, comprehension is different from 
comprehension at other times. It is closer to the true nature of the object.

1.8

viparyayo mithy¡jñ¡namatadr¶papratiß†ham

Misapprehension is that comprehension that is taken to be correct until 
more favorable conditions reveal the actual nature of the object.

This is considered to be the most frequent activity of the mind. It may 
occur through faulty observation or the misinterpretation of what is seen. 
It is due to our inability to understand in depth what we see, often as a 
result of past experiences and conditioning. The error may be recognized 
later or never at all. The aim of Yoga practice is to recognize and control 
the causes of misapprehension (see chapter 2 of the Sütra).
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1.9

≈abdajñ¡n¡nup¡t• vastu≈¶nyo vikalpa˙

Imagination is the comprehension of an object based only on words 
and expressions, even though the object is absent.

This happens in the absence of any direct perception. Reference to 
the meaning, connotations, or implications of descriptive words guides 
imagination toward comprehension. It may be further helped if the words 
are used poetically or oratorically. It can also arise through other means 
such as dreams, feelings, and emotions. Past experiences, stored in the 
memory, often contribute to this mental activity.

1.10

abh¡vapratyay`¡lamban¡ tamovƒttirnidr¡

Deep sleep is when the mind is overcome with heaviness and no other 
activities are present.

Sleep is a common, regular activity for the mind and there is a time for 
it. But heaviness can also occur through boredom or exhaustion result- 
ing in sleep. Sleep is a regular condition for all living beings.

1.11

anubh¶tavißay¡sa≥pramoßa˙ smƒti˙

Memory is the mental retention of a conscious experience.

All conscious experiences leave an impression on the individual and 
are stored as memory. It is not possible to tell if a memory is true, false, 
incomplete or imaginary.

All and each of these activities of the mind are confirmation of the mind’s 
existence. They are interrelated and complex so that each one, except 
perhaps sleep, should be considered as a matrix or genus of activity 
rather than a distinct entity with exclusive and limited characteristics. 
Each can, at different times and in different circumstances, be both 
beneficial or harmful. Their effects may be direct and immediate or 
they may be indirect as a later consequence of their manifestation.

Pt3-C01.indd   152 1/23/08   3:23:55 PM



 THE YOGA SÜTRA OF PATAÑJALI      153

1.12

abhy¡savair¡gy¡bhy¡≥ tannirodha˙

How do we arrive at a state of Yoga? What should we do and what 
should we not do?

The mind can reach the state of Yoga through practice and detachment.

1.13

tatra sthitau yatno ’bhy¡sa˙

What are the essential features of this practice and detachment? Even 
though the techniques involved are not specified here, the following 
two s¶tra indicate their qualities. 

Practice is basically the correct effort required to move toward,  
reach, and maintain the state of Yoga [see 1.2].

The practices chosen must be correctly learned from and guided by a 
competent teacher who understands the personal and social character 
of the student. If the appropriate practice for a particular student is not 
provided and followed, there can be little hope of achieving success.

1.14

sa tu d•rghak¡lanairantaryasatk¡r¡dar¡sevito 
dƒ∂habh¶mi˙

It is only when the correct practice is followed for a long time, without 
interruptions and with a quality of positive attitude and eagerness, 
that it can succeed.

There will always be a tendency to start practice with enthusiasm and 
energy, and a desire for sudden results. But the continuing pressures of 
everyday life and the enormous resistance of the mind encourages us to 
succumb to human weaknesses. All this is understandable, we all have 
these tendencies. This s¶tra emphasizes the need to approach practice 
soberly with a positive, self-disciplined attitude and with a long-term 
view toward eventual success.
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1.15

dƒßt¡nu≈ravikavisayavitƒß∆asya 
va≈•k¡rasa≥jñ¡vair¡gyam

As we develop our practice along the correct lines, we find that our ability 
to discipline ourselves and reject intrusive influences grows. Eventually 
we may reach a state of detachment when

At the highest level there is an absence of any cravings, either for 
the fulfillment of the senses or for extraordinary experiences.

There are benefits from practice such as physical strength and dexterity, 
heightened awareness and sensitivity. There may also be the temptation 
to use our new skills to prove our higher state. But these are incidental 
benefits and diversionary temptations and if we place too much impor-
tance on them, we are in danger of losing sight of the path to Yoga.

1.16

tatpara≥ purußakhy¡tergu∆avaitƒß∆yam

Further

When an individual has achieved complete understanding of  
his true self, he will no longer be disturbed by the distracting influ-
ences within and around him. 

Detachment develops with self-understanding. The inevitable desires 
for diversion cannot be suppressed for, if they are, they will surely sur-
face again later.

1.17

vitarkavic¡r¡nand¡smit¡r¶p¡nugam¡tsa≥prajñ¡ta˙

Then the object is gradually understood fully. At first it is at a more 
superficial level. In time, comprehension becomes deeper. And finally 
it is total. There is pure joy in reaching such a depth of understand-
ing. For then the individual is so much at one with the object that he 
is oblivious to his surroundings.

Such a level of perception of the nature of the object is only possible in 
a state of Yoga. Frequently we are able to understand the superficial and 
more obvious elements. But comprehension is incomplete until we have 
achieved perception at the deepest level without any errors.
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1.18

vir¡mapratyay¡bhy¡sap¶rva˙ 
saµsk¡ra≈eßo ’nya˙

When the mind rises to the state of Yoga and remains so,

The usual mental disturbances are absent. However, memories of 
the past continue.

Then perception is immediate, not gradual. The memories remain to help 
us live in the day-to-day world, but not to create distractions.

1.19

bhavapratyayo videhaprakƒtilay¡n¡m

Inevitably, because of the many millions who share the world with us,

There will be some who are born in a state of Yoga. They need not 
practice or discipline themselves.

But these are rare persons who cannot be copied and should not be 
emulated. Indeed some may succumb to worldly influences and lose 
their superior qualities.

1.20

≈raddh¡v•ryasmƒtisam¡dhiprajñ¡p¶rvaka 
itareß¡m

But what of the rest of us? Is there really a chance of achieving this 
state of Yoga?

Through faith, which will give sufficient energy to achieve success 
against all odds, direction will be maintained. The realization of the 
goal of Yoga is a matter of time.

The goal is the ability to direct the mind toward an object without any 
distraction, resulting, in time, in a clear and correct understanding of 
that object.
	 Faith is the unshakable conviction that we can arrive at that goal. We 
must not be lulled by complacency in success or discouraged by failure. 
We must work hard and steadily through all distractions, whether seem-
ingly good or bad.
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1.21

t•vrasa≥veg¡n¡m¡sanna˙

The more intense the faith and the effort, the closer the goal.

1.22

mƒdumadhy¡dhim¡tratv¡ttato ’pi vi≈eßa˙

Do we and can we all have the same chance to reach the goal?

Inevitably the depth of faith varies with different individuals and 
at different times with the same individual. The results will reflect 
these variations.

Such variations are a part of the human condition. They are a product 
of the individual’s cultural background and capability.

1.23

°≈varapra∆idh¡n¡dv¡

Patañjali recognizes that attempts to change our state of mind to Yoga 
are fraught with obstacles that vary in potency. But for those who have 
either an inborn faith in God or are able to develop it over the years,

Offering regular prayers to God with a feeling of submission to his 
power, surely enables the state of Yoga to be achieved.

In the following s¶tra, Patañjali gives his definition of God.

1.24

kle≈akarmavip¡k¡≈ayairapar¡mƒß†a˙ 
purußavi≈eßa •≈vara˙

God is the Supreme Being whose actions are never based on 
misapprehension.
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1.25

tatra nirati≈aya≥ sarvajñab•jam

How can God be so extraordinary? 

He knows everything there is to be known. 

His comprehension is beyond any human comparisons.

1.26

sa eßa p¶rveß¡mapi guru˙  
k¡len¡navacched¡t

Is God, according to Patañjali, timebound or timeless?

God is eternal. In fact he is the ultimate teacher. He is the source of 
guidance for all teachers: past, present, and future.

1.27

tasya v¡caka˙ pra∆ava˙

How should we refer to God? How should we address him?

In the way most appropriate to the qualities of God.

In different cultures and different religions different words are used to 
describe God and his qualities. It is more important that we express God 
with the greatest respect and without any conflicts. In this a teacher can 
be a great help.

1.28

tajjapastadarthabh¡vanam

How do we relate to God?

In order to relate to God it is necessary to regularly address him 
properly and reflect on his qualities.

Patañjali suggests that it is necessary to reflect constantly on the quali-
ties of God. This might be aided by the repeated recitation of his name 
together with prayer and contemplation. But mechanical repetition and 
prayer is worthless, it must be accompanied by conscious thought and 
consideration, and by profound respect.
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1.29

tata˙ pratyakcetan¡dhigamo ’pyantar¡y¡bh¡va≈ca

For those who have faith in God, such reflections will inevitably be 
beneficial.

The individual will in time perceive his true nature. He will not be 
disturbed by any interruptions that may arise in his journey to the 
state of Yoga.

1.30

vy¡dhisty¡nasa≥≈ayapram¡d¡lasy¡virati- 
bhr¡ntida≈san¡labdhabh¶mikatv¡na- 

vasthitatv¡ni cittavikßep¡ste ’ntar¡y¡˙

What, if any, are the interruptions?

There are nine types of interruptions to developing mental clarity: 
illness, mental stagnation, doubts, lack of foresight, fatigue, overin-
dulgence, illusions about one’s true state of mind, lack of persever-
ance, and regression. They are obstacles because they create mental 
disturbances and encourage distractions.

The more we are vulnerable to these interruptions the more difficult it 
is to reach a state of Yoga.

1.31

du˙khadaurmanasy¡©gamejayatva≈v¡sapra≈v¡s¡ 
vikßepasahabhuva˙

Can we tell when these interruptions are having an effect and taking 
root?

All these interruptions produce one or more of the following symptoms: 
mental discomfort, negative thinking, the inability to be at ease in 
different body postures, and difficulty in controlling one’s breath.
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Any of these symptoms can have further consequences. The following 
eight s¶tras give some suggestions for controlling these interruptions and 
their symptoms. These suggestions are useful both for those with great 
faith in God and for those with no faith.

1.32

tatpratißedh¡rthamekatattv¡bhy¡sa˙

If one can select an appropriate means to steady the mind and practice 
this, whatever the provocations, the interruptions cannot take root.

1.33

maitr•karu∆¡muditopekß¡n¡≥ 
sukhaduhkhapu˜˜∆y¡pu∆yavißay¡∆¡≥ 

bh¡van¡ta≈cittapras¡danam

In daily life we see people around who are happier than we are, 
people who are less happy. Some may be doing praiseworthy things 
and others causing problems. Whatever may be our usual attitude 
toward such people and their actions, if we can be pleased with 
others who are happier than ourselves, compassionate toward those 
who are unhappy, joyful with those doing praiseworthy things, and 
remain undisturbed by the errors of others, our mind will be very 
tranquil.

1.34

pracchardanavidh¡ra∆¡bhya≥ v¡ pr¡∆asya

When we find interruptions or the symptoms of interruptions

The practice of breathing exercises involving extended exhalation 
might be helpful.

The techniques, however, must be correctly taught and guided.
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1.35

vißayavat• v¡ pravƒttirutpann¡ manasa˙ sthitinibandhin•

The role of the senses, such as sight and hearing, in providing information 
to the mind has far-reaching effects. They are the doors of perception 
and we are often their slaves. But can we not examine what is even 
more powerful in us than our senses? Can we not make them sharper 
and at our disposal?

By regular inquiry into the role of the senses we can reduce mental 
distortions.

1.36

vi≈ok¡ v¡ jyotißmat•

One of the great mysteries of life is life itself.

When we inquire into what life is and what keeps us alive, we may 
find some solace for our mental distractions.

Consideration of things greater than our individual selves helps us put 
ourselves in perspective.

1.37

v•tar¡gavißaya≥ v¡ cittam

When we are confronted with problems, the counsel of someone who 
has mastered similar problems can be a great help.

Such counsel can come directly from a living person or from the study 
of someone alive or dead.

1.38

svapnanidr¡jñ¡n¡lambana≥ v¡

When we believe we know a lot, we may become arrogant in our 
knowledge. The consequences can be disturbing. In fact even the most 
ordinary, day-to-day occurrences are not always clear to us.
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Inquiry into dreams and sleep and our experiences during or around 
these states can help to clarify some of our problems.

How refreshing it is after a good night’s sleep! How disturbing a bad 
dream can be!

1.39

yath¡bhimatadhy¡n¡dv¡

Any inquiry of interest can calm the mind.

Sometimes the most simple objects of inquiry, such as the first cry of an 
infant, can help relieve mental disturbances. Sometimes complex inqui-
ries, such as into mathematical hypotheses, will help. But such inquiries 
should not replace the main goal, which remains to change our state of 
mind gradually from distraction to direction.

1.40

param¡∆uparamamahattv¡nto ’sya va≈•k¡ra˙

What are the consequences of developing this state of Yoga?

When one reaches this state, nothing is beyond comprehension. The mind 
can follow and help understand the simple and the complex, the infinite 
and the infinitesimal, the perceptible and the imperceptible.

The actual process of this comprehension is explained below.

1.41

kß•∆avƒtterabhij¡tasyeva 
ma∆ergrah•tƒgraha∆agr¡hyeßu 
tatsthatadañjanat¡ sam¡patti˙

When the mind is free from distraction, it is possible for all the mental 
processes to be involved in the object of inquiry. As one remains in 
this state, gradually one becomes totally immersed in the object. The 
mind then, like a flawless diamond, reflects only the features of the 
object and nothing else.

In the beginning all mental activities, except sleep, are involved in the 
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comprehension of an object. But, gradually only those needed for cor-
rect, flawless comprehension remain.

1.42

tatra ≈abd¡rthajñ¡navikalpai˙ sa©k•r∆¡ savitark¡ 
sam¡patti˙

However this does not happen spontaneously. It is gradual.

Initially, because of our past experiences and ideas, our understand-
ing of the object is distorted. Everything that has been heard, read, 
or felt may interfere with our perception.

Some of these influences may have no validity. Others may now be 
redundant.

1.43

smƒtipari≈uddhau svar¶pa≈¶nyev¡rtham¡tranirbh¡s¡ 
nirvitark¡

When the direction of the mind toward the object is sustained, the 
ideas and memories of the past gradually recede. The mind becomes 
crystal clear and one with the object. At this moment there is no feel-
ing of oneself. This is pure perception.

1.44

etayaiva savic¡r¡ nirvic¡r¡ ca s¶kßmavißay¡ vy¡khy¡t¡

But this phenomenon is not limited in scope. 

This process is possible with any type of object, at any level of percep-
tion, whether superficial and general or in-depth and specific.
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1.45

s¶kßmavißayatva≥ c¡li©gaparyavas¡nam

Except that the mind cannot comprehend the very source of perception 
within us, its objects can be unlimited.

1.46

t¡ eva sab•ja˙ sam¡dhi˙

Can the mind arrive at a state of Yoga unilaterally?

All these processes of directing the mind involve an object of inquiry.

They also involve preparation, gradual progression, and sustained interest. 
For without this interest, there will be distraction. Without preparation, 
there can be no foundation. And without gradual progression, the human 
system may react and rebel.

1.47

nirvic¡ravai≈¡radye ’dhy¡tmapras¡da˙

What are the consequences of achieving this ability to direct the mind?

Then the individual begins to truly know himself.

As the correct comprehension of the object begins to enrich us, we also 
begin to understand our very being.

1.48

ƒta≥bhar¡ tatra prajñ¡

Then, what he sees and shares with others is free from error.

1.49

≈rut¡num¡naprajñ¡bhy¡manyavißay¡ vi≈eß¡rthatv¡t

His knowledge is no longer based on memory or inference. It is 
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spontaneous, direct, and at both a level and an intensity that is  
beyond the ordinary. 

In such circumstances, our mind reflects the object of our inquiry simply, 
like a clear and perfect mirror.

1.50

tajja˙ sa≥sk¡ro ’nyasa≥sk¡rapratibandh•

As this newly acquired quality of the mind gradually strengthens, 
it dominates the other mental tendencies that are based on misap-
prehensions.

1.51

tasy¡pi nirodhe sarvanirodh¡nnirb•ja˙ sam¡dhi˙

Finally, if ever,

The mind reaches a state when it has no impressions of any sort.  
It is open, clear, simply transparent.

Such comprehension is not sought. It comes inevitably and nothing can 
stop it.

This is the highest state of Yoga, but it cannot be described in words. 
Only those who have reached this state can comprehend its nature.
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2 
sadhanapadah

The second chapter is called sädhanapäda. It describes the qualities 
necessary to change the mind effectively and gradually from a state of 
distraction to one of attention and why these qualities are important and 
what the practice of them entails.

2.1

tapa˙sv¡dhy¡ye≈varapra∆idh¡n¡ni kriy¡yoga˙

The practice of Yoga must reduce both physical and mental impuri-
ties. It must develop our capacity for self-examination and help us 
to understand that, in the final analysis, we are not the masters of 
everything we do.

If the practice of Yoga does not help us to remove the symptoms and 
causes of our physical and mental problems, it cannot lead us on to 
discovering our inner being and does not lead us to understanding the 
nature and quality of actions. In such circumstances the practices will 
be of doubtful validity. The more we refine ourselves through Yoga the 
more we realize that all our actions need to be reexamined systemati-
cally and we must not take the fruits of our actions for granted.

2.2

sam¡dhibh¡van¡rtha˙ kle≈atan¶karan¡rtha≈ca

Then such practices will be certain to remove obstacles to clear 
perception.

We are all inherently capable of clear perception. But something or 
the other frequently seems to come in its way. What sort of things are 
they?
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2.3

avidy¡smit¡r¡gadveß¡bhinive≈¡˙ kle≈¡˙

The obstacles are misapprehensions, confused values, excessive 
attachments, unreasonable dislikes, and insecurity.

2.4

avidy¡ kßetramuttareß¡≥ prasuptatanuvicchinnod¡r¡∆¡m

The following s¶tra explains the interrelationships between the above 
obstacles:

Misapprehension is the source of all the other obstacles. They need 
not appear simultaneously and their impact varies. Sometimes they 
are obscure and barely visible; at other times they are exposed and 
dominant.

It is only when they are completely exposed, that the effects of these 
obstacles are evident to other people, although not necessarily to the 
individual concerned.

2.5

anity¡≈ucidu˙kh¡n¡tmasu nitya≈ucisukh¡tmakhy¡tiravidy¡

The following s¶tras describe the five obstacles listed above:

Misapprehension leads to errors in comprehension of the character, 
origin, and effects of the objects perceived.

What at one time may appear to be a great help, later turns out to be 
a problem. What we seek as a source of pleasure may turn out to have 
the opposite effect. Fool’s gold is assumed to be gold. Things that must 
change, like the beauty of youth, may be considered everlasting. What 
might be considered as the most important learning may, in time, prove 
useless.
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2.6

dƒgdar≈ana≈aktyorek¡tmatev¡smit¡

False identity results when we regard mental activity as the very 
source of perception.

Mental attitudes and activities change. They modify themselves 
according to influences such as moods, habits, and surroundings. Yet, 
somehow we often assume that they are a constant, unchanging source 
of perception (see 2.20).

2.7

sukh¡nu≈ay• r¡ga˙

Excessive attachment is based on the assumption that it will contribute 
to everlasting happiness. 

When an object satisfies a desire, it provides a moment of happiness. 
Because of this experience, the possession of objects can become very 
important, even indispensable, whatever the cost. The result may be 
future unhappiness and the loss of some essentials of life.

2.8

du˙kh¡nu≈ay• dveßa˙

Unreasonable dislikes are usually the result of painful experiences in 
the past connected with particular objects and situations.

These dislikes continue to persist even after the circumstances that 
caused the unpleasant experiences have changed or disappeared.

2.9

svarasav¡h• vidußo ’pi sam¡r¶d˙o ’bhinive≈a˙

Insecurity is the inborn feeling of anxiety for what is to come. It  
affects both the ignorant and the wise.

This syndrome may have a reasonable base in past experiences. It may be 
completely irrational. It does not disappear even when we know that death 
is imminent. It is, perhaps, the most difficult obstacle to overcome.
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2.10

te pratiprasavahey¡˙ s¶kßm¡˙

Having described the obstacles that prevent clear perception, Patañjali  
indicates what should be the attitude of one who is keen to reduce 
them.

When the obstacles do not seem to be present, it is important to be 
vigilant.

A temporary state of clarity should not be confused with a permanent 
state. To assume then that everything will be free from now on can be 
fraught with danger. It is now even more important to be careful. The 
fall from clarity to confusion is more disturbing than a state with no 
clarity at all.

2.11

dhy¡nahey¡stadvƒttaya˙

When there is evidence that obstacles are reappearing, however,  
immediately

Advance toward a state of reflection to reduce their impact and prevent 
them from taking over. 

Any means that will help us free ourselves from the consequences of 
these obstacles is acceptable. It could be a prayer, a discussion with a 
teacher, or a diversion. Patañjali has suggested a number of means in 
the first chapter (1.23, 1.30–39) and more follow.

2.12

kle≈am¶la˙ karm¡≈ayo dƒß†¡dƒß†ajanmavedan•ya˙

Why should we be so concerned about these obstacles?

Our actions and their consequences are influenced by these 
obstacles. The consequences may or may not be evident at the 
 time of the action.

These obstacles are based in the mind and in the body as well. All our 
actions emanate from them. Those actions that are initiated when the 
obstacles are dominant will certainly produce undesirable results, for 
the obstacles are based on misapprehension. When we mistake what 
we see, the conclusions drawn from what we see must be incorrect. The 
next s¶tra goes into this further.
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2.13

sati m¶le tadvip¡ko j¡ty¡yurbhog¡˙

As long as the obstacles prevail they will affect action in every res-
pect: in its execution, its duration, and its consequences.

Obstacles may lead to the faulty execution of actions. They may influ-
ence our mental attitude during the process of taking actions and perhaps 
reduce or extend their time span. And finally the fruits of actions may be 
such that they contribute to existing problems or create new ones.

2.14

te hl¡daparit¡paphal¡˙ pu∆y¡pu∆y¡hetutv¡t

Does it follow that all our actions can lead to problems of some sort?

The consequences of an action will be painful or beneficial depending 
on whether the obstacles were present in the concept or implementa-
tion of the action.

If the obstacles are dormant during the initiation and execution of an 
action, there is enough clarity to perceive the correct attitude and means 
of acting and thus avoid mistakes. If they are active, however, there 
cannot be enough clarity and the consequences can be undesirable or 
painful.

2.15

pari∆¡mat¡pasa≥sk¡radu˙khairgu∆avƒttivirodh¡cca 
du˙khameva sarva≥ vivekina˙

What is the cause of unpleasant or painful effects?

Painful effects from any object or situation can be a result of one or 
more of the following: changes in the perceived object, the desire to 
repeat pleasurable experiences, and the strong effect of condition-
ing from the past. In addition, changes within the individual can be 
contributing factors.

There is constant change of some sort in ourselves and in the objects of 
our senses. These changes may be unrecognized. Thus, we may have an  
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urge to seek for more of the same, when there is no possibility of ach-
ieving this. The effects of past conditioning can create strong reactions 
if what we are used to is not forthcoming. We must add to this the com-
plexity of patterns in ourselves and the world around us. Thus, there is 
potential in any object or situation to contribute to painful or unpleasant 
effects. What can we do?

2.16

heya≥ du˙khaman¡gatam

Painful effects that are likely to occur should be anticipated and 
avoided

Whatever helps us to anticipate or reduce painful effects must be done. 
Patañjali goes on to present the causes of such painful effects and what 
we can do to develop within ourselves the capacity to anticipate, pre-
vent, reduce, or accept them. In brief, the practice of Yoga has as its 
purpose the reduction of effects that are painful to us by increasing our 
clarity. This means we must learn to contain and control the obstacles 
listed in s¶tra 2.3.

2.17

draß†ƒdƒ≈yayo˙ sa≥yogo heyahetu˙

The primary cause of the actions that produce painful effects is now 
presented.

The cause of actions that produce painful effects is the inability to 
distinguish what is perceived from what perceives.

In each of us there exists an entity that perceives. This is quite distinct 
from what is perceived, such as the mind, body, senses, and objects. 
But, we do not often make this distinction. What is perceived is subject 
to changes, but we do not recognize these changes. This lack of clear 
understanding can produce painful effects, even without our recogniz-
ing them.
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2.18

prak¡≈akriy¡sthiti≈•la≥ bh¶tendriy¡tmaka≥ 
bhog¡pavarg¡rtha≥ dƒ≈yam

What distinguishes the objects of perception from that which perceives? 
The following s¶tras explain:

All that is perceived includes not only the external objects but also 
the mind and the senses. They share three qualities: heaviness, 
activity, and clarity. They have two types of effects; to expose the per- 
ceiver to their influences, or to provide the means to find the distinc-
tion between them and itself.

All that is perceived has the capacity to display the three qualities men-
tioned above but they vary in intensity and degree. The nature of their 
effects on us is explored further in the next few s¶tras.

2.19

vi≈eß¡vi≈eßali∆gam¡tr¡li©g¡ni gu∆aparv¡∆i

All that is perceived is related by the common sharing of the three 
qualities.

In addition they affect each other. For instance, what we eat influences 
our state of mind. Our state of mind affects our attitude to our bodies 
and to our environment.

2.20

draß†¡ dƒ≈im¡tra˙ ≈uddho ’pi pratyay¡nupa≈ya˙

What is it that perceives?

That which perceives is not subject to any variations. But, it always 
perceives through the mind

Consequently, the quality of perception is affected by the state of the 
mind which is the instrument of perception. Whether there is perception 
or not, whether it is correct or incorrect, depends on the state of mind. 
In the same way, the color of an object is affected by the color of glass 
through which it is seen.
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2.21

tadartha eva dƒ≈yasy¡tm¡

All that can be perceived has but one purpose: to be perceived.

In this way they serve the perceiver but have no individuality of their 
own. Their purpose comes from their perception by a perceiver. In the 
same way food on the table is there for the guest, not for its own sake.

2.22

kƒt¡rtha≥ prati naß†amapyanaß†am tadanyas¡dh¡ra∆atv¡t

Does this mean that without a perceiver the objects of perception do 
not exist?

The existence of all objects of perception and their appearance 
is independent of the needs of the individual perceiver. They exist 
without individual reference, to cater for the different needs of dif-
ferent individuals.

The needs of an individual may only be defined at a particular time. 
Some needs may be periodic or spasmodic. And the needs of one 
individual cannot be considered more important, in terms of quality and 
justification, than those of another. A car may not be required by the 
owner, but by the owner’s spouse. The food may not be needed now, 
but in a few hours may be essential. Does the food on the table vanish 
if the guest does not arrive?

2.23

svasv¡mi≈aktyo˙ svar¶popalabdhihetu˙ sa≥yoga˙

In addition,

All that is perceived, whatever it is and whatever its effect may be 
on a particular individual, has but one ultimate purpose. That is 
to clarify the distinction between the external that is seen and the 
internal that sees.

However powerful or disturbing something may appear to be, it is our 
reaction to it that determines its effects. Therefore, we can, by distin-
guishing between what perceives and what is perceived, what sees and 
what is seen, put the object into its correct perspective and ensure that 
we determine its effect and influence on us.
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2.24

tasya heturavidy¡

Why, on occasion, does the clarity not exist?

The absence of clarity in distinguishing between what perceives and 
what is perceived is due to the accumulation of misapprehension.

2.25

tadabh¡v¡tsa≥yog¡bh¡vo h¡na≥ taddƒ≈e˙ kaivalyam

As misapprehension is reduced there is a corresponding increase in 
clarity. This is the path to freedom.

Yes, this is the ultimate goal of Yoga practice. Freedom is the absence 
of the consequences of obstacles and the avoidance of actions that have 
distracting or disturbing effects.

2.26

vivekakhy¡tiraviplav¡ h¡nop¡ya˙

How do we achieve this freedom? Is it really possible? 

Essentially the means must be directed toward developing clarity 
so that the distinction between the changing qualities of what is 
perceived and the unchanging quality of what perceives becomes 
evident.

This requires constant effort. This effort must reduce the persistent 
intrusion of the obstacles listed in s¶tra 2.3 and eventually completely 
eliminate their effects. Once a beginning is made, the foundation of 
Yoga is laid.

2.27

tasya saptadh¡ pr¡ntabh¶mi˙ prajñ¡

The attainment of clarity is a gradual process.

The first step is to recognize that certain tendencies of our mind are 
responsible for producing painful effects. If these tendencies are not 
curtailed, we may reach a point of no return.
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2.28

yog¡©g¡nuß†h¡n¡da≈uddhikßaye 

jñ¡nad•ptir¡vivekakhy¡te˙

Can something be done to recognize and correct these tendencies? 
Patañjali proposes some definitive means for reducing the accumula-
tion of obstacles such as misapprehension. For only the reduction of 
these obstacles can reverse our tendencies responsible for producing 
undesirable effects.

The practice and inquiry into different components of Yoga gradu-
ally reduce the obstacles such as misapprehension [2.3]. Then the 
lamp of perception brightens and the distinction between what 
perceives and what is perceived becomes more and more evident. 
Now everything can be understood without error.

If the mind is cleared of the obstacles that cloud real perception there 
can be no errors or flaws in perception. Actions are freed from regret-
table consequences.

Patañjali presents the components of Yoga:

2.29

yamaniyam¡sanapr¡∆¡y¡mapraty¡h¡ra-
dh¡ra∆adhy¡nasam¡dhayo ’ß†ava©g¡ni

There are eight components of Yoga. These are:

1. yama, our attitudes toward our environment.

2. niyama, our attitudes toward ourselves.

3. äsana, the practice of body exercises.

4. prän. äyäma, the practice of breathing exercises.

5. pratyähära, the restraint of our senses.

6. dhäräna, the ability to direct our minds.

7. dhyäna, the ability to develop interactions with what we seek to 
understand.

8. samädhi, complete integration with the object to be understood.
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The order of presentation is from the external relationship to a very 
intense and refined state of introspection. This order, however, is not 
necessarily the sequence for practice. There are no set rules or defini-
tive routes. Whatever is the route most suited for the individual to reach 
the state described in s¶tra 1.2 should be followed. They all develop 
simultaneously as the individual progresses.

2.30

ahi≥s¡saty¡steyabrahmacary¡parigrah¡ yam¡˙

The eight components of Yoga are discussed in the following s¶tras.

Yama comprises:

1. Consideration for all living things, especially those who are inno-
cent, in difficulty, or worse off than we are.

2. Right communication through speech, writings, gesture, and  
actions.

3. Noncovetousness or the ability to resist a desire for that which 
does not belong to us.

4. Moderation in all our actions.

5. Nongreediness or the ability to accept only what is appropriate.

How we exhibit these qualities and how we strive for them depends 
inevitably on our social and cultural background, our religious beliefs, 
and our individual character and potential. But their representation in 
an individual is a reflection of the extent to which the obstacles in the 
mind are at work. How we behave toward others and our environment 
reveals our state of mind and our personalities. The knock at the door 
tells the character of the visitor!

2.31

j¡tide≈ak¡lasamay¡navacchinn¡˙ s¡rvabhaum¡ 
mah¡vratam

When the adoption of these attitudes in our environment is beyond 
compromise, regardless of our social, cultural, intellectual or indi-
vidual station, it approaches irreversibility.
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We cannot begin with such attitudes. If we adopt them abruptly we cannot 
sustain them. We can always find excuses for not maintaining them. But 
if we seek to identify the reasons why we hold contrary views, isolate 
the obstacles that permit such views and our attitudes will gradually 
change. The obstacles will give way and our behavior toward others 
and our environment will change for the better.

2.32

≈aucasa©toßatapa˙sv¡dhy¡ye≈vara-pra∆idh¡n¡ni niyam¡˙

Niyama comprises:

1. Cleanliness, or keeping our bodies and our surroundings clean 
and neat.

2. Contentment, or the ability to be comfortable with what we have 
and what we do not have.

3. The removal of impurities in our physical and mental systems 
through the maintenance of such correct habits as sleep, exercise, 
nutrition, work, and relaxation.

4. Study and the necessity to review and evaluate our progress.

5. Reverence to a higher intelligence or the acceptance of our limi-
tations in relation to God, the all-knowing.

As with our attitudes to others and our environment, these priorities esta-
blish themselves and the correct attitudes develop concurrently with our 
rectification of errors and actions that cause problems.

2.33

vitarkab¡dhane pratipakßabh¡vanam

How can we examine and reexamine our attitudes to others?

When these attitudes are questioned, self-reflection on the possible 
consequences of alternative attitudes may help.

This means we must find a way to examine intellectually the conse-
quences of the different attitudes possible at a given time or in given 
circumstances: To look before we leap!
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2.34

vitark¡ hi≥s¡daya˙ kƒtak¡rit¡numodit¡ 
lobhakrodhamohap¶rvak¡ mƒdumadhy¡dhim¡tr¡ 

du˙kh¡jñ¡nantaphal¡ iti pratipakßabh¡vanam

Patañjali explains this further:

For example, a sudden desire to act harshly, or encourage or approve 
of harsh actions can be contained by reflecting on the harmful conse-
quences. Often such actions are the results of lower instincts such as 
anger, possessiveness, or unsound judgment. Whether these actions 
are minor or major, reflection in a suitable atmosphere can contain 
our desires to act in this way.

Often some of our attitudes toward people, situations, and ideas are not 
very clear. Then a hasty step may land us in situations we do not want 
to be in. In such circumstances any opportunity to have second thoughts 
is worth considering. Prevention is better than cure.

2.35

ahims¡pratiß†h¡y¡≥ tatsa©nidhau vairaty¡ga˙

We must remember that there are individual variations. Some of us may 
be quite comfortable examining our motives and attitudes. Others may find 
it very difficult to reflect upon themselves. Patañjali now indicates signs 
of progress in each of the ten attitudes listed in s¶tras 2.30 and 2.32.

The more considerate one is, the more one stimulates friendly  
feelings among all in one’s presence.

Even those who are unfriendly at other times and among other people 
may show a different aspect and be friendly in our presence.

2.36

satyapratiß†h¡y¡m kriy¡phal¡≈rayatvam

One who shows a high degree of right communication will not fail 
in his actions.
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The ability to be honest in communication with sensitivity, without hurt-
ing others, without telling lies, and with the necessary reflection requires 
a very refined state of being. Such persons cannot make mistakes in 
their actions.

2.37

asteyapratiß†h¡y¡m sarvaratnopasth¡nam

One who is trustworthy, because he does not covet what belongs to 
others, naturally has everyone’s confidence and everything is shared 
with him, however precious it might be.

2.38

brahmacaryapratiß†h¡y¡m v•ryal¡bha˙

At its best, moderation produces the highest individual vitality.

Nothing is wasted by us if we seek to develop moderation in all things. 
Too much of anything brings problems. Too little may be inadequate.

2.39

aparigrahasthairye janmakatha≥t¡sa≥bodha˙

One who is not greedy is secure. He has time to think deeply. His 
understanding of himself is complete.

The more we have, the more we need to take care of it. The time and 
energy spent on acquiring more things, protecting them, and worrying 
about them cannot be spent on the basic questions of life. What is the 
limit to what we should possess? For what purpose, for whom, and for 
how long? Death comes before we have had time to begin to consider 
these questions.

2.40

≈auc¡tsv¡©gajugups¡ parairasa≥sarga˙

When cleanliness is developed it reveals what needs to be constantly 
maintained and what is eternally clean. What decays is the external. 
What does not is deep within us.
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Our overconcern with and attachment to outward things, which is both 
transient and superficial, is reduced.

2.41

sattva≈uddhisaumanasyaik¡gryendriya-
jay¡tmadar≈anayogyatv¡ni ca

In addition one becomes able to reflect on the very deep nature of 
our individual selves, including the source of perception, without 
being distracted by the senses and with freedom from mis- 
apprehension accumulated from the past.

To take outward things as the most valuable and to guard them at all costs 
is not the most important part of living. There is much more to look into. 
Dirty clothes may make a person look ugly. But they can be changed. If 
there is dirt deep inside, however, it cannot be changed so easily.

2.42

sa≥toß¡danuttama˙ sukhal¡bha˙

The result of contentment is total happiness. 

The happiness we get from acquiring passions is only temporary. We 
need to find new ones and acquire them to sustain this sort of happiness. 
There is no end to it. But true contentment, leading to total happiness 
and bliss, is in a class by itself.

2.43

k¡yendriyasiddhira≈uddhikßay¡ttapasa˙

The removal of impurities allows the body to function more effciently.

Both physical and mental illness and disabilities are contained.

2.44

sv¡dhy¡y¡diß†adevat¡sa≥prayoga˙
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Study, when it is developed to the highest degree, brings one close to 
higher forces that promote understanding of the most complex.

The more effective our study, the more we understand our weaknesses and 
our strengths. We learn to nullify our weaknesses and use our strengths 
to the utmost. Then there is no limit to our understanding.

2.45

sam¡dhisiddhir•≈varapra∆idh¡n¡t

Reverence to God promotes the ability to completely understand any 
object of choice.

We gain a feeling of confidence from such reverence to the highest intel-
ligence. Then, to direct the mind toward any object of any complexity 
is not a problem.

2.46

sthirasukham¡sanam

⁄sana and pr¡∆¡y¡ma, the next two aspects of Yoga (see s¶tra 2.29), 
are now presented as they help us to understand and use correctly and 
appropriately our bodies and our breath. They are easier to begin with, 
unlike changing our attitudes. With them it is possible for most of us to 
begin reducing the obstacles to Yoga. The instructions given here are 
brief because the practices must be learnt directly from a competent 
teacher.

Åsana must have the dual qualities of alertness and relaxation.

⁄sana practice involves body exercises. When they are properly prac-
ticed there must be alertness without tension and relaxation without 
dullness or heaviness.

2.47

prayatna≈aithily¡nantasam¡pattibhy¡m

These qualities can be achieved by recognizing and observing the 
reactions of the body and the breath to the various postures that 
comprise äsana practice. Once known, these reactions can be con-
trolled step-by-step.
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2.48

tato dva©dv¡nabhigh¡ta˙

When these principles are correctly followed, äsana practice will 
help a person endure and even minimize the external influences on 
the body such as age, climate, diet, and work.

This is the beginning of the reduction of the effect of obstacles such as 
misapprehension; for the body expresses what is in the mind. Practices 
such as ¡sana begin to rectify the harmful consequences of the obstacles 
at the level of the body. The well-being so developed opens us up to the 
possibilities of further understanding of ourselves. If we have a back pain, 
the need for relief from this pain dominates our thoughts. If, through our 
efforts at ¡sana practice, we reduce this back pain, we can then begin 
to explore the causes of the pain.

2.49

tasminsati≈v¡sapra≈v¡sayorgativiccheda˙ pr¡∆¡y¡ma˙

Through ¡sana practices we can also understand how the breath behaves. 
Breathing patterns are very individual. They can vary as a result of our 
state of mind or bodily changes as a result of both internal and external 
forces. This knowledge of breath, gained through ¡sana practice, is the 
foundation for beginning pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice.

Prän. äyäma is the conscious, deliberate regulation of the breath 
replacing unconscious patterns of breathing. It is possible only after 
a reasonable mastery of äsana practice.

This practice is usually done in a comfortable, but erect, seated position.

2.50

b¡˙y¡bhyantarastambhavƒttirde≈ak¡la-

sa≥khyabhi˙ paridƒß†o d•rghas¶kßma˙

What are the components of pr¡∆¡y¡ma?

It involves the regulation of the exhalation, the inhalation, and the 
suspension of the breath. The regulation of these three processes is 
achieved by modulating their length and maintaining this modulation 
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for a period of time, as well as directing the mind into the process. 
These components of breathing must be both long and uniform.

Many combinations are possible in the practice of pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Many 
techniques are available, but details about them are beyond the scope 
of this text.

2.51

b¡hy¡bhyantaravißay¡kßep• caturtha˙

An entirely different state of breathing appears in the state of yoga.

Then the breath transcends the level of the consciousness.

It is not possible to be more specific.

2.52

tata˙ kß•yate prak¡≈¡vara∆am

The results of pr¡∆¡y¡ma practice are indicated:

The regular practice of prän. äyäma reduces the obstacles that inhibit 
clear perception.

2.53

dh¡ra∆¡su ca yogyat¡ manasa˙

And the mind is now prepared for the process of direction toward a 
chosen goal.

2.54

svavißay¡sa≥prayoge cittasya svar¶p¡nuk¡ra  
ivendriy¡∆¡≥ praty¡h¡ra˙
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The restraint of the senses, pratyähära, which is the fifth aspect of yoga 
(see 2.29), is now defined:

The restraint of senses occurs when the mind is able to remain in 
its chosen direction and the senses disregard the different objects 
around them and faithfully follow the direction of the mind.

2.55

tata˙ param¡ va≈yatendriy¡∆¡m

Then the senses are mastered.

They cooporate in the chosen inquiry instead of being a cause of distrac-
tion. The restraint of the senses cannot be a strict discipline. It develops 
as the obstacles to perception within us are cleared up.
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3 
vibhutipadah

In this chapter, vibhütipäda, Patañjali describes the capacity of the mind, 
which through the various practices described in the eariler two chapters 
can achieve a state free from distractions. Such a mind can probe deeply 
into objects and concepts; indeed, there are innumerable possibilities 
for it. Then there arises in the individual a knowledge of the objects of a 
dimension previously unknown. Such a knowledge, however, can itself 
be a source of distraction and prevent a person from reaching the highest 
state of being. This highest state is freedom from disturbance of any sort 
and at any time. The next three s¥tras describe the sixth, seventh, and 
eighth components of Yoga first mentioned in s¥tra 2.29. The first five 
components are described in chapter 2.

3.1

de≈abandha≈cittasya dh¡ra∆¡

The mind has reached the ability to be directed [dhäran. ä] when 
direction toward a chosen object is possible in spite of many other 
potential objects within the reach of the individual.

The object is chosen by the individual regardless of the attraction of 
alternatives. The chosen object may be sensual or conceptual, simple or 
complex, tangible or beyond touch, in favorable conditions or against all 
odds. The ability to maintain direction in this way is not possible if our 
minds are immersed in distractions or strongly affected by obstacles such 
as misapprehension (see s¥tra 2.3).

3.2

tatra pratyayaikat¡nat¡ dhy¡nam

Once the direction is fixed, a link develops between the mind’s activities 
and the chosen object.

184
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Then the mental activities form an uninterrupted flow only in rela-
tion to this object.

Initially our understanding is influenced by misapprehension, our imagina-
tions, and our memories. But as the process of comprehension intensifies 
it freshens and deepens our understanding of the object.

3.3

tadev¡rtham¡tranirbh¡sa≥ svar¶pa≈¶nyamiva sam¡dhi˙

Soon the individual is so much involved in the object that nothing 
except its comprehension is evident. It is as if the individual has lost 
his own identity. This is the complete integration with the object of 
understanding [samädhi].

When we reach this state all that is evident is the object itself. We are not 
even aware that we are distinct beings separate from the object. Our mental 
activities are integrated with the object and nothing else.

3.4

trayamekatra sa≥yama˙

The three processes described in s¥tras 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 can be employed 
with different objects at different times or they can all be directed for an 
indefinite period of time on the same object.

When these processes are continuously and exclusively applied to the 
same object it is called sam. yama.

3.5

tajjay¡tprajñ¡loka˙

What results from this continuous and exclusive practice of sam. yama?

Sam. yama on a chosen object leads to a comprehensive knowledge of 
the object in all its aspects.

3.6

tasya bh¶mißu viniyoga˙

Can any object be selected for directing the mind into the process of 
sam. yama?  What is the basis of our choice?
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Sam. yama must be developed gradually.

The object of sam. yama must be chosen with due appreciation of our poten-
tial for such inquiry. We should begin with the less complicated objects 
and with those that can be inquired into in several different ways. Then 
there is a greater chance of successful development. It is implied that a 
teacher who knows us well is a great help in choosing our objects.

3.7

trayamantara©ga≥ p¶rvebhya˙

To specify what is easy for one individual is not possible in sam. yama or 
any other practice. Patañjali presents the idea of relativity. Everything is 
relative.

Compared to the first five components of Yoga [sütra 2.29] the next 
three [sütras 3.1, 2, 3] are more intricate.

The first five components are our attitudes toward our environment, 
our attitudes toward ourselves, the practice of body exercises (åsana), 
the practice of breathing exercises (prån. åyåma), and the restraint of  
the senses (pratyåhåra). They are easier to understand and attempt than 
the next three aspects. These are the ability to direct our minds (dhåran. å), 
the ability to develop, faultlessly, our interactions with what we seek to 
understand (dhyåna), and complete integration with the object of our 
understanding (samådhi).

3.8

tadapi bahira©ga≥ nirb•jasya

If we develop our capacities, we can, through sustained discipline, refine 
and adapt our minds sufficiently to facilitate the process of directing them 
without difficulty.

The state where the mind has no impressions of any sort and nothing 
is beyond its reach [nirbïjah samädhi] is more intricate than the state 
of directing the mind towards an object [samädhi].

S¥tra 1.51 defines this, the highest state of Yoga. The mind in this state 
is simply transparent, devoid of any resistance to inquiry and free from 
past impressions of any sort.
   The message of s¥tras 3.7 and 3.8 is that sam. yama is only possible at 
our own individual level. There can be no universal gradation in choos-
ing the direction of inquiry. It cannot be at the same level for all of us at 
all times. This is the relative aspect of sam. yama, for it is based on each 
and everyone’s individual capacity and needs. Some of us may, in other 
ways, have developed capacities that enable us to begin sam. yama at a 
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higher level than others. An expert on human anatomy does not need to 
study much to understand the vertebral column of a horse. But an expert 
in finance might have to begin with the study of basic anatomy.

3.9

vyutth¡nanirodhasa≥sk¡rayorabhibhavapr¡durbh¡vau 
nirodhakßa∆acitt¡nvayo nirodhapari∆¡ma˙

How can our minds, which are used to one way of operating, be changed? 
Patañjali tackles this question by showing that everything that we perceive 
is subject to modification. More than this, everything can be modified in 
a chosen way.

The mind is capable of having two states based on two distinct ten-
dencies. These are distraction and attention. At any one moment, 
however, only one state prevails, and this state influences the 
individual’s behavior, attitudes, and expressions.

When the state of attention prevails, our pose is serene, our breathing 
quiet, and our concentration on our object is such that we are completely 
absorbed in it and oblivious to our surroundings. But when we are in the 
state of distraction, our poise is far from serene, our breathing is irregular, 
and our attitudes give little indication of any capacity to be attentive.

3.10

tasya pra≈¡ntav¡hit¡ sa≥sk¡r¡t

Can we develop the state of attention?

By constant and uninterrupted practice the mind can remain in a 
state of attention for a long time.

But if we do not attempt to sustain this state, then the state of distraction 
takes over.

3.11

sarv¡rthataik¡gratayo˙ kßayodayau cittasya 
sam¡dhipari∆¡ma˙
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Even the quality of distraction can vary and be modified. The mind can 
be chaotic, or it can be so heavy it cannot be disturbed or it can be very 
susceptible to disturbance. These variations depends upon our past tenden-
cies and how we have responded to them. There is another, intermediate 
state of being.

The mind alternates between the possibility of intense concentration 
and a state where alternative objects can attract attention.

The difference between the previous situation and this one is that while 
in the former our mind alternated between two quite different, opposite 
states, in this case the difference between the two alternating states is much 
less. There is, therefore, a greater chance to return to the fixed direction 
of inquiry without too much loss of time and without the lasting effects 
of the distracted state of mind.

3.12

tata˙ puna˙ ≈¡ntoditau tulyapratyayau 
cittasyaik¡grat¡pari∆¡ma˙

With further refinements:

The mind reaches a stage where the link with the object is consistent 
and continuous. The distractions cease to appear.

Then our relationship with the object is no longer disrupted by the other 
tendencies of the mind. Complete comprehension of the object is definite.

3.13

etena bh¶tendriyeßu dharmalakßa∆¡vasth¡pari∆¡m¡ 
vy¡khy¡t¡˙

Thus it is clear that our minds can have different characteristics. These 
characteristics are also subject to change. The mind, the senses and the 
objects of the senses, share three basic characteristics: heaviness, activity, 
and clarity. In some ways most of the changes in our mind are possible 
because these three qualities are in a state of constant flux. How they 
change, when they change, and what combinations produce the different 
characteristics of the mind is a complex subject. However,

As it has been established that the mind has different states [corre-
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sponding to which there arose different attitudes, possibilities, and 
behavior patterns in the individual] it can also be said that such 
changes can occur in all the objects of perception and in the senses. 
These changes can be at different levels and influenced by external 
forces such as time or our intelligence.

Time can change a fresh flower into a few dry petals. A goldsmith can 
change a nugget of gold into a delicate pendant. A metallurgist can convert 
it yet again to a compound capable of storing very corrosive fluids. Those 
characteristics that are apparent in one moment cannot be the whole story 
of the object. But if all the potential of, for instance, gold is known, then 
many products can be produced even though they may have quite differ- 
ent properties. The same is true of the body and the senses. The manual 
skills of an artist are quite different from those of a car mechanic, the 
reasoning of a philosopher from that of a businessman.

3.14

≈¡ntodit¡vyapade≈yadharm¡nup¡t• dharm•

All these different characteristics must be housed somewhere, in some 
form or other.

A substance contains all its charateristics and, depending on the 
particular form it takes, those characteristics conforming to that form 
will be apparent. But whatever the form, whatever the characteristics 
exhibited, there exists a base that comprises all characteristics. Some 
have appeared in the past, some are currently apparent, and others 
may reveal themselves in the future.

The significance of s¥tras 3.9 to 3.14 is that everything that we perceive 
is fact and not fiction. But these facts are subject to change. These two 
rules of Patañjali, known as satväda and parin. ämaväda, are the founda-
tion of his teaching.

3.15

kram¡nyatva≥ pari∆¡manyatve hetu˙

Can these changes in the characteristics of substances be influenced?

By changing the order or sequence of change, characteristics that 
are of one pattern can be modified to a different pattern

Change has a sequence, but this sequence can be altered. A river follow-
ing a valley can be diverted through a tunnel. The intelligence to grasp 
this possibility is what produces the different patterns of change.
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3.16

pari∆¡matrayasa≥yam¡dat•t¡n¡gatajñ¡nam

In a way sam. yama is the process of changing our mental potential from 
incomplete, erroneous comprehension of an object, or no comprehension 
at all, to total comprehension. When this potential is developed the 
individual can choose any object for developing a deep knowledge about 
it. These objects can be external, within the limits of sensual perception 
or concepts like change, time, or communication. In the following s¥tras 
examples are given of such knowledge resulting from different sam. yamas. 
Whether we are interested in using our highly developed minds to acquire 
deep knowledge of a specific nature, or whether we are more concerned 
with true freedom, is our individual choice. True freedom is more than 
an expertise, it is a state in which all our actions are such that they do 
not bring repentance or regret. Patañjali cautions about the misuse of 
sam. yama elsewhere.

The first example of directing the mind through sa≥yama follows:

Sam. yama on the process of change, how it can be affected by time and 
other factors, develops knowledge of the past and the future.

In s¶tras 3.9 to 3.14, the changes that occur in objects and senses 
as well as in the mind were explained. If we pursue this idea in depth 
we will be in a position to anticipate what may happen in a particular 
situation and what has happened in the past. Astronomy is the classic 
example of this.

3.17

≈abd¡rthapratyay¡n¡mitaretar¡dhy¡s¡ts- 
a©karastatpravibh¡gasa≥yam- 

atsarvabh¶tarutajñ¡nam

Patañjali takes up the process of communication for sam. yama. Different 
symbols and languages exist for relating to other people. These sym-
bols and languages are affected by use, abuse, and misinterpretations.  
Languages serve to explain something that was experienced, is being expe-
rienced, or may be experienced. An object is an entity in itself. Our ability 
to see an object is based on our interests and our potential. Our memories 
and imaginations can influence our comprehension. Therefore, there is 
ample scope for us to communicate improperly, however hard we try.

Sam. yama on the interactions between language, ideas, and object 
is to examine the individual features of the objects, the means of 
describing them, and the ideas and their cultural influences in the 
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minds of the describers. Through this, one can find the most accurate 
and effective way of communication regardless of linguistic, cultural, 
and other barriers.

3.18

sa≥sk¡ras¡kß¡tkara∆¡tp¶rvaj¡tijñ¡nam

In all areas of human activity there is the potential to develop individual 
habits and tendencies. Some will be more obvious than others.

Sam. yama on one’s tendencies and habits will lead one to their  
origins. Consequently one gains deep knowledge of one’s past.

We learn how our behavior and personal characteristics developed and 
what events in the past influenced our attitudes, likes, and dislikes. We 
learn to what degree they are related to our heredity, tradition, social 
requirements, and so on. When these roots are known we can reexamine 
our lifestyle for the better.

3.19

pratyayasya paracittajñ¡nam

Every mental activity produces distinct physical effects. For example, our 
physical features, posture, and breathing are different from those when 
we are sleeping or when we are angry.

Sam. yama on the changes that arise in an individual’s mind and 
their consequences develops in one the ability to acutely observe the 
state of mind of others.

Then we can see how others’ states of mind are developing. Physical 
expressions, rates of breathing, and other indicators will reveal turbulence, 
confusion, doubt, fear, and so on.

3.20

na ca tats¡lambana≥ tasy¡vißay•bh¶tatv¡t

But, can we see from this what is the origin of the state of mind?

No. The cause of the state of mind of one individual is beyond the 
scope of observation by another.

This is because different objects produce different responses in different 
individuals. Our field of observation is limited to the symptoms, and can-
not extend to the causes.
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3.21

k¡yar¶pasa≥yam¡ttadgr¡hya≈aktistambhe

cakßu˙prak¡≈¡sa≥prayoge ’ntardh¡nam

The physical features of one individual are distinguishable because of 
their difference from their surroundings. In the same way a white patch 
is obvious on a black wall, but a black patch is not.

Sam. yama on the relationship between the features of the body  
and what affects them can give one the means to merge with one’s 
surroundings in such a way that one’s form is indistinguishable.

This is comparable to the camouflage principles employed by chameleons 
and other wild animals. Thus, an experienced stalker can merge his human 
form into an environment, however featureless it is, by developing an 
acute awareness of what it is that differentiates him from his environment 
and minimizing its effects by the careful placing, moving and shaping of 
his human form.

3.22

sopakrama≥ nirupakrama≥ ca karma 
tatsa≥yamadapar¡ntajñ¡namariß†ebhyo v¡

Our actions are influenced by the purpose of the action, the state of mind 
of the actor, the clarity at our disposal, and the circumstances.

The results of actions may be immediate or delayed. Sam. yama on 
this can give one the ability to predict the course of future actions 
and even his own death.

3.23

maitry¡dißu bal¡ni

Different qualities such as friendliness, compassion, and contentment 
can be inquired into through sam. yama. Thus, one can learn how to 
strengthen a chosen quality.

In the same way specific physical and mental skills can be obtained.
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3.24

baleßu hastibal¡d•ni

For example,

Sam. yama on the physical strength of an elephant can give one the 
strength of an elephant

This does not mean, of course, that we can acquire the same strength as 
an elephant, but we can acquire comparable strength proportionate to the 
limits of the human form.

3.25

pravƒtty¡lokany¡s¡ts¶kßmavyavahitaviprakƒß†ajñ¡nam

Directing the mind to the life-force itself and sustaining that direction 
through sam. yama, results in the ability to observe fine subtleties and 
understand what is preventing deep observation.

In the absence of such fine abilities, our observation is distinctly limited.

3.26

bhuvanajñ¡na≥ s¶rye sa≥yam¡t

Sam. yama can be directed toward the cosmos. A few examples follow:

Sam. yama on the sun gives wide knowledge of the planetary system 
and the cosmic regions.

3.27

candre t¡r¡vy¶hajñ¡nam

Sam. yama on the moon gives a thorough knowledge of the position of 
the stars at different times.

Observation of the different phases of the moon, its eclipses, and the path 
it travels, takes us all over the sky and thus encompasses all the visible 
stars and their constellations.
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3.28

dhruve tadgatijñ¡nam

For us on earth everything seems to revolve around Polaris, the North 
Star, thus,

Sam. yama on Polaris gives knowledge about the relative movements 
of the stars.

3.29

n¡bhicakre k¡yavy¶hajñ¡nam

Even the different parts of the body can be the objects of sam. yama.

Sam. yama on the navel gives knowledge about the different organs of 
the body and their dispositions.

Because of its location in the midabdomen around which so many vital 
organs are found, as well as it being the channel through which the body 
received its vital needs while it was in the womb, the navel is considered 
the seat of some bodily forces.

3.30

ka∆†hak¶pe kßutpip¡s¡nivƒtti˙

Using the throat as the point of inquiry for sam. yama provides an 
understanding of thirst and hunger. This enables one to control their 
extreme symptoms.

Like the navel, the throat is a vital area. Our appetite for certain foods, 
our hunger, and our thirst are all felt there.

3.31

k¶rman¡∂y¡≥ sthairyam

Sam. yama on the chest area and inquiry into the sensations felt 
there in different physical and mental states gives one the means to 
remain stable and calm even in very stressful situations.

Many of the symptoms of stress and anxiety are felt in the chest area. 
Physical postures can be affected by mental states, for instance, a perma-
nent stoop can be the result of a lack of self-confidence.
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3.32

m¶rdhajyotißi siddhadar≈anam

Sam. yama on the source of high intelligence in an individual develops 
supernormal capabilities.

Through this, we may receive support and greater vision from the divine 
forces and consequently,

3.33

pr¡tibh¡dv¡ sarvam

Anything can be understood. With each attempt fresh and spontane-
ous understanding arises.

3.34

hƒdaye cittasa≥vit

The heart is considered to be the seat of the mind.

Sam. yama on the heart will definitely reveal the qualities of the 
mind.

It is only when we are quiet and calm that this is possible. We cannot see 
the color of the water in a lake if the lake is turbulent.

3.35

sattvapurußayoratyant¡sa©k•r∆ayo˙ pratyay¡vi≈eßobhoga˙ 
par¡rthatv¡tsv¡rthasa≥yam¡tpurußajñ¡nam

The mind, which is subject to change, and the Perceiver, which is not, 
are in proximity but are of distinct and different characters. When the 
mind is directed externally and acts mechanically toward objects there 
is either pleasure or pain. When at the appropriate time, however, 
an individual begins inquiry into the very nature of the link between 
the Perceiver and perception the mind is disconnected from external 
objects and there arises the understanding of the Perceiver itself.

Under the influence of external stimuli the mind is a mechanical instru-
ment. The results can be unpleasant. This happens in spite of the central 
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force of the perceiver. However good the eye, if the glass is clouded, the 
object is blurred. Through sam. yama inquiry and the practice of Yoga on 
the basis of s¥tra 2.l, we can look into the mechanics of mental activity. 
Our minds gradually rise to a level where they can be disconnected from 
the external objectives. In this silent moment the understanding of the 
very source of perception is apparent.

3.36

tata˙ pr¡tibha≈r¡va∆avedan¡dar≈¡sv¡dav¡rt¡ j¡yante

What are the consequences of such a moment?

Then one begins to acquire extraordinary capacities for perception.

3.37

te sam¡dh¡vupasarg¡ vyutth¡ne siddhaya˙

But the mind is like a double edged sword. These special faculties, acquired 
through sam. yama, may produce an illusion of freedom as opposed to the 
highest state, free from error.

For an individual who may revert to a state of distraction, this extra- 
ordinary knowledge and the capabilities acquired through sam. yama  
are worth possessing. But for one who seeks nothing less than a sus- 
tained state of Yoga the results of sam. yama are obstacles in themselves.

Incidental benefits along the way should not be confused with the eventual 
goal. However pleasurable our experiences are as we travel on a journey, 
they cannot substitute for our chosen destination. It would be as if on 
the way to the snowcapped peaks, we were to settle down by the shore 
of a lake to watch the beautiful swans, and forget forever our original 
destination.
    Having warned about the limitations of sam. yama, Patañjali continues 
with other possibilities for it.

3.38

bandhak¡rana≈aithily¡tprac¡rasa≥vedan¡cca cittasya 
para≈ar•r¡ve≈a˙
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The mind is a storehouse of experiences, although distinct for each in-
dividual. In addition, its function is limited to the individual to whom it 
belongs. Thus the mind becomes an isolated fortress resisting all entry.

By inquiring into the cause of this rigid situation binding the mind 
to the individual and examining the means of relaxing this rigidity 
there is great potential for an individual to reach beyond the confines 
of himself.

The mind must have the ability to see the results of past actions that 
are preventing clear perception. Through the systematic practice of 
prån. åyåma and other disciplines the range of mental activity can be ex-
tended to influence others. A teacher who seeks to transform a stupid or 
confused student must have this capacity.

3.39

ud¡najay¡jjalapa©kaka∆†ak¡dißvasa©ga utkr¡nti≈ca

Physical pain is closely linked to the mind. A child completely absorbed 
in play may not be aware of hunger. But later he may cry violently for 
food. Physical manifestations of sensations like pain are linked to the 
mind through vital forces that run through the body. These forces can be 
directed by certain practices like prå∆åyåma and different effects can be 
produced by specific modifications.

By mastering the forces that transmit sensations from the body to the 
mind it is possible to master the external stimuli. For instance, one 
can tolerate water of any temperature or the effects of thorns or one 
can walk on unstable surfaces and even feel as light as a balloon.

Cold, heat, sharp thorns, all these have relative effects. A summer in the 
Arctic may still feel wintery for someone used to the tropics, and some-
one used to the Arctic may find a tropical winter unbearably hot. A farm 
worker in India may find walking through a paddyfield as comfortable as 
a New Yorker finds concrete pavement.

3.40

sam¡najay¡jjvalanam

The life forces, prän. a, have different roles and differing areas of activ-
ity. For example, samäna is responsible for digestion. It is based in the 
navel area.

By mastering samäna one can experience sensations of excessive 
heat.
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Digestion occurs when the gastric juices process the food that enters 
the stomach. If samåna is stimulated the feeling of heat increases. The 
prån. åyåma technique which emphasizes the retention of breath after in-
halation is suggested. Other techniques can be considered.

3.41

≈rotr¡k¡≈ayo˙ sa≥bandhasa≥yam¡ddivya≥ ≈rotram

We know that sound travels through space.

Sam. yama on the relationship between the sense of hearing and 
space develops an extraordinary sense of hearing.

3.42

k¡y¡k¡≈ayo˙ sa≥bandhasa≥yam¡llaghu- 
t¶lasam¡patte≈c¡k¡≈agamanam

Man has long been interested in the relationship between physical objects 
and space. Why can birds fly but a stone falls?

By sam. yama on the relationship between the body and space, and 
examining the properties of objects that can float such as cotton fluff, 
the knowledge to move about in space can be achieved.

Again, this does not mean that we can learn how to physically float, but 
we can acquire the understanding of what it is to float. In the same way, 
the properties of a cotton seed prevent it from floating, but the same seed 
when changed to cotton fluff floats easily.

3.43

bahirakalpit¡ vƒttirmah¡videh¡ tata˙ prak¡≈¡vara∆akßaya˙

The mind influences our perception through memory, imagination, and 
other characteristics such as heaviness. But the same mind can be altered 
to a state in which the mind does not color perception of an object. When 
this happens, our perception of the object is correct. Further, it is possible 

Pt3-Ch3.indd   198 1/23/08   3:21:45 PM



VIBHÜTIPÄDAÙ     199

to completely withhold the mind from perception of an object, no matter 
how attractive and tempting it might be.

By examining these phenomena and developing conditions when 
the mind does not confuse perception, there arises an extraordinary 
faculty with which one can probe other minds. In addition the clouds 
that obscure correct perception are minimized.

Such developments are only possible in stages. The obscuring clouds are 
the obstacles described in s¥tra 2.3.

3.44

sth¶lasvar¶pas¶kßm¡nvay¡rthavattvasa≥yam¡dbh¶tajaya˙

Sam. yama on the origin of matter in all its forms, appearances, and 
uses can develop into mastery of the elements.

Matter consists of elements in different but mutually related forms. Each 
element has a distinct existence. They comprise the body as well as things 
outside the body, and their characteristics change. They form the very 
basis of the objects we perceive and if we are ignorant of their nature we 
face problems.

3.45

tato ’∆im¡dipr¡durbh¡va˙ 
k¡yasa≥pattaddharm¡nabhigh¡ta≈ca

Thus,

When the elements are mastered one is no longer disturbed by them. 
The body reaches perfection and extraordinary capabilities become 
possible.

These capabilities include the ability to change our body to great heavi-
ness, great lightness, and so on.

3.46

r¶pal¡va∆yabalavajrasa≥hananatv¡ni k¡yasa≥pat

Perfection in the body means good features, attractiveness to others, 
physical firmness, and unusual physical strength.
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3.47

graha∆asvar¶p¡smit¡nvay¡rthavattvasa≥yam¡dindriyajaya˙

Mastery over the senses is achieved through samyama on the ability 
of the senses to observe their respective objects, how such objects 
are understood, how the individual identifies with the object, how the 
object, the senses, the mind, and the Perceiver are interrelated, and 
what results from such perception.

The senses, the object, and the mind have to be interlinked for an observa-
tion to materialize. This is possible because of the power of the Perceiver 
as well as the power of the mind and the senses to register the object. In 
addition, the three common characteristics possessed by the mind, the 
senses, and the object in different combinations (i.e., heaviness, activity, 
and clarity) assist perception as much as they affect perception.

3.48

tato manojavitva≥ vikara∆abh¡va˙ pradh¡najaya≈ca

Then the response of the senses will be as swift as that of the mind. 
They will perceive acutely and the individual will have the capacity 
to influence the characteristics of the elements.

Through this sam. yama the changes that the elements undergo can be 
controlled at will. And we gain the necessary knowledge to determine 
such changes in the same way that a chemist can convert seawater into 
its component chemicals.

3.49

sattvapuruß¡nyat¡khy¡tim¡trasya 
sarvabh¡v¡dhiß†h¡tƒtvam sarvajñ¡tƒtva≥ ca

When there is clear understanding of the difference between the Per-
ceiver and the mind, all the various states of mind and what affects 
them become known. Then, the mind becomes a perfect instrument 
for the flawless perception of everything that need be known.
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3.50

tadvair¡gy¡dapi doßab•jakßaye kaivalyam

These extraordinary capabilities that can be gained through sam. yama 
should not be the final goal. In fact, 

Freedom, the last goal of Yoga, is attained only when the desire 
to acquire extraordinary knowledge is rejected and the source of 
obstacles is completely controlled.

3.51

sth¡nyupanimantra∆e sa©gasmay¡kara∆a≥ 
punaraniß†aprasa©g¡t

The temptation to accept the respectful status as a consequence of 
acquiring knowledge through samyama should be restrained. Oth-
erwise, one is led to the same unpleasant consequences that arise 
from all obstacles to Yoga.

These obstacles include confused values. When respect for high learning is 
given more value than everlasting freedom from the painful consequences 
of our action, a fall is certain.

3.52

kßa∆atatkramayo˙ sa≥yam¡dvivekaja≥ jñ¡nam

Sam. yama on time and its sequence brings about absolute clarity.

Clarity is the ability to see distinctly the difference between one object and 
another and to see each object in its totality without impediments. Time 
is relative, it exists by comparison of one moment with another. A unit of 
time is in fact a representation of change. Change is the replacement of 
one characteristic by another. This link between time and change is what 
needs to be examined in this sam. yama.
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3.53

j¡tilakßa∆ade≈airanyat¡navacched¡ttulyayostata˙ 
pratipatti˙

This clarity makes it possible to distinguish objects even when the 
distinction is not apparently clear. Apparent similarity should not 
deter one from the distinct perception of a chosen object.

3.54

t¡raka≥ sarvavißaya≥ sarvath¡vißayamakrama≥ ceti 
vivekaja≥ jñ¡nam

Further,

Such clarity is not exclusive of any object, any particular situation, 
or any moment. It is not the result of sequential logic. It is immediate, 
spontaneous, and total.

3.55

sattvapurußayo˙ ≈uddis¡mye kaivalyam

What is freedom?

Freedom is when the mind has complete identity with the Perceiver.

And nothing less. Then the mind has no color or features of its own.
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3 
KAIVALYAPADAH

In this, the final chapter of the Yoga Sütra, kaivalyapäda, Patañjali pres-
ents the possibilities for a person with a highly refined mind. The mind 
is basically a servant and not a master. If the mind is allowed to play 
the role of master, whatever the achievements of the individual there 
are bound to be problems ultimately and serenity will be beyond that 
individual’s reach.

4.1

janmaußadhimantratapa˙sam¡dhij¡˙ siddhaya˙

Exceptional mental capabilities may be achieved by: genetic inheri-
tance, the use of herbs as prescribed in the Vedas, reciting incanta-
tions, rigorous austerities, and through that state of mind that remains 
with its object without distractions [samädhi]. 

Some people are born with extraordinary capabilities. The Vedas de-
scribe various rituals whereby the taking of herbal preparations in a pre- 
scribed way can change one’s personality. Different types of incanta- 
tions, appropriately initiated by competent teachers, can bring positive 
changes. The ancient scriptures record the great achievements of those 
who went through severe austerities. Finally, there are the possibilities 
for those who gradually change their minds from a state of distraction to 
one of sustained direction. These are mentioned in abundance in the third 
chapter and elsewhere. Whether any particular one of these alternatives 
is to be preferred will be examined in s¶tras 4, 6, 7, and 8. 

4.2

j¡tyantarapari∆¡ma˙ prakƒty¡p¶r¡t 

How does the change resulting in the appearance of exceptional and 
supernormal possibilities come about? 

203
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Change from one set of characteristics to another is essentially an 
adjustment of the basic qualities of matter.

All that we perceive, including the mind, have three basic qualities: clar-
ity, activity, and heaviness.  Different characteristics arise at different 
times as a result of different combinations of these three qualities.  Every 
characteristic that is possible is the combination of these three qualities.  
It is one of the changes in the characteristics of the mind that result in the 
supernormal capabilities that Patañjali speaks about in s¶tra 4.1.

4.3

nimittamaprayojaka≥ prakƒt•n¡m vara∆abhedastu tata˙ 
kßetrikavat

How can we change in the characteristics of matter or mind be achieved? 
By profound intelligence?

But such intelligence can only remove obstacles that obstruct certain 
challenges.  Its role is no more than that of a farmer who cuts a dam 
to allow water to flow into the field where it is needed.

This profound intelligence is the ability to perceive the role of the basic 
qualities in producing different characteristics. For example, the farmer 
who knows his field and the requirements of his crop will adjust the flow 
of the water to achieve the best yield. On the other hand, an ignorant 
novice who embarks on farming will fail in spite of having potentially 
good soil, water, climate, and equipment.

4.4

nirm¡n. acitt¡nyasmit¡m¡tr¡t

What are the possibilities for someone with supernormal capabilities? 

With exceptional mental faculties an individual can influence the 
mental state of other beings. 
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4.5

pravƒttibhede prayojak¡≥ cittamekamanekeß¡m

Are these influences consistent or variable?

This influences also depends on the state of the recipient.

How receptive is the person? What capabilities does he have? What does 
he lack? This decides the outcome of the influence of another. The same 
rain can relieve a drought-stricken farmer, worry a mother with inad- 
equate shelter for the child, and have no effect on the open ocean. 

4.6

tatra dhy¡najamana≈¡yam

Is it only the state of the recipient that decides the final outcome of the 
effect a person can have?  

Influence on another by one whose mind is in a state of dhyäna can 
never increase anxiety or other obstacles. In fact, they are reduced.

Those who have reached this state of dhy¡na through the gradual eli- 
mination of obstacles (see 2.3) are not blind to the conditions of human 
suffering. They know where the shoe pinches.

4.7

karm¡sukl¡kƒß∆a≥ yoginastrividhamitareß¡m

And they act without any motivation while others who also have 
exceptional capabilities act with some motivation or other. 

In s¶tra 4.1 Patañjali lists the different means of achieving an excep-
tional or supernormal state of mind. Of them all, only those who have 
reached a state of Yoga in the correct way and through it have reached 
the highest state of clarity and detachment can be beyond motivation. 
They are naturally and unambiguously concerned. Therefore they can 
help others to emulate their living examples. Others may appear to be 
in a state of Yoga, but their clarity and degree of detachment is less 
complete and everlasting. Besides, they may be unaware of the limita-
tions of man to follow their advice. 
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4.8

tatastadvip¡k¡nugu∆¡n¡mev¡bhivyaktirv¡san¡n¡m

How can these differences exist? 

Because the tendency of the mind to act on the basis of the five 
obstacles, such as misapprehension, has not been erased, they will 
surface in the future to produce their unpleasant consequences. 

Only the practices described in earlier chapters to reduce and render 
the five obstacles ineffective can guarantee the end of these tenden-
cies. Genetic inheritance, the use of herbs, and other means cannot be 
as effective.

4.9

j¡tde≈ak¡lavyavahit¡n¡mapy¡nantarya≥  
smƒtisa≥k¡rayorekar¶patv¡t

In addition,

Memory and latent impressions are strongly linked. This link  
remains even if there is an interval of time, place, or context between 
similar actions.

This link between impressions and memory is an important contribution 
to most of our actions and their consequences.

4.10

t¡s¡man¡ditva≥ c¡≈ißo nityatv¡t

What is the origin of those impressions that influence our actions 
unpleasantly?

There is a strong desire for immortality in all men at all times. Thus 
these impressions cannot be ascribed to any time. 

One of the strange but ever present states of affairs in all beings is the 
desire to live forever. Even those in the presence of death every day 
have this illogical impulse. This is what inspires the instinct for self-
preservation in all of us.  
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4.11

hetuphal¡≈ray¡l¡mbanai˙ sa©grh•tatv¡deß¡mabh¡ve 
tadabh¡va˙

Is there absolutely no hope at all of ending the effect of these undesir-
able impressions?

These tendencies are both maintained and sustained by misappre- 
hensions, external stimuli, attachment to the fruits of actions, and 
the quality of mind that promotes hyperactivity. Reduction of these 
automatically makes the undesirable impressions ineffective. 

Various ways of reducing and eliminating these protective obstacles by 
regulated, progressive practices have already been indicated. There are 
many ways, including the help of God. For those who do not appreciate 
God, there are many other ways described in the first three chapters.  
Conversely, it can also be said that impressions free from the five ob-
stacles are in turn maintained and sustained by a discriminating mind.

4.12

at•t¡n¡gata≥ svar¶pato ’styadhvabhed¡ddharm¡∆¡m

Whatever will appear in the future or has appeared in the past is essen-
tially in a dormant state. What is past has not disappeared forever.

The substance of what has disappeared as well as what may appear 
always exists. Whether or not they are evident depends upon the 
direction of change.

Patañjali again stresses that nothing can be annihilated. What is replaced 
in the process of change remains in a dormant state. 

4.13

te vyaktas¶kßm¡ gu∆¡tm¡na˙

Whether or not particular characteristics appear depends on the 
mutations of the three qualities. 

These qualities are heaviness, activity, and clarity. All apparent charac- 
teristics are simply different combinations of these three basic qualities 
that comprise all things (s¶tra 2.18).
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4.14

pari∆¡maikatv¡dvastutattvam

The characteristics of a substance at one moment in time is in fact a 
single change in these qualities. 

Change itself is a continuous process based on many factors (s¶tras 3.9-
12). The required change in objects and in the mind can be achieved by 
knowing the potential combinations of these three qualities and what 
can influence them. There are many possible examples such as that given 
in s¶tra 4.3. Food and the environment provide others. 

4.15

vastus¡mye cittabhed¡ttayorvibhakta˙ panth¡˙

But are the characteristics that appear to one observer the real charac-
teristics?  

The characteristics of an object appear differently, depending upon 
the different mental states of the observer. 

This applies to one observer with various states of mind at different 
 times as well as various observers with different states of mind observ-
ing the object at the same time. Thus, a Hindu temple is a place of wor-
ship to a devoted believer, an artistic monument to a tourist, a place of 
solicitation to a beggar, and even a place of ridicule to an atheist.

4.16

na caikacittatantra≥ cedvastu tadapram¡∆aka≥  
tad¡ ki≥ sy¡t

Does this not raise doubts about the common reality of any object? 
Can an object simply be in the imagination of a person without having 
independent reality?

If the object were indeed the conception of a particular individual’s 
mind, then in the absence of his perception, would it exist? 
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Patañjali asks a rhetorical question. The answer is obvious. The exist- 
ence of an object cannot depend solely on any one person’s observation. 
The river does not stop flowing because no one is looking at it. 

4.17

tadupar¡g¡pekßitv¡ccittasya vastu jñ¡t¡jñ¡tam

On what does the perception of an object depend?  

Whether an object is perceived or not depends on its accessibility as 
well as the individual’s motivation. 

The object must exist. It must be observable and it must motivate the 
observer and stimulate a desire to see it.

4.18

sad¡ jñ¡t¡≈cittavƒttayastatprabho˙ purußasy¡pari∆¡mitv¡t

What is it that sees? Is it the mind? 

Mental activities are always known to the Perceiver that is  nonchang-
ing and master of the mind. 

The mind cannot function without the power of the Perceiver. The mind 
changes, the Perceiver does not. The mind has the quality of heaviness 
but not so the Perceiver. All mental activities are therefore observed 
by the Perceiver. 

4.19

na tatsv¡bh¡sa≥ dƒ≈yatv¡t

In addition, the mind is a part of what is perceived and has no power 
of its own to perceive.

The mind is seen through its activities in the same way that external 
objects, the body, and the senses are seen. Its very existence is depen-
dent upon the Perceiver. 
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4.20

ekasamaye cobhay¡navadh¡ra∆am

Let us suppose the mind itself could function in two roles, as the fabrica-
tor of what is observed and as the observer.  

The premise that the mind can play two roles is untenable because it 
cannot simultaneously fabricate and see what it fabricates. 

An object existing independently of an observer can be perceived. 
However, the concept of the mind creating an object and, at the same 
time, observing that object, is impossible to maintain. Another agency, 
independent of the mind, and with the ability to perceive, is essential.  

4.21

citt¡ntaradƒ≈ye buddhibuddheratiprasa©ga˙ 
smƒtisa©kara≈ca

If we then postulate the concept of a succession of minds that exist mom-
entarily to create images and in turn recognize and observe them,  

In an individual with such a series of minds of momentary existence 
there would be disorder and the difficulty of  maintaining consistency 
of memory. 

What is suggested in s¶tras 4.20 and 4.21 is that there must be an inde-
pendent source of perception. The mind can of course influence the 
perception of an object. This object has an independent existence apart 
from the source of perception. If we insist on the concept of the mind 
from moment to moment being the source, the means, and the object 
of perception, we face problems in comprehending the possibility of 
one person remembering what he saw in the past, sharing what he has 
seen, and reconciling the fact that one object seen by one person is not 
necessarily seen by another or in the same way. 
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4.22

citerapratisa©kram¡y¡stad¡k¡r¡pattau 
svabuddhisa≥vedanam

Is the role of the mind limited to helping to see external objects? 

When the mind is not linked to external objects and it does not 
respect an external form to the Perceiver, then it takes the form of 
the Perceiver itself. 

When there are no external stimuli and interests to extrapolate, there 
are no impressions in the mind relating to them. Then the mind is in 
total contact with and identical to the Perceiver. Then cognition of the 
Perceiver is possible. This cognition is not by the mind. This is related 
to the concept of freedom in s¶tra 3.55. It is assumed that the heaviness 
that causes sleep is not in operation.

4.23

draß†ƒdƒ≈yoparakta≥ citta≥ sarv¡rtham

Thus the mind serves a dual purpose. It serves the Perceiver by pre-
senting the external to it. It also respects or presents the Perceiver 
to itself for its own enlightenment. 

4.24

tadasa∆khyeyav¡san¡bhi≈citramapi par¡rtha≥ 
sa≥hatyak¡ritv¡t

The role of the mind to serve the Perceiver in every way is further 
reiterated:

Even though the mind has accumulated various impressions  
of different types it is always at the disposal of the Perceiver. This 
is because the mind cannot function without the power of the 
Perceiver. 

The mind has no purpose of its own.  It cannot act on its own (see s¶tra 
2.21).
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4.25

vi≈eadar≈ina ¡tmabh¡vabh¡van¡nivƒtti˙

Patañjali now suggests the qualities of one who has reached the highest 
state of clarity:  

A person of extraordinary clarity is one who is free from the desire 
to know the nature of the Perceiver.

One has no curiosity to speculate on the Perceiver, the quality of the 
mind, the “Where-was-I? What-will-I be?” because he has felt his true 
nature. Such persons have reached the level that is free from obstacles 
(sutra 2.3) because one of the products of obstacles is the question “Who 
am I?”  

4.26

tad¡ vivekanimna≥ kaivalyapr¡gbh¡ra≥ cittam 

And their clarity takes them to their only concern; to reach and remain 
in a state of freedom. 

4.27

tacchidreßu pratyay¡ntar¡∆i sa≥sk¡rebhya˙

Is such a person now beyond regression?  

In the unlikely possibility of distraction from this aim, disturbing 
past impressions are able to surface. 

Since our actions are influenced by such impressions, regression, unlikely 
as it may be, is still possible.  

4.28

h¡name∆¡m kle≈avaduktam

One must never accommodate even small errors because they are as 
detrimental as the five obstacles. 
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Even at such a refined state of being, help from a teacher, who can 
see us through, is essential. In the first chapter (s¶tra 1.30) regression 
is considered to be one of the impediments to progress, as serious as 
disease and doubt.

4.29

prasa©khy¡ne ’pyakus•dasya sarvath¡ 
vivekakhy¡terdharmamegha˙ sam¡dhi˙ 

When we have crossed the last hurdle 

There arises a state of mind full of clarity concerning all things at 
all times. It is like a rainfall of pure clarity.

Life is full of contentment. Vision is never dimmed. The extraordinary 
capabilities are never misused. 

4.30

tata˙ kle≈akarmanivƒtti˙ 

This is, indeed, the state free from actions based on the five 
obstacles. 

But it is not a life without action. It is a life devoid of errors or selfish 
interests.

4.31

tad¡ sarv¡ra∆amal¡petasya 
jñ¡nasy¡nanty¡jjñeyamalpam

When the mind is free from the clouds that prevent perception, all is 
known, there is nothing to be known.

The sun shines. All is evident. There is no need for artificial light. 
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4.32

tata˙ kƒt¡rth¡n¡≥ pari∆¡makramasam¡ptirgu∆¡n¡m 

With this highest potential at our disposal,

The three basic qualities cease to follow the sequence of alternating 
pain and pleasure.

With the high intelligence at our disposal, the objects of perception 
are in our control. Their mutation through the combination of the three 
qualities are no more. We are able to influence them to serve our imme-
diate needs, without ever producing or provoking regrettable actions. 
Changes in the mind, the senses, and the body no longer create trouble. 

4.33

kßa∆apratiyog• pari∆¡m¡par¡ntanirgr¡hya˙ krama˙

What is a sequence? 

A sequence is the replacement of one characteristic by one that fol-
lows it. This is linked to moment. A replacement of characteristics is 
also the basis of a moment.

Moment, which is the basic unit of time, and sequence are related. The 
change in the characteristics of an object is their common basis.  
The sequence is affected by the changes. Therefore time is essentially 
relative in that it is the essential of change. The order of change is the 
variation in the characteristics that follow one after the other (see s¶tras 
3.15 and 3.52). 
	 In the context of s¶tra 4.32 the changes that now arise in the objects 
of perception follow a different sequence from that of the past when it 
was both unpredictable and liable to bring regrets. Now the individual 
can command the changes. 
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4.34

puruß¡rtha≈uny¡n¡≥ gu∆¡n¡≥ pratiprasava˙ kaivalya≥ 
svar¶papratiß†h¡ v¡ citi≈aktiriti 

What is the final state of Yoga?

When the highest purpose of life is achieved the three basic qualities 
do not excite responses in the mind. That is freedom. In other words, 
the Perceiver is no longer colored by the mind. 

It is serenity in action as well as in inaction. There is no sense of obli-
gation, whether to take responsibility or to reject it. The three qualities 
can no longer combine to disrupt the individual. He is fully conscious 
of his own state of pure clarity and it remains at the highest level 
throughout his lifetime. The mind is a faithful servant to the master, 
the Perceiver. 
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Top: Krishnamacharya,  
and Indra Devi at 

Krishnamacharya’s 
centennial celebration, 

1988.

Middle: U. G.  
Krishnammurthi (right) 

with Desikachar and 
friends in the Sannadhi, 
“the Presence,” a small 
temple in Desikachar’s 

residence where 
Krishnamacharya 

is remembered.

Bottom: Desikachar with 
His Holiness Shankaracharya 

Jayendra Sarawathi 
Swami and his attendants 

on their visit to the 
Krishnamacharya Yoga 

Mandiram, 1993.  
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PART IV 
Yogañjalisaram

Top:  
Desikachar and 
is Holiness, the  
Dalai Lama.

Middle: Krishnamacharya 
at 100 years.

Bottom:  
Krishnamacharya at 79.

Pt4.indd   217 1/23/08   3:16:59 PM



218      YOGÄÑJALISÄRAM

Yogañjalisaram

In his life of one hundred years T. Krishnamacharya served 
humanity through yoga and wrote numerous works in many languages cov-
ering a wide spectrum of Indian heritage. Fortunately, some of these manu-
scripts survive today.

The Yog¡ñjalis¡ram is one such valuable manuscript. The essence of the 
teachings of yoga is beautifully presented in these ≈lokas, or “verses.” Through 
them we have a compact idea of Krishnamacharya’s holistic teachings. For 
him, yoga was not limited to mere postures; rather, it covered every aspect 
of human life. It was the means to resolving physical, mental, and spiritual 
problems, ultimately leading to the realization of the Lord. Krishnamacharya 
believed that when the body and spirit become weak nothing can help except 
the higher force. It is with such an attitude that he begins these verses, by pay-
ing respect and offering acknowledgment to the higher force. 

T. K. V. DESIKACHAR

218
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Õloka 1

gnu gopälam smara turagäsyam 
bhaja guruvaryam mandamate 
õuæke rakte kæïne dehe
nahi nahi rakæati Kaliyuga õikæä

O sleepy mind, 
praise Lord Kƒß∆a and the God of Knowledge. 
Pray to the venerable Teacher, 
for, when the body becomes weak and depleted, 
today’s education will not save you.

Õloka 2

piba yogän~jalisäram nityam
viõa yogäsanamamr. tam geham
sthäpaya väyum prän. äyämät
hr. daye sudr. àham sadayam satatam

Reflect constantly on the message of Yog¡ñjalis¡ram, 
dwell on the eternal while doing your ¡sana—  
regulating your breath through pr¡∆¡y¡m¡, 
meditate on the ever compassionate dwelling in the Heart.

Õloka 3

rakæa prathamam cakæuù õrotram
näsäm jihväm tadanu tvän ca
hr. dayam tundam näbhim yonim
tatastu rakæet sakaklam gätram

Care for your eyes and ears, 
then the nostrils and the tongue, 
the heart, stomach, navel, womb—  
thus to every part of the body.
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Õloka 4

mäsvapa mäsvapa kalye samaye
mä kuru läpam piõunaih puruæaiù
samsmara nityam harimabjäkæam
stuhi savitäram suvarn. avarn. am

Sleep not in the daytime, 
have no dealings with evil, 
think of the Lord with the lotus eyes, 
sing the praise of the Golden Sun.

Õloka 5

dr. æåvä smr. tvä spr. æåvä viæayam
moham mä kuru manasi manuæya
jn~ätvä sarvam bähyamanityam
niõcinu nityam pr. thagätmänam

Knowing all objects to be impermanent, 
let not their contact blind you. 
Resolve again and again to be aware 
of the Self that is permanent.

Õloka 6

jn~äte tatve kaste mohaù
citte õuddhe kvabhavedrogaù
baddhe prän. e kvavästi maran. am
tasmädyogaù õaran. am bharan. am

Surrender to yoga, for 
where is the conflict when the truth is known? 
Where is the disease when the mind is clear? 
Where is death when the breath is controlled?
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Õloka 7

nädigranthiæu jananam labdhvä
mämse koõe vr. ddhim gatvä
sandhiæu lïlänaåanam kr. tvä
rogo yogännaõyati hä hä

Rising where the n¡d•s meet, 
growing in the ko≈as, and the muscles 
dancing at different joints—  
the diseases are removed by yoga.

Õloka 8

nr. tyati yogï hr. daye dhr. tvä
sundaravapuæam lakæmïkäntam
jagadädhäram paramätmänam
nandati nandati nandatyeva

Seeing the beauty of the Lord in his heart 
whose consort is Goddess Lakßm•, 
the Lord who supprts the universe, 
the yogi dancing with joy, is lost in this vision.

Õloka 9

yenä, dhïtä õrautï vän. ï
naivakadäcit sukr. täsandhyä
sa tu vasudhä jïvanabhägyam
dharmam nindati nindatyeva

Those who do not chant the Vedas 
nor offer worship to the sun 
bring peril to this holy Earth 
by disrespecting dharma.
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Õloka 10

rägo bhogo yogastyägaù
cätvärste puruæärthä hi
bälastarun. o vr. ddho jïrn. aù
catvärastän bahamanyante

Man desires objects when tender in age,  
enjoys them when young,  
seeks yoga in middle age,  
develops detachment when old.

Õloka 11

ätmika daihika mänasa bhedät
trividham vihitam yogäbhyasanam
sakalam yacchati vän~chita suphalam
nahi nahi yogäbhyasanam viphalam

There is the practice of yoga 
of the body, mind, and ¡tma—  
always fruitful, and it gives to each 
through practice what he seeks.

Õloka 12

aæåän. gäkhyam yogäbhyasanam
muktim bhuktim pradadätyanaghäm
yadi guru padavïmanugatamathavä
cittam bhagavatpadayorlagnam

Follow the teachings of the guru, 
meditate on the feet of the Lord. 
Practice faithfully aßt¡nga yoga, 
realize joy or mukti as you choose.
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Õloka 13

tava vä mama vä sadänusaran. ät
namanänmananät prasanna cittaù
bhagavän vän~chitamakhilam datvä
kinte bhüyaù priyamiti hasati

Your Lord or mine, it does not matter. 
What matters is: Meditate with humility. 
The Lord, pleased, gives what you seek 
and happily will give more.

Õloka 14

kaste bhrätä kä vä bhäryä
kaste mitraù ko’yam putraù
vitte naæåe jïrn. e gatre
dravani sarve vidiõo dhikdhik

Know that the world is fickle  
When the body is weak and wealth is gone— 
no brother, friend, wife, or son—  
strange is the world, is it not?

Õloka 15

yävadvittäm tävad bandhuù
yävaddänam tävatkïrtiù
vitte lupte bandhurdüre
kïrtiù kva syätpaõya vicitram

Wealth brings friends, generosity, name, and fame, 
but when wealth goes, gone too are the friends.  
Where did it go this name and fame?  
This is the wonder of the world.
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Õloka 16

rägo rogotpattau bïjam
bhogo rogaprasaran. a bïjam
yogo rogacchedakabïjam
yähi sudüram rägäthbogät

Desire is the origin of disease.  
Desire fulfilled, the disease spreads,  
though yoga turns away from feeding desire.

Õloka 17

tyaja dhikkäram mätäpitroh
kuru nyakkäram piõune manuje
bhaja satkäram bhävuka boddhari
vasa sadgoæåhivasatau satatam

Respect parents, avoid evil,  
seek always the company of good, 
and worship the Lord with faith.

Õloka 18

mä kuru r. n. amapyalpam heyam
mä vasa ripupariväre satatam
mäkæipa rogajvalane gätram
mä vismara märaman. am hr. daye

Never be in debt.  
Never reside near enemies. 
Never trap your body through disease.  
Never forget the Lord with his consort  
who resides in the heart. 
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Õloka 19

jnänaratovä karmaratovä
bhaktiratovä sarve lokäù
sthitvä yoge nahi nahi labhate
kämapi siddham paõya vicitram

You may follow karma, jñana, or bhakti, 
but if yoga is not followed  
these paths will lead you nowhere. 
This is the wonder of yoga. 

Õloka 20

ädau pädau tadanu ca janghe
paõcäduru näbhim hr. dayam
dhyätvä bähü sundaravapuæam
sumukham lokaya gokulanätham

To meditate on Lord Kƒß∆a  
begin from His feet, then move up  
toward the trunk and the heart.  
Now meditate on His beautiful arms, 
then stay with the beauty of His form. 

Õloka 21

nityäbhyasanät niõcalabuddhiù
satatädhyayanät medhäsphürtiù
õuddhät dhyänät abhïæåasiddhiù
santata japataù svarüpasiddhiù

Yoga steadies the mind.  
Chanting Lord’s prayer gives energy and intelligence.  
Meditation results in marvels.  
Through mantra japa comes self-realization. 
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Õloka 22

dyuman. erudayät prägeväsana
sandhyäpüjana vidhayaù käryäù
yäme yäme prän. äyämän
daõa daõa kuryät äyuvr. ddhyai

Wake before dawn and  
face East to worship the Sun.  
Again and again do the pr¡∆¡y¡ma  
and you will enjoy good health. 

Õloka 23

paramita bhojï sucarita yäjï
dhvastaõarïrakleõo yogï
susthiracitto bhagavati viæn. au
ihaiva labhate õäntim paramäm

Practicing ¡sana, eating moderately 
with a stable mind, worshiping the Lord— 
now ≈¡nti overflows.

Õloka 24 

ädäväsanapunarävr. tteù
ädyävr. ttherbhagavaccaran. au
guruvaracaran. au pran. amya paõcät
samadr. kprän. aù samärabheta

Begin the day by worshiping  
the feet of God and Teacher.  
Then do ¡sana and pr¡∆¡y¡ma,  
remembering the words of the Teacher. 
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Õloka 25

yävän dïrghaù kaukæyo väyuù
prayäti bähyam sükæmastadanu
tävänantaù praviõati novä
matvä manasä samïkuruæva

Practice pr¡∆¡y¡ma with attention.  
Then, when the breath becomes long and smooth,  
the mind is ready for meditation.

Õloka 26

vada vada satyam vacanam madhuram
lokaya lokam snehasupürn. am
märjaya doæän dehaprabhavän
ärjaya vidyävinayadhanäni

Rid your body of its impurities,  
let your speech be true and sweet,  
feel friendship for the world, and  
with humility seek wealth and knowledge.

Õloka 27

äsanakaran. ättarasam sarasam
prän. äyämat prabalam prän. am
dharan. asuddham kuru mastiækam
dhyänät õuddham cªittam nityam

⁄sana will make the body light. 
Pr¡∆¡y¡ma strengthens pr¡∆¡. 
Dh¡ra∆¡ purifies the intellect. 
Meditation purifies the mind.
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Õloka 28

kr. te jn~änä märgaù trite karma märgraù
dvayam dväpare supraõastam phaläya
kalau yoga märgaù sadä
supraõastassubhuktauvimuktau

In the krta yuga, the way was jñ¡na, 
in the treta, it was karma,  
in the dv¡para, it was both jñ¡na and karma.  
and in kali, it is yoga that gives joy and mukti. 

Õloka 29

munirbhunkæva bhojyam sadä deva õeæam
mitam sätvikamcärdhakälesupakvam
smaran devanätham kuruævärdha pürn. am
svakukæim tataù svacchatoyam pibecca

Food must first be offered to the Lord  
then eaten in silence.  
Eat at the right time s¡ttvic food—  
fresh and well cooked,  
remembering God. Eat half full.  
End by drinking pure and clean water. 

Õloka 30

pranama prän. am prathamam yoge
bhajare prän. am bhaktyä parayä
prän. äyämam kuru tatpaõcät
dhyätvä pran. avam pareõa sadanam

First, worship the pr¡∆a 
in pr¡∆¡y¡ma, recite  
the pra∆ava, in the abode of the Lord,  
then surely the pr¡∆a is regulated. 
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Õloka 31

mäkuru mäkuru yogatyägam
mä mä bhakæaya tämasamannam
prän. am bandhaya nitamännityam
bhaja bhaja bhagavatpädadvandvam

Never give up yoga. Never eat heavy, unhealthy food.  
Always practice the right pr¡∆¡y¡ma,  
praying again and again the feet of the Lord. 

Õloka 32

bandhaya väyum nandaya jïvam
dhäraya cittam dahare parame
iti tirumala kr. æn. o yogï
pradiõati väcam sandeõäkhyäm

Regulate the breath, be happy, 
link the mind with the Lord in your heart  
This is the message  
of Yogi Tirumala Kƒß∆a.

On being requested by his students to give them a prayer through which they 
could pay theirrespects tohim before beginning theirstudies,T. Krishnamacharya 
composed the following verse.

õrikr. æn. a vägïõa yatïõvaräbhyäm
sampräpta cªakrän. kan. a bhäæyasäram
õrinütnarangendrayatau samarpitasvam
õrikriæn. amäryam guruvarymïàe
virodhe kärtike mäse õatatärä kr. todayam
yogäcªäryam kr. æn. amäryam guruvarymaham bhaje
õri gurubhyo namah

Pt4.indd   229 1/23/08   3:17:02 PM



230      APPENDIX 1

APPENDIX 1

The Texts Mentioned in This Book

The Yoga Sütra
This, the most fundamental text on yoga and part 3 of this book, dates back 
to the period between the second and the end of the third centuries. The 195 
verses (s¶tras) of the text are short aphorisms, which are grouped in four 
chapters. The first chapter, entitled “Sam¡dhip¡da,” gives us the famous 
definition of yoga,1  and describes our state of mind in yoga and in nonyoga. 
The second chapter, “S¡dhanap¡da,” presents yoga as a practice. Chapter 
three, “Vibh¶tip¡da,” discusses the results that those who practice yoga can 
achieve and also discusses the dangers of these changes. The fourth chapter, 
entitled “Kaivalyap¡da,” concerns the freedom to which yoga can lead.

Various scholars have, from very early on, written commentaries on the 
Yoga Sütra. Five of these are of significance today. The first, dating back 
to the fifth century, is Vyasa’s Bhäæya. It is available in countless English 
editions. (There are also many subcommentaries on this commentary.) The 
second, the Vivrana, was written by the Shankaracharya as a subcommentary 
on Vyasa’s Bhäæya. The third was written in the ninth century by Vacaspati 
Mishra. Entitled Tattvaiõäradï, this text also discusses Vyasa’s commentary. 
The fourth, the Räjamärtan. àa, was written by Bhojadeva around the tenth 
century. Bhojadeva was a great king who also wrote important texts on music 
and dance. The fifth well-known commentary, which also includes comments 
on Vyasa’s Bhäæya‚ was written by Vijñ¡nabikßu in the sixteenth century. It 
is known by the title Yogavärttika.

Yoga Yäjñavalkya
This text, dating back to sometime between the second and fourth centuries, 
is the oldest text that talks about the concepts of pr¡∆¡y¡ma, ¡sana, and espe-
cially ku∆∂alin•. The practices mentioned in it are not, as in many other texts, 
restricted to a particular caste or social group. On the contrary, in the text 
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1.Yoga citta vƒtti niro-
daha˙: Yoga is the 
ability to direct the 

mind exclusively 
toward an object  
and sustain that  

direction without any  
distractions.
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Y¡jñavalkya explains the practice of yoga to his wife Gargi and a few other 
sages who have gathered around. The twelfth and final chapter, in which the 
writer talks about the role of ku∆∂alin• in the cleansing process of yoga, is 
exclusively addressed to his wife. Y¡jñavalkya introduces her to the “secrets” 
of yoga; hence the title of the chapter, “Rahasya.” Yoga is defined as the link 
between the individual seed (jivätma) and the highest power (par¡tman).

Like the Yoga Sütra, the Yoga Yäjñavalkya describes eight limbs (a©ga) of 
yoga and describes the path of yoga practice as the development of these eight 
limbs. Some of the individual a©ga are, however, understood slightly differently 
from the way they are described in Patañjali’s Yoga Sütra. In contrast to later 
works about ha†ha yoga from the tradition of the Nath yogis, there is no refer-
ence to the shatkarma, the special cleansing exercises of yoga. There is one 
critical edition of the Yoga Yäjñavalkya written by ˛r• Prabhad C. Divanji.2 

Yoga Rahasya
One text that we do not have in written form yet, but whose existence is indi- 
cated by numerous references, is the Yoga Rahasya (Secrets of Yoga) by Natha- 
muni.  Nathamuni was a ninth century South Indian sage who, like so many 
Indian teachers, did not belong to the monastic tradition but was fully involved 
with family life. His work, which is supposed to have originally consisted of 
twelve chapters, was handed down by word of mouth. Four of these chapters 
are known to us through ˛r• Krishnamacharya, who dictated them to his son 
and pupil T. K. V. Desikachar.

For Nathamuni, the meaning and goal of yoga is devotion to God or a higher 
power (bhakti). In his text Nathamuni gives very precise instructions on 
aß†¡©ga yoga, which partly correspond to those of Patañjali and emphasizes 
the need to tailor yoga to suit the particular needs of those who practice it. 
The text implies the absolute necessity for a teacher, and this is repeated 
again and again. A great number of ¡sanas and pr¡∆¡y¡ma techniques are 
explained very precisely by Nathamuni. He also pays particular attention to 
the treatment of illness with yoga.

Nathamuni devotes many verses of the Yoga Rahasya to the meaning and 
practice of yoga for pregnant women. Like the Yoga Yäjñavalkya, he insists 
that yoga is meaningful and worthwhile for women, thereby setting himself 
in opposition to the Brahmin teachings that wanted to completely exclude 
women from all spiritual practices.

Bhagavad Gïtä
The Bhagavad Gïtä (“The Song of the Lord”) is the sacred text of India. It is 
the sixth section, the Bh•ßma Parva, of a great epic entitled the Mahäbhärata, 
a long poem that is also a treatise on yoga. The discussion between the hero 
Arjuna and the god Kƒß∆na, who appears as Arjuna’s charioteer in a great battle 

2. Journal of the Bom-
bay Branch of the 
Royal Asiatic Society, 
reprint, monograph no. 
3, 1954.
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between two royal families, deals with the highest principles of yoga: the 
philosophy of action (karma), the show of discrimination, knowledge, and 
devotion to God (bhakti).

Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä
This text by Yogi Svatmarama dates from the fifteenth century. It is one of 
the most important and most comprehensive, although sometimes contradic-
tory, texts on ha†ha yoga and presents sequentially in its four chapters the 
techniques of ha†ha yoga: ¡sana, pr¡∆¡y¡ma, mudr¡, and n¡da (external and 
internal sound).

In addition to these five texts, two others are mentioned in this book: the 
Gheran. àa Sam. hitä and the Õiva Sam. hitä. Like the Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä, both 
of these texts deal with yoga techniques.
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APPENDIX 2

Four General Practice Sequences
An ¡sana practice should be planned according to the requirements of 
each person. The following examples of thoughtfully constructed practice 
sequences follow the principle of vi©y¡sa krama, the step-by-step progres-
sion that can bring us to balance in body, breath, and mind. These practice 
sequences may not be suitable for those with no previous experience with 
yoga. Regardless of your background, the help of a competent teacher is 
important in designing the most appropriate yoga practice for you. These 
four sequences are shown as examples of how a practice might be planned. 
Variations to suit individual needs are infinite.

Make sure to allow for adequate rest between ¡sanas so that the heartbeat 
and breath can return to normal. There should also be adequate rest before 
beginning pr¡∆¡y¡ma and upon completing pr¡∆¡y¡ma.

In these practice sequences, the word breaths denotes static practice of 
an ¡sana, whereas times denotes dynamic practice. Remember: the breath 
is the gage to ¡sana practice. In each ¡sana practice you should work to 
maintain the connection between movement of the body and movement of 
the breath. Appropriate pauses can be placed between the in- and out-breath 
without compromising the length of the inhale or exhale. These retentions 
may increase as your practice develops. While maintaining the link of body 
and breath, each ¡sana is sustained over several breaths according to each 
person’s capacity. Effort is appropriate to maintain the link of breath and 
body, but not struggle. A practice should always be designed to make you 
feel better and result in more equanimity and more energy.

Pr¡∆¡y¡ma may be practiced by gradually increasing retentions with each 
breath cycle until a maximum retention is reached without struggle. Then 
retentions can be gradually reduced again to complete the pr¡∆¡y¡ma. Like-
wise the length of the inhale or exhale may be progressively increased and 
reduced with or without retentions. As always, these variations depend on a 
person’s requirements and capacity. It is essential that you practice pr¡©¡y¡ma 
only under the guidance of a competent teacher.
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Practice 1

8 times

OUT
IN

OUT
IN

12 times
moving

alternate
sides

OUT
IN

6 times rest

rest

IN

OUT
OUT
IN

IN

OUT

4 times

4 to 6 times

OUT
IN

12 breaths
on each side

6 times
12 breaths

nadl sodhana 

pranayama:

6 times

IN

OUT
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Practice 2

OUT
IN

IN

OUT

6 breaths 6 times

extend the
arms above
and stretch

from the heels
up to the head

6 times

OUT
IN

IN

OUT

IN

OUT

3 times

IN

  OUT

4 times

6 times

IN
  OUT

4 times 6 times

IN

OUT

IN

OUT

rest 6 to 8 times

OUT
IN

3 times

OUT
IN

IN

OUT

IN

OUT

pranayama:
12 breaths throat
inhale, alternate 

nostril exhale

OUT
IN
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Practice 3

6 times
each side

OUT
IN

OUT
IN

OUT
IN

6 times

OUT
IN

rest

IN

OUT

OUT
IN

IN

OUT

6 times

OUT
IN

6 times

IN

OUT

IN

OUT

3 times

4 times dynamically,
then 4 breaths 

each side

6 times dynamically, then
6 breaths arms raised

6 times dynamically,
then 6 breaths each leg

pranayama:
12 breaths alternate

nostril inhale, 
throat exhale
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pranayama:
12 breaths

nadl sodhana 

Practice 4
6 times

OUT
IN

OUT
IN

6 times dynamically, then
6 breaths each side

OUT
IN

6 times rest

OUT
IN

IN
OUT

OUT
IN

IN
OUT

6 breaths

6 breaths
on each side

6 times

rest

6 times

6 breaths
each side

6 times

increase twist on each exhale
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anuloma ujjäyï prän. äyäma: 
pr¡∆¡y¡ma where one inhales with 
a sound in the throat (ujj¡y•) and 
exhales in a regulated way through 
alternate nostrils

ap: water; one of the bh¶tas

apäna: dirt; the center in which bodily 
waste collects

apäna-väyu: the aspect of pr¡∆a re-
sponsible for excretion

apänäsana: wind-relieving pose

aparigraha: to receive exactly what is 
appropriate and no more; one of the 
yamas

ardha padma paõcimatänäsana:  
forward bending half-lotus pose

ardha utkaåäsana: half-squat pose

artha: meaning, purpose

äsana: posture

asmitä: sense of ego; one of the kle≈as

asmitä samädhi: the merging of the 
mind with the object of meditation

aæåän. ga: eight limbs. Aß†¡©ga yoga is 
the eight limbs of yoga as explained 
by Patañjali in the second chapter of 
the Yoga Sütra.

asteya: not coveting what belongs to 
others; one of the yamas

abhiniveõa: the source of fear, attach-
ment to life; one of the kle≈as

abhyantara kumbhaka:  holding the 
breath after inhaling

abhyäsa: practice

äcärya: teacher

adhomukha õvänäsana: downward- 
facing dog pose

advaita: nondualism

agni: fire, one of the bh¶tas

agni sära: a cleansing process using the 
“fire” of the human body to remove 
impurities

ahamkära: the sense of “I”

ahim. sä: noninjury, consideration, love; 
one of the yamas

äkäõa: space; one of the bh¶tas

änanda: a state of bliss

ananta: without end 

an. ga: a “limb,” or aspect, of yoga

antara: within, internal

antaran. ga sädhana: internal practice 
in referance to Pantañjali’s path of 
concentration (dh¡ra∆¡), meditation 
(dhy¡na), and integration (sam¡dhi)

antaräya: obstacle to a clear and stable 
mind

Glossary
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ätman: the self

avidyä: misapprehension, incorrect 
knowledge, false understanding; the 
most important of the kle≈as

bahiran. ga: external limb

bahiran. ga sädhana: external practice 
that includes the first four limbs of 
aß†¡©ga yoga

bähya kumbhaka: holding the breath 
after exhalation

bandha: to bind or lock

Bhagavad Gïtä: a part of the epic 
Mahäbhärata where Kƒß∆a teaches 
yoga to Arjuna

bhakti: devotion

bhakti yoga: yoga in which devotion to 
God is prominent

bhastrika: bellows

bhastrika prän. äyäma: bellows breath-
ing through alternate nostrils

bhujan. gäsana: cobra pose

bhütas: elements of space, air, light, 
water, and earth

brahmacarya: one of the yamas. Mov-
ing toward the highest modification 
of the senses, it is the stage of life 
where the young student studies the 
sacred texts.

br. mhan. a: to expand

buddhi: intellect

cakras: energy centers along the spinal 
column

cakraväkäsana: cat pose

cit: consciousness

citta: mind

citta vr. tti nirodha: mental state devoid 
of agitation

dana: to give away

darõana: one of the six classical points 
of view of Indian thought

deõa: place

dhanuräsana: bow pose

dhäran. ä: the state of mind in which the 
mind is oriented toward one point

dharma: duty, ethical value

dhyäna: meditation

dhyäna mudrä: gesture indicating 
meditation practice

dhyäta: one who is in the state of dhyäna

draæår. : the seer, that which sees

dr. õya: that which is seen

duùkha: feeling of discomfort, pain

dveæa: dislike, hatred; one of the kle≈as

dvipäda pïtham: table pose

eka päda uttänäsana: a standing pos-
ture where the torso bends forward 
and one leg is lifted behind

ekägratä: single direction, single- 
mindedness

gun. as: qualities of the mind; qualities 
of the universe

haläsana: plow pose

hasta mudrä: hand symbol

Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä: a classical text 
on ha†ha yoga

haåha yoga: yoga in which the aim is to 
unify the two energies of ha (the 
left) and †ha (the right), and merge 
them into sußum∆¡ in the center of 
the spine; the merging of pr¡∆a and 
ap¡na into the center of the body, at 
the heart

iàä: a n¡d• that terminates at the left 
nostril

indriyas: senses

Ïõvara: God or Lord
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ïõvarapran. idhänä: to surrender and 
offer all actions to God, without at-
tachment to the fruits of our action; 
one of the niyamas and a component 
of kriy¡ yoga

jälandhara bandha: chin lock

japa: repetition of mantra

jñäna yoga: yoga in which the emphasis 
is on inquiry

kaivalya: ultimate state of yoga, 
freedom

kapälabhätï prän. äyäma: bellows 
breathing

käran. a: cause

karma yoga : yoga in which action is 
done as duty, without concern for 
success or failure

kleõa: affliction

kriyä: action 

kriyä yoga: yoga of purifying action as 
taught by Patañjali 

kæipta: agitated mind

kumbhaka prän. äyäma: breathing 
exercise in which emphasis is on the 
retention of the breath

kun. àalinï: the obstacle located in the 
center of the spine that obstructs the 
movement of pr¡∆a into sußum∆¡

lan.ghana: to reduce

laya: to merge

lïlä: the divine play

mahämudrä: a classic sitting pose

mahat: the great principle

manas: the power behind the senses

mantra: a sacred sound, often used as 
the object of focus during meditation

matsyendräsana: half spinal twist

mr. gi mudrä: finger position to control 
the nostrils during pr¡∆¡y¡ma

müdha: dull state of mind

mudrä: symbol

müla bandha: base-of-trunk lock

näda: sound

näàï: subtle passage in the body through 
which pr¡∆a moves

näàï õodhana prän. äyäma: alternate 
nostril breathing, bringing purification 
of the n¡∂•s

nidrä: dreamless sleep

nimitta käran. a: intelligent cause, 
catalyst

nirodha: restraint, state in which the 
mind focuses totally on one thing

niyama: personal discipline

om: a representation of °≈vara

padmäsana: lotus pose

parin. ämaduùkha: du˙kha arising from 
change

parin. ämaväda: the recognition that all 
we perceive is subject to change

parivr. tti: redirection, reorientation

pärõva uttänäsana: a standing pose with 
one leg forward and the trunk folded 
on it

paõcimatänäsana: seated forward bend

pin.galä: n¡∂• that terminates at the 
right nostril

pradhäna: original source

prajñä: clear understanding in the 
spiritual field

prakr. ti: matter

pramän. a: right perception

prän. a: life-force energy
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prän. a-väyu: one of the five main life 
energies

prän. ava: mystic syllable that represents 
°≈vara

prän. äyäma: regulated breathing 
technique

prasarita pada uttänäsana: standing 
posture with the torso bent forward 
between the legs

pratikriyäsana: counterpose

pratyähära: withdrawal of the senses

püraka prän. äyäma: breathing exercise 
in which the emphasis is on the 
inhalation

püruæa: source of consciousness, 
perceiver

räga: attachment or desire; one of the 
kle≈as

rajas: the quality of prakƒti responsible 
for activity

räja yoga: yoga in which union with the 
highest power is the goal; the yoga 
of Patañjali

recaka prän. äyäma: breathing exercise 
in which the emphasis is on the 
exhalation

r. ta prajñä: perception of a spiritual 
truth

sädhana: practice

õakti: power

õalabhäsana: locust pose

samädhi: state of meditation in which 
only the object of meditation is ap-
parent

samäna-väyu: pr¡∆a of the central 
region of the body, responsible for 
digestion

samavr. tti prän. äyäma: breathing tech-
nique in which different components 
of breathing are equal

sam. skära: habitual movement of the 
mind; habit, conditioning

sam. skära-duùkha: du˙kha caused by 
habits

sam. toæa: contentment; one of the niyamas

sam. yama: total continuous concentra-
tion on one object

sam. yoga: entanglement or confused 
identification

sannyäsin: one who has given up 
everything except God

sarvajña: all-knower, omniscient

sarvängäsana: shoulderstand

sattva: one of the three qualities of 
prakƒti responsible for clarity and 
lightness

satväda: the concept that everything we 
see, experience, and feel is not illu-
sion, but is true and real

satya: truth, truthfulness; one of the yamas

õauca: cleanliness, purity; one of the 
niyamas

õaväsana: corpse pose

siddhi: gift; power that is given

õiræäsana: headstand

õïtalï prän. äyäma: breathing exercise in 
which one inhales through the mouth, 
shaping the tongue in a particular way

smr. ti: memory

õodhana: purification

sthira: steadiness and alertness

sukha: lightness and comfort; happiness

sukhäsana: simple cross-legged pose

sürya namaskar: sequence of ¡sanas col-
lectively called the salute to the sun

suæumn. ä: central n¡∂• running through 
the center of the spine, from the base 
to the top of the head
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svadharma: your own position

svädhyäya: self-inquiry; any study that 
helps you understand yourself; the 
study of sacred texts; one of the niya-
mas and a component of kriy¡ yoga

tadäsana: mountain pose

tamas: one of the three qualities of 
prakƒti, responsible for heaviness and 
stability 

tanmätras: the characteristics of sound, 
touch, form, taste, and smell

tantra: technique

tantra yoga: yoga in which the focus is 
the elimination of obstacles that block 
the free movement of pr¡∆a in sußum∆¡

tanu: mild, feeble

täpa-duùkha: pain caused by craving

tapas: process of removing impurities; 
elimination, purification; one of the 
niyamas and a component of kriy¡ 
yoga

träåaka: gazing at a static object to 
invite meditation

trikonäsana: triangle pose

udäna-väyu: the aspect of pr¡∆a 
responsible for speech and upward 
movement

uddäyïna bandha: abdominal lock

ujjäyï: breathing technique in which one 
inhales with a sound in the throat

urdhvamukha õvänäsana: upward- 
facing dog pose

ußåräsana: camel pose

utkaåäsana: squatting pose

uttänäsana: standing forward bend

vairägya: detachment, letting go

vajräsana: thunderbolt pose

väyu: air, breath, wind; one of the 
bh¶tas

Vedas: Hindu scriptures that are the 
basis for all yoga

vicära: reflection on a subtle object

vidyä: clear understanding, high level of 
knowledge

vikalpa: imagination

vikæipta: state in which the mind is 
moving without any consistent 
purpose or direction

viloma krama prän. äyäma: breathing 
exercise in which one inhales in a 
regulated way through alternate nos-
trils and exhales through both nostrils 
with a sound in the throat

viloma ujjäyï prän. äyäma: breathing 
exercise using nostril control for 
inhalation and exhalation

vin.yäsa krama: a correctly organized 
course of ¡sanas progressing appro-
priately toward a desired goal

viparyaya: false perception

vïrabhadräsana: warrior pose

vïräsana: hero pose

viæamavr. tti prän. äyäma: breathing tech-
nique in which the different compo-
nents of the breathing are not equal

viõeæa puruæa: °≈vara

Viæn. u: God, one of the Trinity

vitarka: reflecting on a gross object

viveka: discrimination

vyäna-väyu: pr¡∆a responsible for 
distribution of energy throughout the 
whole body

yama: discipline concerning our deal-
ings with society and the world

yoga sädhana: yoga practice

Yoga Sütra: Patañjali’s classic text on 
yoga

yogi: someone adept at yoga
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abhinive≈a, 11
abhyantara vƒtti, 60
adhomukha ≈van¡sana, 72, 73
adhy¡ya, 13
advaita, xxvii
agni, 58
ahi≥s¡, 98
alabdhabh¶mikatva, 126–127
¡lasya, 126
anavasthitatv¡ni, 127
anuloma ujj¡y•, 60
ant¡rayas, 125. See also obstacles 

to mental clarity
ap¡na, 57–58
ap¡n¡sana, 28, 29, 31, 35, 37
ap¡na-v¡yu, 57
aparigraha, 99–100
¡sanas. See also counterposes

definition of, 17
dynamic practice of, 29–31
principles, 32
qualities of, 17–18, 180–181
and rest, 39–40
sequence of, 41–43, 233–237
static practice of, 29
variations of, 45–50

asteya, 99
asmit¡, 10, 13, 80, 90
avidy¡, 10, 13, 81–82

four branches of, 10–11, 80
relationship with du˙kha, 83–84

avirati, 126

b¡hya vƒtti, 60
bandhas, 71–74

and ¡sanas, 72–73
and pr¡∆¡y¡ma, 73–74
techniques of, 71–72

Bhagavad Gïtä, xxi, xxiii,135, 
136–137, 231–232

bhakti, xvi
bhakti yoga, 135–136
bhastrika, 62

Bhäæya, 230
Bhojadeva, 230
bhuja©g¡sana, 20, 32, 35, 48–49, 50
bhr¡ntidar≈ana, 126
Blitz, Gerard, xvi
bow pose, 29, 40
brahmacarya, 99
Brahmachari, Ramamohan, xiv, xv, 

xvii, 146
Brahmatantra, Krishna, xv
breath. See also pr¡∆a, pr¡∆¡y¡ma 

breathing techniques, 21–23, 38–39
four parts of, 38
linking with body and 

movement, 18–20, 51
varying in ¡sanas, 48–49

bƒmha∆a, 38–39

cakra, 136, 137
cakrav¡k¡sana, 19, 32, 35, 42
cat pose, 19, 32, 35
cin mudr¡, 67
cobra pose, 20, 32, 35, 48–49, 50
corpse pose, 32, 35
counterposes, 26–27 

examples of, 31–37
cross-legged pose, 42

Desikachar, T. K. V., xvi, 146
interview with, xvi–xxv

Devi, Indra, xvi, xxii
dar≈ana, 5
dhanur¡sana, 29, 40
dh¡ran¡, 109, 111–112, 113–114, 

114–115, 184
dhy¡na, 82–83, 109, 113–114, 115, 

116–117, 117–118
dhy¡na mudr¡, 67. See also mgri 

mudr¡
dog pose, 72, 73
du˙kha, 83–85, 87–88
dveßa, 11
dvip¡da p•tham, 20, 35, 42

ek¡grata, 121–122

forward bend 
seated, 30, 34, 35, 39, 47–48, 49
standing, 19, 28, 29, 32, 35, 42, 46

Gheran. àa Samhitä, 232
gu∆a, 84, 88

hal¡sana, 29
hasta mudr¡, 67, 69. See also mgri 

mudra
ha†ha yoga, 137, 138, 139
Haåha Yoga Pradïpikä, 138, 232
headstand, 29, 32

i∂¡, 136, 137
°≈vara, 129–133
•≈varapra∆idh¡n¡, 13, 102, 129–130, 

156–158
Iyengar, B. K. S., xvi

j¡landhara bandha, 71
jñ¡na yoga, 135

kaivalya, 85, 111, 173
kap¡labh¡t•, 62
karma yoga, 136–137
Klein, Jean, xvi
Krishnamacharya, Tirumalai,  

xv-xxv
biographical information, xv–xviii, 

xxii-xxiii
teachings of, xv, xviii–xix, xx, xxi, 

xxii, xxiii–xxiv, 146
Krishnamacharya Yoga Mandiram, 

xvi, xxv
kriy¡ yoga, 14, 80–81, 137
kßipta, 121
ku∆∂alin•, xviii, 138, 139–140

la©ghana, 38, 39
locust pose, 35, 36–37, 46–47
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mah¡mudr¡, 72, 73
mantra, xix–xx
mantra yoga, 136
matsyendr¡sana, 21
mind. See also dh¡ran¡, dhy¡na, 

sam¡dhi,  saµyama 
five activities of, 88, 150–152
five levels of, 121–122
and interruptions to mental clarity, 

125–131, 158–161
and obstacles to clear perception, 

166–170
and perception, 171–174
in the state of yoga, 121–123, 

149–150, 153–155, 161–164
three qualities of, 84–85, 88, 171

Mishra, Vacaspati, 230
mountain pose, 29
mrgi mudr¡, 61. See also dhy¡na 

mudr¡
m¶dha, 121
m¶la bandha, 72

n¡d•, 136, 137
n¡∂• ≈odhana, 60–61
Nathamuni, xv, xvii, xxi, xxiii, 231
nidr¡, 88
nirb•jah samadhi, 186
nirodha, 121, 122
niyama, xxiv, 97, 98, 100–102, 176

obstacles to mental clarity, 125–127, 
158–159

and overcoming them, 127–130, 
159–164

pari∆¡mav¡da, 12
parivƒtti, 89
p¡r≈va utt¡n¡sana, 30, 35
pa≈cimat¡n¡sana, 30, 34, 35, 39, 40, 

47–48, 49
Patañjali, 9, 13, 145, 146
pi©gal¡, 136, 137
plow pose, 29
postures. See äsanas
pradh¡na, 93
prakƒti, 93, 94, 95
pram¡da, 126
pram¡na, 88
pr¡∆a, 54–55, 56–59, 137–138. See 

also breath, pr¡∆¡y¡ma
pr¡∆a-vayu, 57
pr¡∆¡y¡ma, 53–69, 181–182. See 

also breath, pr¡∆a
¡sanas for, 42–43
aspects of, 59–60
hand positions for, 61, 67, 69
positions for, 63–64
process of, 62–64
techniques of, 60–62

pratikriy¡sana, 26. See also 
counterposes

praty¡h¡ra, 107–109, 111–113
purußa, xvi, 12, 88–90, 93, 94, 95

r¡ga, 10
rajas, 84–85, 88
Rajamartanda, 230
r¡j¡ yoga, 136

sadhana, xvi
≈alabh¡sana, 35, 36–37, 46–47
sam¡dhi, 109–110, 114, 115–116, 

117–118, 149–164
sam¡na-v¡yu, 57
samasthiti, 35
saµ≈aya, 126
saµsk¡ra, 10, 89, 90
saµtoßa, 101
saµyama, 110–111, 185–186,  

190–195, 198–202
sanny¡sin, 99, xxii–xxiii
sarv¡ng¡sana, 31, 32
sattva, 84, 85, 88
satv¡da, 12
satya, 98–99
≈auca, 101
≈av¡sana, 32, 35
Shankaracharya, Jayendra 

Saraswathi, 230
shoulderstand, 31, 32
siddhi, 110
≈•rß¡sana, 29, 32
≈•tal•, 61–62
Õiva Sam

.
hitä, 232

smƒti, 88
spinal twist, half, 21
squatting pose, 32
stambha vrtti, 60
standing pose, 35

with one leg forward, 30, 35
sthira, 17, 18, 25, 53
sty¡na, 126
sukha, 17, 18, 25, 26, 53
sukh¡sana, 42
sußum©¡, 137–138
sv¡dhy¡ya, 13, 80, 101–102
Svatmarama, 232

table pose, 20, 35, 42
ta∂aka mudr¡, 72, 73
tad¡sana, 29
tamas, 84, 88
tantra yoga, 137, 139
tapas, 13, 80, 101, 102
Tattvaiõäradï, 230
thunderbolt pose, 28, 29
triangle pose, 29
trikon¡sana, 29

ud¡na-v¡yu, 57
udd•y¡na bandha, 72
ujj¡y•, 56, 60
Upanißads, xxviii, 99

utka†¡sana, 32
utt¡n¡sana, 19, 28, 29, 32, 35, 42, 46

varjr¡sana, 28
Vedas, 5, 145–146
vidy¡, 10
viloma ujj¡y•, 60
Vijnañ¡bikßu, 230
vikalpa, 88
vikßipta, 121
vi©y¡sa krama, xx, 25–26, 233
viparyaya, 88
v•rabhadr¡sana, 39
viveka, 90
Vivrana, 230
viy¡dhi, 125
vy¡na-v¡yu, 57
Vyasa, 230

warrior pose, 39
wind-relieving pose, 28, 29, 31, 32, 

35, 37

Y¡jñavalkya, 230–231
yama, 97, 98–100, 175
yoga 

definition of, 5–6, 9, 79, 121, 
149–150

different paths of, 135–140
eight limbs of, xvi, 107–111, 

174–186
and the mind, 121–123, 149–150, 

153–155, 161–164
nine obstacles or interruptions of, 

125–131, 158–161
origin of, 5
purpose of, 17, 118
theory of evolution, 93–94
three aspects of, 13–14

Yoga Makarandam, xvi
Yoga Rahasya, xv, xviii, xxi, 231
Yoga Sütra, xv, 5, 9, 230, 143–215

definition of yoga, 149–150
eight components of yoga, 174–186
interruptions, symptoms and 

control of, 158–161
the mind, 150–152, 161–164, 

171–173, 187–215
nature of God, 156–158
obstacles, 166–170

Yogavärttika, 230
Yoga Yäjñavalkya, 55, 138, 139, 

230–231
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“I can think of no better book to rec‑
ommend to a friend beginning to be 
excited by yoga but bewildered by 
the plethora of different schools and 
their sometimes‑conflicting teachings. 
In addition, I would be hard‑pressed 
to think of a book I would recom‑
mend more highly to any yoga stu‑
dent seeking to deepen a yoga prac‑
tice . . . The great gift of The Heart 
of Yoga lies not simply in the depth of 
Desikachar’s learning, but in the com‑
passion, gentleness, practicality, and 
down‑to‑earth spirit that permeate the 
book.”

Yoga Journal

“Read this book from cover to cover  
and you will begin to understand what 
yoga is all about.”

The Sunday Times

“Those who are interested in under‑
standing what yoga is about, those 
who are looking for a larger context 
and focus for their hatha practice, 
those who look to the Yoga Su-tra for 
guidance, and all those who have 
loved and benefited from Krishnama
charya and/or Desikachar, directly or 
indirectly, will want this book.”

Yoga International

“An invaluable source of information 
regarding the theory and practice of 
yoga. A must for students and teach‑
ers alike.”

Indra Devi, author of
Yoga for You

T H E  H E A R T  O f  YO GA
DEVELOPING A PERSONAL PRACTICE
Śrī Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, who lived to be over 100 years old, was 
one of the greatest yogis of the modern era. Elements of Krishnamacha-
rya’s teaching have become well known around the world through the 
work of B. K. S. Iyengar, Pattabhi Jois, and Indra Devi, who all studied 
with Krishnamacharya in their early years. Krishnamacharya’s son T. K. 
V. Desikachar lived and studied with his father all his life and now teaches 
the full spectrum of Krishnamacharya’s yoga. Desikachar has based his 
method on Krishnamacharya’s fundamental teaching, which maintains 
that practices must be continually adapted to the individual’s changing 
needs to achieve the maximum therapeutic value.

In The Heart of Yoga Desikachar offers a distillation of his father’s 
system as well as his own practical approach, which he describes as “a pro-
gram for the spine at every level—physical, mental, and spiritual.” This 
is the first yoga text to outline a step‑by‑step sequence for developing a 
complete practice according to the age‑old principles of yoga. Desikachar 
discusses all the elements of yoga—poses and counterposes, conscious 
breathing, meditation, and philosophy—and shows how the yoga student 
may develop a practice tailored to his or her current state of health, age, 
occupation, and lifestyle. Krishnamacharya placed the highest value on 
Patan-jali’s Yoga Su-tra, which is included here in its entirety, with a trans-
lation and commentary by Desikachar. Added to this second edition of 
The Heart of Yoga is the Yogān͂jalisāram—thirty‑two poems composed 
by Krishnamacharya that capture the essence of his teachings and further 
make The Heart of Yoga a milestone in the transmission of yoga from the 
ancient masters to the modern world.

A structural engineer by training, T. K. V. Desikachar lived and 
studied with his father until Krishnamacharya’s death in 1989. He has 
devoted his life to yoga instruction for people of all backgrounds and all 
levels of ability, and currently teaches at the school founded in his father’s 
memory in Madras, as well as in Europe, the United States, Australia, and 
New Zealand.
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