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INTRODUCTION TO YOGA

1. Introduction

Yoga is one of the most significant philosophical and practical traditions that originated in
ancient India. Over centuries, yoga has evolved into a comprehensive system of thought and
practice that aims at the harmonious development of the body, mind, and spirit. Today, yoga is
widely practiced across the world not only as a spiritual discipline but also as a method for
maintaining physical health, mental balance, and emotional wellbeing.

The word yoga is derived from the Sanskrit root “yuj”, which means to join, unite, or integrate.
In philosophical terms, yoga refers to the union of the individual self (atman) with the universal
consciousness (brahman). More broadly, it signifies the integration of body, mind, and
consciousness that leads to self-realization and inner harmony.

Although modern perceptions often associate yoga primarily with physical postures and
exercises, the classical Indian understanding of yoga is far more comprehensive. It includes
ethical principles, mental discipline, meditation practices, and philosophical reflection. Several
ancient texts discuss the concept of yoga and present different approaches to achieving spiritual
liberation and self-awareness.

Among these texts, Patafijali’s Yoga Siitra is considered one of the most systematic and
influential expositions of yoga philosophy. However, the idea of yoga is not limited to this text
alone. Yogic ideas and practices are also found in other important works such as the
Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, Yoga-Yajnavalkya, Yoga-Vasistha, Hatha Yoga Pradipika,
Gheranda Sarhhita, and Siva Sarhhita. These texts collectively demonstrate the richness and
diversity of the yogic tradition.

This section provides an overview of the meaning of yoga, discusses major classical
interpretations of yoga, and examines the reasons why Patafijali’s system is often regarded as

the core framework of yoga philosophy.

2. Meaning and Concept of Yoga

The concept of yoga has multiple dimensions, including philosophical, psychological, ethical,
and practical aspects.

In its broadest sense, yoga refers to a discipline that enables individuals to achieve control over
the mind and realize their true nature. According to classical Indian philosophy, the human

mind is often disturbed by desires, emotions, and sensory experiences. These disturbances
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prevent individuals from experiencing inner peace and self-awareness. Yoga provides methods
for overcoming these disturbances and achieving mental clarity.
Different philosophical traditions have defined yoga in different ways. One of the most famous
definitions comes from Patanjali: “Yogas citta-vrtti-nirodhah.”
This means “Yoga is the cessation of the fluctuations of the mind.” According to this definition,
yoga is primarily a psychological discipline aimed at controlling mental processes.
Another important interpretation appears in the Bhagavad Gita, where yoga is described as
equanimity and skill in action. The Gita presents yoga as a way of living that balances action,
knowledge, and devotion.
In the Upanishadic tradition, yoga is associated with meditation and the realization of the unity
between the individual soul and the ultimate reality.
Thus, yoga can be understood as:

e adiscipline of mental control

e amethod of spiritual realization

e asystem for ethical and physical development

e apath toward inner harmony and liberation

3. Early Sources of Yogic Thought

The concept of yoga predates the classical Yoga Stitra and can be traced to several early Indian
philosophical texts.

3.1 Yoga in the Upanishads

The Upanishads contain some of the earliest references to yogic ideas. These texts emphasize
meditation, self-discipline, and the realization of the unity between the individual self and the
universal reality. For example, the Katha Upanishad compares the human body to a chariot,
where the senses are the horses, the mind is the reins, and the intellect is the charioteer. This
metaphor illustrates the importance of controlling the senses and the mind in order to achieve
spiritual knowledge. Several later Upanishads, sometimes referred to as Yoga Upanishads,
describe meditation techniques, breathing exercises, and concentration practices.

3.2 Yoga in the Bhagavad Gita

The Bhagavad Gita presents a comprehensive philosophy of yoga by integrating different
spiritual paths. It describes yoga as a balanced and disciplined way of life that leads to spiritual
freedom. The Gita discusses several forms of yoga, including:

v/ Karma Yoga — the yoga of selfless action
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v Jhana Yoga — the yoga of knowledge

v Bhakti Yoga — the yoga of devotion

v' Dhyana Yoga — the yoga of meditation
One of the well-known teachings of the Bhagavad Gita states: “Samatvam yoga uchyate.” This
means “‘Yoga is equanimity or balance of mind.” The Gita emphasizes that yoga is not limited
to meditation alone but includes ethical action and devotion.
4. Classical Yogic Texts Beyond Pataijali
Over time, various texts elaborated on yogic philosophy and practices. These texts contributed
to the development of different yogic traditions.
4.1 Yoga-Yajnavalkya
The Yoga-Yajnavalkya is an important classical text presented as a dialogue between the sage
Yajfiavalkya and the philosopher Gargi. The text provides detailed explanations of meditation,
breathing techniques, and yogic practices. It discusses several aspects of yoga, including:

o cthical discipline

e physical postures

e breath regulation

o meditation
The text also elaborates on the concept of eightfold yoga, similar to the system described by
Patafijali.
4.2 Yoga-Vasistha
The Yoga-Vasistha is a philosophical text presented as a dialogue between sage Vasistha and
Prince Rama. The work combines ideas from yoga and Advaita Vedanta. Unlike practical
manuals of yoga, Yoga-Vasistha focuses on the philosophy of consciousness and the nature of
reality. It argues that the mind plays a central role in creating the experience of the world and
that liberation can be achieved through knowledge and meditation. The text emphasizes that
control of the mind is essential for overcoming illusion and realizing truth.
4.3 Hatha Yoga Texts
During the medieval period, several texts emerged that emphasized physical and physiological
aspects of yoga. These texts are associated with the Hatha Yoga tradition. Important works
include Hatha Yoga Pradipika (15th century), Gheranda Sarnhita, and Siva Sarhhita
These texts describe various yogic practices such as:

o physical postures (@sanas)

o breathing techniques (pranayama)
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e energy control (mudra and bandha)
e purification practices
The aim of these practices is to prepare the body and mind for higher states of meditation.
5. Pataiijali’s Yoga Siutra and Its Systematic Framework
Among the various yoga texts, Patafijali’s Yoga Siitra occupies a unique position. Composed
approximately between the second century BCE and fourth century CE, the text presents a
concise and systematic explanation of yoga philosophy.
The Yoga Siitra contains 196 aphorisms divided into four chapters:
1. Samadhi Pada- explains the nature of meditation and concentration
2. Sadhana Pada- discusses the practices of yoga
3. Vibhuti Pada- describes the powers achieved through yogic practice
4. Kaivalya Pada- explains the state of liberation
One of the most important contributions of Patafjali is the formulation of Astanga Yoga, or the
eightfold path of yoga.
These eight limbs are:
1. Yama (ethical restraints)
Niyama (personal discipline)
Asana (physical posture)
Pranayama (breath control)
Pratyahara (withdrawal of senses)

Dharana (concentration)

A R o

Dhyana (meditation)

8. Samadhi (spiritual absorption)

This system provides a step-by-step method for spiritual development, beginning with ethical
discipline and culminating in self-realization.

Why Pataiijali’s Yoga is Often Considered the Core System

Although yoga ideas appear in many texts, Patafjali’s Yoga Siitra is frequently regarded as the
central or classical framework of yoga philosophy. Several reasons explain this position.

1) Systematic Presentation: Patafijali presents yoga in a highly structured and systematic
manner. The concise sutra style summarizes complex philosophical ideas in a clear and
organized framework.

2) Philosophical Foundation: The Yoga Sitra integrates ideas from Samkhya

philosophy, which explains the relationship between consciousness (purusa) and
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material nature (prakrti). This philosophical foundation provides a theoretical basis for
yoga practice.

3) Psychological Insight: Patanjali’s analysis of the mind is remarkably sophisticated.
The text describes various mental states, obstacles to concentration, and methods for
controlling mental disturbances. In this sense, the Yoga Sttra can be viewed as an early
form of psychological science.

4) Influence on Later Traditions: Many later yoga traditions, including Hatha Yoga,
were influenced by the conceptual framework provided by Patafijali. Even when later
texts emphasized physical practices, they often accepted meditation and mental

discipline as the ultimate goal.

6. Limitations of Viewing Pataiijali as the Only Core of Yoga
While Patafijali’s system is highly influential, it is important to recognize that yoga is a diverse
and evolving tradition. Different texts and schools emphasize different aspects of yoga.
For example:

o The Bhagavad Gita emphasizes ethical action and devotion.

o Hatha Yoga texts focus on physical and energetic practices.

e Vedantic traditions emphasize knowledge and realization of the self.
Therefore, Patafjjali’s Yoga Siitra should be understood as one important framework among
several yogic traditions, rather than the only authoritative interpretation of yoga.
7. Conclusion
Yoga is a multifaceted tradition that encompasses philosophical reflection, ethical discipline,
physical practice, and spiritual realization. The concept of yoga has been discussed in many
classical texts, including the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, Yoga-Yajnavalkya, Yoga-
Vasistha, and various Hatha Yoga manuals.
Among these works, Patafijali’s Yoga Sitra stands out for its systematic and concise
presentation of yoga philosophy. By defining yoga as the control of mental fluctuations and
outlining the eightfold path of practice, Patafjjali provided a structured framework that has
influenced yoga traditions for centuries.
At the same time, the broader history of yoga shows that it is not a single rigid system but a
dynamic and diverse tradition that has developed through multiple philosophical and practical
approaches. Understanding this diversity helps us appreciate yoga not only as a set of

techniques but also as a rich intellectual and spiritual heritage of Indian civilization.
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The First Five Sutras of Pataijali’s Yogasiitra

Introduction to Pataiijali’s Yogasiitra

The Yogasiitra of Patanijali is one of the most authoritative classical texts on yoga philosophy.
It systematically explains the theory and practice of yoga as a path to mental discipline, spiritual
growth, and liberation. The text is believed to have been composed between 200 BCE and 400
CE and consists of 196 short aphorisms (sutras).

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali is traditionally divided into four chapters, known as Padas. Each
chapter focuses on a particular aspect of yogic philosophy and practice, guiding the practitioner
from the theoretical understanding of yoga to its ultimate spiritual goal—liberation.

1. Samadhi Pada: The first chapter, Samddhi Pada, contains 51 siitras. This section primarily
discusses the fundamental nature, definition, and objectives of yoga. It begins with the famous
definition, “Yoga is the cessation of the fluctuations of the mind” (yogas citta-vrtti-nirodhah).
The chapter explains different states of concentration and meditation that lead to samadhi (deep
meditative absorption). It also introduces the nature of the mind, the obstacles that disturb
mental stability, and the means by which the practitioner can attain inner tranquillity and clarity.
Thus, Samddhi Pada lays the philosophical and psychological foundation of the yogic path.

2. Sadhana Pada: The second chapter, Sddhana Pada, consists of 55 siitras and deals with
the practical aspects of yoga. The term sadhana refers to disciplined practice or spiritual effort.
This chapter elaborates on the methods by which a practitioner can purify the body and mind
to progress on the yogic path. It introduces the famous Astanga Yoga (Eightfold Path)—yama
(ethical restraints), niyama (personal observances), dsana (posture), pranayama (breath
regulation), pratyahara (withdrawal of the senses), dharana (concentration), dhyana
(meditation), and samadhi (absorption). Through these practices, the practitioner gradually
develops discipline, self-control, and spiritual awareness.

3. Vibhiti Pada: The third chapter, Vibhiuti Pdada, contains 56 siitras and focuses on the
extraordinary capacities or vibhiitis (yogic powers) that may arise from advanced meditation
practices. These powers are said to emerge through the combined practice of dharana, dhyana,
and samadhi, collectively known as samyama. The chapter explains how deep concentration

on specific objects or principles may lead to special insights or abilities. However, it also
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cautions practitioners not to become attached to these powers, as they can distract from the
ultimate goal of spiritual liberation.

4. Kaivalya Pada: The fourth and final chapter, Kaivalya Pada, consists of 34 siitras and
discusses the ultimate aim of yoga—kaivalya, or liberation. This state represents complete
freedom of the purusa (pure consciousness) from the entanglements of prakrti (material
nature). The chapter explains the nature of consciousness, karma, and the processes through
which the mind becomes fully purified. When the fluctuations of the mind cease entirely, the
true self is realized, leading to absolute independence and spiritual freedom.

Together, these four chapters present a systematic framework of yogic philosophy, beginning
with the understanding of the mind, progressing through disciplined practice, addressing the

advanced stages of meditation, and culminating in the realization of liberation.

The first five Sutras of Patanjali Yogasutra
The first five sutras appear in the Samadhi Pada and form the foundation of the entire
philosophy of yoga. They define what yoga is and explain the nature of the mind.

A) SUTRA 1: 3y mﬁm: Atha Yoganu$asanam, which means now begins the

instruction on Yoga. Let us explain the key terms of the sutra:

1. Atha (31¥Y): The word atha means “now.” In classical Sanskrit literature, this term is often
used at the beginning of important philosophical works to mark an auspicious start. In this
context, it indicates that the teaching of yoga is beginning at a meaningful moment,
suggesting that the student is now prepared to receive this knowledge. It implies readiness,
seriousness, and a transition into a disciplined path of learning.
2. Yoga ('CﬁTI'): The term yoga refers to a systematic method of spiritual and mental discipline.
In the context of the Yoga Sitras, yoga is not merely physical exercise but a comprehensive
practice aimed at understanding and controlling the mind. The concept of yoga will be defined
more precisely in the next siitra (yogas citta-vrtti-nirodhah), where it is described as the
cessation of the fluctuations of the mind.
3. Anusasanam (SRMATH): The word anusasanam means instruction, discipline, or
authoritative teaching. It implies a structured body of knowledge that is transmitted through
a tradition. The term suggests that the text presents a systematic exposition of yoga practices
and principles that must be followed with discipline and guidance.

Philosophical Significance
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This opening siitra functions as an introductory declaration. It formally announces the

beginning of yoga instruction and prepares the reader for the philosophical and practical

instructions that follow in the subsequent sttras. By using the term anusasanam, the text

emphasises that yoga is not a casual activity but a disciplined path of practice and self-

transformation.

In essence, the first siitra sets the stage for the entire work by indicating that the following

teachings will present a structured and authoritative guide to understanding the nature of the

mind and the path toward spiritual realisation.

B) SUTRA 2: The second siitra of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali is considered the central

definition of yoga in the entire text. The siitra reads: “mﬁﬁ%” (Yogas Citta
Vrtti Nirodhah), which meant “Yoga is the cessation (or restraint) of the modifications
of the mind.” This concise statement defines the essential goal of yoga and explains

what the discipline ultimately seeks to achieve.

Textual Elaboration of the Sutra

To understand the full meaning of this siitra, it is necessary to analyse its three key terms: citta,

vrtti, and nirodha.

1)

Citta (ﬁﬁ‘l): The literal meaning of Citta is the Mind or Mental Field. The term citta

refers to the entire field of consciousness or the mental apparatus. In the context of the
Yoga Sitras, it represents the internal instrument through which a person perceives,
thinks, remembers, and reacts to experiences. Citta includes various mental functions
such as:

perception and cognition

thinking and reasoning

memory and imagination

emotions and feelings

Thus, citta represents the dynamic mental system through which human beings experience the

external world as well as their inner life.

2)

Vrtti @ﬁ'l): The word vrtti literally means movements, activities, or modifications. In
relation to the mind, it refers to the various mental patterns or disturbances that
constantly arise within the mental field. These fluctuations may appear in the form of:

thoughts and ideas

desires and attachments

doubts and worries

Page | 9



E#"ﬁm "This work by Gopal Kumar Sarma
is licensed under a Creative

"
K g Commons Attribution-NonCommmercial
°°°""“'“ 4.0 International License
[EIFRGEE o no YOGA & WELLNESS ||

e judgments and opinions

e memories and imaginations
Because the mind is constantly engaged in these activities, it rarely remains still. These
fluctuations create distraction and prevent the individual from perceiving reality clearly.

3) Nirodha (ﬁﬁ Y): The term nirodha means restraint, control, or cessation. In the context
of yoga, it does not imply forceful suppression of thoughts but rather the gradual
calming and regulation of mental activities. Through disciplined practice, the constant
movements of the mind become quiet and controlled. When the mental fluctuations

subside, the mind becomes steady, clear, and capable of deep concentration.

Overall Meaning of the Sutra

When these three concepts are combined, the siitra conveys that yoga is the process through
which the restless movements of the mind are brought under control. When the mind becomes
calm and stable, it no longer distorts perception. At that stage, the practitioner experiences
clarity and deeper awareness.

Thus, according to this siitra, yoga is fundamentally a discipline of the mind. The practices of
yoga are designed to regulate mental activity so that the individual can experience inner

stillness and focused awareness.

Significance of the Sutra

This siitra provides the core definition of yoga in the entire system of Patanjali. It emphasises
that yoga is primarily concerned with the discipline and transformation of the mind, rather than
being limited to physical postures or bodily exercises.

By defining yoga as the restraint of mental fluctuations, the text establishes the central objective
of yogic practice: cultivating mental stability, concentration, and clarity, ultimately leading to

higher states of consciousness.

C) SUTRA 3: dal &%: W&SW (Tada Drastuh Svartpe’vasthanam), which
meant “Then the seer rests in his own true nature.”
Textual Elaboration
This siitra describes the result of the condition explained in the previous siitra (yogas citta-vrtti-
nirodhah). When the fluctuations of the mind are restrained, a profound transformation takes
place. At that moment, the true self reveals itself. The siitra contains three important terms that

clarify its meaning: tada, drastuh, and svaripe 'vasthanam.
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1) Tada (dal): The word tada means “then” or “at that time.” It refers directly to the state
described in the previous siitra, when the modifications of the mind have been
restrained. In other words, when the mind becomes calm and free from disturbances, a
new state of awareness emerges.

Thus, the term establishes a cause-and-effect relationship between the control of mental
fluctuations and the realization of the true self.

2) Drastuh (%8¢:): The term drasta means “the seer,” “the witness,” or “the observer.” In
yogic philosophy, it refers to the pure consciousness or the true self that observes all
mental activities. This seer is distinct from the mind and its changing states. Thoughts,
emotions, and perceptions arise in the mind, but the seer remains the silent witness of
these experiences. In the ordinary state of life, however, people tend to identify
themselves with their thoughts and emotions rather than with the witnessing
consciousness.

3) Svartpe’vasthanam (WSWT:WD: The phrase svaripe’vasthanam means
“established in one’s own true nature.”

e Svariipa means one’s essential or true nature.

e Avasthanam means to remain established or firmly situated.

Therefore, this phrase indicates a state in which the seer remains fully established in its

authentic nature, free from the distortions created by the mind.

Overall Meaning of the Siitra

When the restless movements of the mind come to an end, the true self, which is pure
consciousness, becomes clearly revealed. In this state, the individual no longer identifies with
the mind's changing activities but recognises the deeper reality of the witnessing self.

Thus, the sttra explains that the true nature of the self is always present, but it becomes visible

only when the mind's disturbances are removed.

Significance of the Siitra

This stitra explains the immediate result of yoga practice. The discipline of yoga is not merely
about controlling the mind; its ultimate purpose is to allow the practitioner to realize the deeper
nature of consciousness. When the mind becomes still, the practitioner experiences clarity, self-

awareness, and a direct realization of the inner self. Therefore, this sttra highlights the essential
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aim of yoga—to enable the seer to abide in its own true nature beyond the distractions and

fluctuations of the mind.

D) SUTRA 4: m (Vrtti Sartipyam Itaratra), which mean “At other times,
the seer identifies with the modifications of the mind.”

Textual Elaboration: This siitra explains the ordinary condition of human consciousness.

While the previous siitra describes the ideal state in which the seer abides in its own nature,

this stitra describes what happens when the mind is not controlled.

The meaning of the siitra becomes clearer when its key terms are examined: vrtti, saripyam,

and itaratra.

1) Vrtti @ﬁD: The term vrtti refers to the various movements or activities of the mind. These
include thoughts, emotions, memories, imaginations, desires, and judgments that
continuously arise within the mental field. Because the mind is constantly active, it
produces countless such modifications.

2) Sartpyam (HIR™WH): Sarapyam literally means “taking the same form” or “identification.”
In this context, it indicates that the seer becomes identified with the mental activities
occurring in the mind. Instead of remaining a detached observer, consciousness appears to
merge with the mind's changing states. For example, when a person experiences anger, fear,
or joy, they often say “I am angry” or “I am happy.” In reality, these emotions are temporary
mental states, but the individual mistakenly identifies the self with them.

3) Itaratra (RCXA): The word itaratra means “at other times.” It refers to all moments when
the mind is not in the state of yogic stillness described in the previous siitras. In ordinary

life, the mind is rarely calm, and therefore this state of identification occurs frequently.

Overall Meaning of the Siitra

When the fluctuations of the mind are not restrained, the seer becomes entangled with the
various mental activities. Instead of recognizing itself as pure consciousness, the self appears
to assume the form of the thoughts, emotions, and perceptions arising in the mind.

In this condition, the individual becomes absorbed in the changing mental states and forgets

the deeper reality of the witnessing self.

Significance of the Siitra
This sutra highlights the fundamental problem that yoga seeks to address. Human beings
usually identify themselves with the movements of the mind—such as thoughts, emotions, and

desires—rather than with the underlying consciousness that observes them.
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By explaining this condition, the siitra clarifies why the practice of yoga is necessary. Through
disciplined practice, the fluctuations of the mind can be restrained, allowing the seer to return
to its true nature, as described in the previous siitra.

Thus, this aphorism contrasts the ordinary state of mental identification with the higher state
of self-realisation that yoga aims to achieve.

E) SUTRA 5: 9dy: UdA: WSW (Vrttayah Pariicatayyah Klista klistah),
which mean “The modifications of the mind are of five kinds, and they may be either
painful (afflicted) or non-painful (non-afflicted).”

Textual Elaboration

This sttra continues the discussion of vretis (mental modifications) introduced earlier. After
defining yoga as the restraint of these fluctuations, the text now begins to classify them. The
sttra states that the activities of the mind are fivefold in nature, and each of them may be either
klista (afflicted) or aklista (non-afflicted).

To understand the meaning clearly, the important terms in the stitra must be examined.

1. Vrttayah (d<9:): The term vretayah refers to the various activities, movements, or patterns
of the mind. These are the ways in which the mind responds to internal and external
experiences. Thoughts, perceptions, memories, and imaginations are all examples of such
modifications.

These mental activities constantly arise within the mind and influence how individuals perceive
reality and respond to situations.

2. Paiicatayyah (UId™@:): The word paricatayyah means “of five kinds.” This indicates that
mental modifications can be classified into five categories. The next siitra enumerates these
five types as:

e Pramana (valid knowledge)

e Viparyaya (misconception or error)

e Vikalpa (imagination)

e Nidra (sleep)

e Smrti (memory)

These five forms represent the principal ways in which the mind operates.
3. Klista mt): The term klista refers to mental states that are afflicted by ignorance and

other psychological disturbances. Such modifications lead to suffering, confusion, attachment,
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or emotional disturbance. When mental activities are influenced by ignorance or ego-centered
tendencies, they create obstacles on the path of spiritual development.

4. AKklista (m *): In contrast, aklista refers to mental states that do not produce suffering
and are not influenced by ignorance. These modifications may support clarity, understanding,
and spiritual progress.

Thus, the same type of mental activity may either hinder or assist the practitioner depending
on how it operates within the mind.

Overall Meaning of the Siitra

This siitra explains that the mental modifications which yoga seeks to regulate, occur in five
fundamental forms. These forms may either create suffering and distraction or remain neutral
and supportive of awareness. Understanding these categories helps the practitioner observe the
mind's functioning more clearly.

Significance of the Sutra

The importance of this sitra lies in the systematic classification of mental activities. By
identifying the different types of mental modifications and recognizing their effects, the
practitioner becomes better able to understand the workings of the mind.

This analysis prepares the ground for the following siitras, where each of the five mental
modifications is explained in detail. Through this understanding, the practitioner can gradually
learn how to regulate these fluctuations and progress toward the state of mental stillness

described earlier.
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