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ASTANGA YOGA

1.1 The Concept:
The concept of Astanga Yoga (Eightfold Path of Yoga) was systematically explained by the
ancient Indian sage Patanjali in the Yoga Siitra. The term Astanga is derived from two Sanskrit
words, Asta, which means eight, and Anga meaning limbs or parts.
Thus, Astanga Yoga literally means “the eight limbs of yoga”, representing eight
interconnected stages of spiritual
and psychological development.
Unlike the modern perception of
yoga as merely a system of physical
exercise, Astanga Yoga is a
comprehensive philosophical and
practical framework, which
integrates:

o ethical discipline

e personal conduct

e physical health

e breath regulation

e sensory control

e mental concentration

o meditation

e spiritual realization
It is therefore not simply a method
of exercise but a complete way of
life aimed at achieving harmony between body, mind, and consciousness.

1.2 Holistic Nature of Astanga Yoga
Astanga Yoga is based on the understanding that human life operates on multiple levels such
as

e Physical level (body)

e Psychological level (mind)

e Moral level (conduct)

e Spiritual level (consciousness)
Imbalance in any one of these dimensions leads to suffering, stress, and dissatisfaction. The
eight limbs of yoga are designed to restore balance across all these dimensions.
For example, ethical misconduct creates mental disturbance, physical weakness affects
concentration, lack of discipline leads to emotional instability, etc.
Thus, Astanga Yoga offers a systematic solution by addressing each dimension step by step.
The eight limbs are not isolated practices; rather, they form a progressive and interdependent
sequence. Each limb prepares the foundation for the next. The Eight Limbs of Yoga are namely,
Yama, Niyama, Asana, Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana and Samadhi

1.3 Logical Flow of the Eight Limbs
The structure of Astanga Yoga reflects a scientific understanding of human development:
- Step 1-2: Ethical Foundation: The ethical foundation is developed through Yama and
Niyama, which control behaviour and purify character.
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- Step 3-4: Physical and Vital Control: Asana and Pranayama helps in physical and vital
control. The also stabilize body and regulate energy.
- Step 5: Sensory Control: One can attain sensory control through Pratyahara, which
reduce external distractions
- Step 6-7: Mental Discipline: By Dharana and Dhyana one can develop concentration
and meditation, which create mental discipline.
- Step 8: Spiritual Realization: It is attainable through Samadhi where one can experience
ultimate awareness.
This progression shows that yoga is a step-by-step transformation process, moving from
external discipline to internal realization.

1.4 Philosophical Significance of Astanga Yoga
Astanga Yoga is deeply rooted in Indian philosophical traditions, particularly Samkhya
philosophy, which distinguishes between Purusa (pure consciousness) and Prakrti (material
nature).
According to this view, human suffering arises because individuals identify themselves with
the changing aspects of the mind and body rather than with pure consciousness. The aim of
yoga is to:

o control mental fluctuations

e detach from sensory distractions

o realize the true nature of the self
Thus, Astanga Yoga is not merely practical but also philosophically grounded.

1.5 Psychological Interpretation
From a modern perspective, Astanga Yoga can be understood as a scientific system of mental
training. Each limb corresponds to a psychological function, which is depicted as follows:

Parts of Astanga Yoga Psychological Function
Yama & Niyama Behavioral regulation
Asana Physical awareness
Pranayama Breath—mind connection
Pratyahara Attention control
Dharana Focused attention
Dhyana Sustained awareness
Samadhi Peak consciousness

This makes Astanga Yoga highly relevant even in modern fields such as psychology, mental
health, stress management, cognitive science, etc.

1.6 Relevance in Modern Life

In today’s world, individuals face stress and anxiety, lack of concentration, lifestyle diseases,
emotional instability, etc. Astanga Yoga provides a holistic solution by addressing all these
problems simultaneously.

2. YAMA (ETHICAL RESTRAINTYS)

2.1 Concept and Meaning of Yama: In the system of Astanga Yoga, Yama represents the first
and foundational limb. The term Yama is derived from the Sanskrit root “yam”, meaning to
control, restrain, or regulate.
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Yama refers to ethical disciplines that regulate an individual’s behaviour in relation to others
and society. It is often described as the moral foundation of yoga, because without ethical
purity, higher stages of yoga cannot be achieved. Unlike external rules imposed by society,
Yama represents internalized ethical values that guide thought, speech, and action.
2.2 Nature of Yama: Universal Ethical Principles: Patafjali considers Yama to be universal
(Mahavrata), which implies-

o they are not restricted by time, place, or circumstance

o they apply to all individuals regardless of religion or culture
Thus, Yama is not merely a religious doctrine but a universal code of ethical living.
2.3 The Five Yamas: Patanjali identifies five Yamas, each addressing a different aspect of
human conduct. These are discussed briefly.
2.3.1 Ahimsa: Ahimsa means non-harming in thought, speech, and action. Ahimsa is not
limited to physical violence. It includes avoiding harsh words, controlling anger and
eliminating negative thoughts toward others.
It also promotes compassion, empathy and kindness
Significance: Ahimsa reflects the idea that all beings are interconnected. Harming others
ultimately disturbs one’s own mental peace.
In modern society marked by conflict, competition, and aggression, Ahimsa promotes peaceful
coexistence, social harmony and emotional intelligence.
2.3.2 Satya: Satya means truthfulness in thought, speech, and action. Satya is not merely
stating facts but also speaking with sincerity, avoiding deception and ensuring that truth does
not cause harm. Thus, Satya must be practiced in harmony with Ahimsa.
Significance: Truth aligns the individual with reality, reducing confusion and mental conflict.
Satya is essential for trust in relationships, integrity in institutions and ethical leadership
2.3.3 Asteya: Asteya means not taking what does not belong to us. Asteya goes beyond
physical theft and includes intellectual dishonesty, exploitation, misuse of resources and
wasting others’ time.
Significance: Asteya promotes respect for others’ rights and dignity. In today’s world, Asteya
is important for ethical economic behaviour, academic integrity and fair competition.
2.3.4 Brahmacharya: Traditionally associated with celibacy, Brahmacharya broadly means
control over desires and moderation in life. It involves

e controlling sensory pleasures

e maintaining balance in consumption

e avoiding excess in any form
Significance: Brahmacharya helps conserve mental and physical energy, which can be directed
toward higher goals. In modern life, Brahmacharya is crucial for avoiding distractions,
maintaining focus and achieving personal and academic success.
2.3.5 Aparigraha: Aparigraha means non-attachment and avoidance of excessive
accumulation. It encourages simplicity, minimalism and detachment from material possessions
Significance: Attachment leads to anxiety and fear. Aparigraha promotes freedom from
dependency. In a consumer-driven society, Aparigraha helps in reducing stress, promoting
environmental sustainability and cultivating inner contentment.
2.4. Importance of Yama in Astanga Yoga
Yama in Astanga Yoga is important in many aspects, which are outlined below:

a) Foundation of Yogic Practice: Yama forms the base of the entire yogic structure.
Without ethical discipline the mind remains disturbed, meditation becomes difficult
and spiritual progress is hindered. Thus, Yama ensures moral and psychological
stability.
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b) Promotion of Social Harmony: Yama contributes to a peaceful and cooperative
society.
c) Purification of the Mind: Ethical behaviour reduces guilt, anxiety, anger and
jealousy. This leads to a calm and balanced mind, which is essential for meditation.
d) Development of Self-Control: Yama trains individuals to control impulses, regulate
emotions and act consciously. This is crucial for both personal growth and academic
success.
e) Preparation for Higher Yogic Practices: Yama prepares the practitioner for Niyama,
Asana, Pranayama and meditation. Without Yama, higher practices become
ineffective or unstable.
f) Universal Ethical Relevance: Yama represents values that are universal, timeless
and applicable across cultures. Thus, it bridges yoga philosophy and everyday life.
2.5. Critical Perspective
While Yama provides ideal ethical standards, practical challenges may arise on the followings:
o conflicts between truth and non-violence
e pressure of competition
o materialistic lifestyle
Therefore, Yama should be practiced with awareness, balance and contextual understanding

3. NIYAMA (PERSONAL OBSERVANCES)

3.1 Concept and Meaning of Niyama: Within the framework of Astanga Yoga, Niyama
represents the second limb, succeeding Yama. Whereas Yama regulates one’s ethical conduct
in relation to others, Niyama emphasizes self-discipline and inner regulation. The term Niyama
is derived from the Sanskrit roots “ni”’, meaning inward, and “yama”, meaning control or
discipline, thereby signifying the regulation of one’s inner life and personal behavior.

Niyama emphasizes that true transformation begins within the individual. External discipline
(Yama) must be complemented by internal purification and self-development (Niyama).

3.2 Nature of Niyama: Niyama represents a set of disciplined practices that cultivate self-
awareness, promote inner discipline, purify both the mind and body, and strengthen one’s
spiritual orientation. It serves as a pathway through which ethical living is internalised,
transforming external conduct into a process of personal growth and inner refinement,
ultimately guiding the individual toward deeper self-realisation and harmony.

3.3 The Five Niyamas: Patanjali identifies five Niyamas, each contributing to self-
development. These are discussed below:

3.3.1 Saucha: Saucha refers to cleanliness and purity in both external and internal dimensions.
External purity involves the cleanliness of the body, maintaining hygienic surroundings, and
following a disciplined lifestyle. Internal purity, on the other hand, relates to the purification of
thoughts, emotional clarity, and freedom from negative tendencies. Together, these aspects of
Saucha contribute to overall well-being and create a foundation for higher spiritual
development.

Significance: Saucha removes impurities that disturb the mind, creating conditions for clarity
and concentration.In modern life, Saucha promotes physical health, mental hygiene and
disciplined lifestyle

3.3.2 Santoga: Santosa means contentment or satisfaction with what one has. Contentment does
not mean inactivity or lack of ambition. Rather, it implies acceptance of present circumstances,
freedom from excessive desire and emotional stability.
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Significance: Santosa reduces greed, dissatisfaction and anxiety. It promotes inner peace and
happiness. In a consumer-driven and competitive world, Santosa helps to reduce stress,
improve mental wellbeing and maintain emotional balance.

3.3.3 Tapas: Tapas refers to discipline, effort, and perseverance. Tapas involves voluntary self-
control, endurance of difficulties and commitment to personal growth. It includes both physical
and mental discipline.

Significance: Tapas strengthens willpower and determination, which are essential for progress
in yoga. Tapas is crucial for academic success, professional development and habit formation
3.3.4 Svadhyaya: Svadhyaya means study of the self and sacred knowledge. There are two
aspects of of Svadhyaya- study of texts and self-reflection. Study of texts involves engaging
with philosophical and spiritual literature to deepen one’s understanding of life, ethics, and
inner development. It promotes reflective learning, encouraging individuals to think critically
about their beliefs, values, and actions. Alongside this, self-reflection plays a vital role in
personal growth by enabling individuals to observe their thoughts and behavior consciously.
Through this process, one gains insight into personal strengths and weaknesses, fostering self-
awareness and guiding continuous self-improvement.

Significance: Svadhyaya leads to self-awareness and deeper understanding of reality. It
promotes critical thinking, introspection and personal growth

3.3.5 I§vara Pranidhana: I$vara Pranidhana, or surrender to the divine, refers to the attitude
of devotion and submission to a higher reality or ultimate truth. At a deeper level, it involves
cultivating humility, accepting outcomes without excessive attachment, and dedicating one’s
actions to a higher purpose beyond personal gain. This principle is significant as it helps reduce
ego (ahankara) and fosters a sense of spiritual awareness and inner peace. In contemporary
contexts, even from a secular perspective, I$vara Pranidhana can be interpreted as a
commitment to higher values, a strong sense of purpose in life, and the development of
resilience in the face of challenges and uncertainties.

3.4 Importance of Niyama in Astanga Yoga

The importance of Niyama is as follows:

1. Development of Personal Discipline: Niyama plays a crucial role in cultivating personal
discipline by developing habits of self-control, consistency, and focus. These qualities are
essential not only for spiritual progress but also for achieving stability and success in practical
life.

2. Purification of Body and Mind: Through the practice of Saucha and Tapas, Niyama ensures
both physical cleanliness and mental clarity. This purification creates a conducive environment
for deeper concentration and effective meditation.

3. Emotional Balance through Contentment: Santosa helps in reducing negative emotions such
as anxiety, dissatisfaction, and frustration. By fostering contentment, it promotes mental peace,
emotional stability, and a balanced outlook towards life.

4. Self-awareness and Intellectual Growth: Svadhyaya encourages introspection, continuous
learning, and philosophical understanding. This process enhances self-awareness and leads to
meaningful personal transformation.

5. Spiritual Orientation: I$vara Pranidhana nurtures qualities like humility, devotion, and
detachment. These attributes help in aligning the individual with higher spiritual goals and
support advancement in the path of yoga.

6. Preparation for Higher Practices: Niyama prepares the practitioner for advanced stages such
as Asana, Pranayama, and meditation. Without inner discipline, the mind tends to remain
restless and distracted, making higher practices ineffective.
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3.5 Comparison: Yama vs Niyama

a) Nature: Yama refers to ethical restraints, whereas Niyama relates to personal
observances.

b) Focus: Yama emphasizes social behavior, while Niyama focuses on individual
discipline.

c) Direction: Yama is external in nature, whereas Niyama is internal.

d) Function: Yama involves the control of actions, while Niyama is concerned with the
cultivation of character.

3.6 Critical Perspective

From a critical perspective, while Niyama offers ideal guidelines for personal and spiritual
development, its practical application can be challenging in modern life. Maintaining
contentment in highly competitive environments is often difficult, and cultivating self-
discipline demands continuous effort and perseverance. Moreover, the idea of spiritual
surrender may be interpreted differently by individuals depending on their beliefs and contexts.
Therefore, Niyama should be practiced with flexibility, conscious awareness, and a sense of
gradual progress rather than rigid adherence.

4. ASANA (PHYSICAL POSTURES)
4.1 Concept and Meaning
The term Asana is derived from the Sanskrit root “as”, meaning to sit or to remain stable. In
the context of Astanga Yoga, Asana refers to physical postures that provide stability, comfort,
and balance to the body.
In the Yoga Sutra, Patafijali gives a very concise definition:
“Sthira Sukham Asanam” (An asana is that posture which is steady and comfortable.)
This definition highlights two essential qualities:
o Sthira, which mean firmness without restlessness
o Sukha, which refer ease without strain
Thus, the purpose of asana is not merely physical exercise, but to create a balanced and relaxed
body suitable for meditation.

4.2. Types of Asanas
Although Pataijjali does not classify asanas in detail, later traditions categorize them into
different types:

e Meditative Asanas: These are designed for long-duration sitting and meditation. For
example, Padmasana (Lotus Pose), Sukhasana (Easy Pose), etc. The purpose meditative
asana is to maintain spinal alignment, to promote stillness and to support concentration.

« Relaxative Asanas: These help in relaxation and recovery. For example, Savasana
(Corpse Pose), Makarasana, etc. The purpose of relaxative asana is to reduce stress,
relax muscles and calm the nervous system.

o Cultural / Physical Asanas: These involve movement, stretching, and strengthening.
For example, Trikonasana (Triangle Pose), Bhujangasana (Cobra Pose), Tadasana
(Mountain Pose), etc. It improves flexibility, enhance strength and develop balance

4.3. Physiological Benefits of Asana: Asana exerts a direct and positive influence on the
physical body and various biological systems, contributing to overall health and functional
efficiency.
a) Muscular System: Enhances muscular strength and flexibility, reduces stiffness, and
helps in maintaining proper posture.
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b) Skeletal System: Promotes spinal alignment, improves joint mobility, and aids in the
prevention of musculoskeletal disorders.

c) Circulatory System: Facilitates better blood circulation, increases oxygen supply
throughout the body, and supports overall heart health.

d) Respiratory System: Expands lung capacity and improves the efficiency of breathing
processes.

e) Nervous System: Calms the nervous system, reduces stress responses, and fosters a
state of relaxation and mental well-being.

4.4. Psychological Benefits of Asana: Asana is not only physical; it has significant mental and
emotional effects. The key benefits are as follows:

a) It reduces anxiety and stress

b) It improves mood

¢) It enhances concentration

d) It promotes mental clarity

4.5. Scientific Interpretation: Modern science supports the benefits of asana:
e reduces cortisol (stress hormone)
o improves flexibility and metabolism
e enhances brain function
e supports mental health

4.6. Relevance in Modern Lifestyle: In today’s sedentary lifestyle, people suffer from back
pain, obesity, fatigue, poor posture, etc. Asana helps to counter inactivity, improve energy
levels and maintain physical fitness. It is especially beneficial for students, office workers and
elderly individuals

4.7. Importance of Asana in Astanga Yoga: Asana holds a vital place in the yogic path as it
prepares both the body and mind for higher stages of practice and inner discipline.
a) Physical Foundation: Provides a strong and healthy body that serves as the essential
base for advanced yogic practices.
b) Mind-Body Connection: Establishes harmony between physical stability and mental
calmness, integrating bodily control with mental focus.
c) Preparation for Meditation: Develops a steady and comfortable posture, enabling
practitioners to sit for longer durations during concentration and meditation.
d) Stress Reduction: Helps in relieving physical and mental tension, promoting relaxation
and overall well-being.

5. PRANAYAMA (CONTROL OF BREATH)

5.1. Concept and Meaning of Prandyama: Pranayama is derived from Prana (vital life force)
and Ayama (expansion or control), thus referring to the regulation and expansion of life energy
through breath control. In yogic philosophy, breath is deeply connected with mental states,
emotions, and consciousness.

Breath is not merely biological but psychological and spiritual in nature. According to
Patafijali, Pranayama involves regulating inhalation, exhalation, and retention. It leads to
mental calmness and improved concentration.
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5.2. Relationship Between Breath and Mind: A core yogic principle states that control of
breath leads to control of mind. Rapid breathing is associated with anxiety, while slow
breathing reflects calmness. Breath and mind are closely interconnected. Controlled breathing
helps reduce mental disturbances, regulate emotions, and enhance concentration. Thus,
Prandyama acts as a bridge between physical practice (Asana) and meditation.

5.3. Components (Stages) of Pranayama: Pranayama is a systematic process involving
specific stages that regulate vital energy and mental control. The components of Pranayama are
as follows:
o Piraka (Inhalation): Slow, deep, and controlled inhalation that energizes the body and
enhances awareness.
o Kumbhaka (Retention): Holding the breath (internal or external), stabilizing prana,
improving concentration, and creating mental stillness.
e Recaka (Exhalation): Controlled and prolonged exhalation that removes toxins and
promotes relaxation.
« Siinyaka (External Retention): Advanced stage involving breath retention after
exhalation, enhancing inner awareness (requires guidance).

5.4. Ratio in Pranayama: Classical yoga prescribes a breathing ratio of 1 : 4 : 2 for balanced
practice. It involves inhalation = 1 unit, retention = 4 units, exhalation = 2 units. This ratio
improves lung efficiency, balances breathing, and enhances concentration.

5.5. Types of Pranayama: Various breathing techniques are practiced in yoga traditions. For
example:

« Nadi Sodhana: Balances the nervous system and improves concentration.

o Bhastrika: Increases energy, lung capacity, and metabolism.

o Ujjayt: Calms the mind and enhances focus.

o Kapalabhati: Detoxifies the body and energizes the mind.

o Bhramari: Reduces anxiety and improves mental clarity.

5.6. Physiological Benefits of Pranayama: Pranayama positively affects major biological
systems.

Respiratory System: Increases lung capacity and oxygen exchange.

Cardiovascular System: Regulates heart rate and improves circulation.

Nervous System: Activates relaxation response and reduces stress hormones.
Endocrine System: Balances hormones and reduces anxiety.

5.7. Psychological Benefits of Pranayama: Pranayama significantly contributes to mental
well-being.

e Reduces stress and anxiety.

o Enhances emotional stability and clarity of thought.

o Improves concentration and focus.

e Slow breathing signals the brain to relax and reduce fear responses.

5.8. Scientific Interpretation: Modern science validates the benefits of Pranayama.
e Reduces cortisol (stress hormone).
o Enhances brain function and emotional regulation.
e Used in psychotherapy, stress management, and rehabilitation.
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5.9. Practical Relevance in Daily Life: Pranayama is highly relevant in modern lifestyles.
o Helps manage stress, anxiety, and lack of focus.
e Can be practiced before work, during stress, or before sleep.
o Even 5-10 minutes daily yields significant benefits.

5.10. Limitations and Precautions: Proper practice is essential to avoid adverse effects.
e Avoid excessive force and incorrect techniques.
e Practice under guidance initially.
o Improper practice may cause dizziness or discomfort.

5.11. Importance of Pranayama in Astanga Yoga: Pranayama holds a central role in the yogic
path. The importance of pranayama are noted below:

a) Link Between Body and Mind: Through controlled breathing patterns in Pranayama,
the physiological processes of the body are directly connected with mental states,
creating coordination between physical functions and mental awareness.

b) Control of Mental Fluctuations: Regulated inhalation, exhalation, and retention
(Puraka, Recaka, Kumbhaka) help slow down thought processes, stabilize emotions,
and reduce mental distractions.

c) Preparation for Meditation: By calming the nervous system and steadying the breath,
Pranayama creates an ideal internal environment for concentration (Dharana) and
meditation (Dhyana).

d) Enhancement of Vital Energy: Pranayama improves the flow and balance of prana (vital
energy), increasing vitality, alertness, and overall inner awareness.

6. PRATYAHARA (WITHDRAWAL OF THE SENSES)

6.1. Concept and Meaning of Pratyahara: Pratyahara is derived from Prati (away or back)
and Ahara (intake), meaning the withdrawal of senses from external objects. It is the fifth limb
of Astanga Yoga and marks the transition from external to internal practices. It involves
withdrawing sensory attention from external stimuli. It acts as a bridge between physical and
mental disciplines and shifts focus from outer experiences to inner awareness.

6.2. Nature of Pratyahara: Human beings are constantly influenced by sensory inputs such as
sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, which often distract the mind. Sensory stimuli create
desires and disturb concentration. Pratyahara teaches control over these sensory influences. It
enables withdrawal of attention and inward mental focus.

6.3. Classical Analogy: The Tortoise Model: A classic example compares Pratyahara to a
tortoise withdrawing its limbs into its shell. The senses remain active but are not externally
engaged. The mind does not attach itself to sensory objects. It represents conscious control, not
suppression.

6.4. Mechanism of Pratyahara: Pratyahara functions through control of attention and mental
response. In the normal functioning of the mind, an external object is perceived through the
sense organs and immediately processed by the mind, leading to a reaction such as attraction,
aversion, or distraction. This creates continuous mental disturbance and lack of control.
However, in Pratyahara, although the object is still perceived through the senses, the mind does
not become attached or reactive. The practitioner remains aware of the stimulus but maintains
detachment, observing it without emotional involvement or response. This state of non-reactive
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awareness helps in developing mental discipline, inner calmness, and prepares the mind for
higher practices like concentration and meditation.

6.5. Practical Techniques of Pratyahara: Pratyahara develops gradually through disciplined
practice.

a) Sensory Awareness: Observing experiences without reaction.

b) Limiting Sensory Overload: Reducing excessive use of devices and stimuli.

c) Breath Awareness: Focusing attention on breathing to turn inward.

d) Meditation Preparation: Sitting quietly and minimizing external engagement.

6.6. Importance of Pratyahara in Astanga Yoga: Pratyahara plays a crucial role in advancing
yogic practice by turning the mind inward and preparing it for higher stages of mental
discipline.

a) Bridge Function: Serves as a link between external practices like Asana and Pranayama
and internal practices such as Dharana and Dhyana, facilitating the transition from body
control to mind control.

b) Control of Distractions: Helps withdraw the mind from sensory disturbances,
preventing mental scattering and improving focus and clarity.

¢) Development of Self-Control: Enables regulation of desires, impulses, and sensory
cravings, leading to greater discipline and inner stability.

d) Preparation for Concentration: Creates a calm and distraction-free mental state, which
is essential for effective concentration and deeper meditation.

6.7. Relevance in Modern Life: Pratyahara is highly relevant in today’s distraction-filled
environment. It -

o Helps manage digital distractions and information overload.

e Encourages mindful use of technology and scheduled breaks.

e Promotes inward focus in a stimulus-heavy world.

7. DHARANA (CONCENTRATION)

7.1. Concept and Meaning of Dharana: Dharana is derived from the Sanskrit root “dhr”,
meaning to hold, support, or maintain. In Astanga Yoga, it refers to holding the mind steadily
on a single object. Patafijali defines it as “Desa-bandhah cittasya dharana”, meaning the
binding of the mind to a particular object or place.

It is the sixth limb of yoga. It focuses on developing sustained attention and mental stability. It
marks the beginning of deeper mental discipline.

7.2. Nature of Dharana: The human mind is naturally restless, distracted, and constantly
shifting from one thought to another. Dharana aims to discipline this tendency. It reduces
mental distractions and wandering thoughts. Dharana trains the mind to remain fixed on a
single point and develops control over attention and awareness.

7.3. Objects of Concentration

In Dharana, concentration is directed toward a chosen object, which may vary in nature.
o External Objects: Candle flame (Trataka), symbols, or fixed points.
o Internal Objects: Breath, mantra, chakra, or mental images.
e Abstract Objects: Ideas such as peace, truth, or philosophical concepts.
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7.4. Process of Dharana: Dharana involves a systematic mental process of concentration.
These are as follows:

o Selection of a suitable object of focus.

o Continuous attention on the chosen object.

o Repeatedly bringing the mind back when distractions arise.

o Distraction is natural; the practice lies in returning attention again and again.

7.5. Difference Between Attention and Concentration (Dharana): Dharana represents a
higher and trained form of attention. Attention is natural, short-lived, and unstable. Dharana is
trained, sustained, and stable. It involves stronger control and reduced fluctuation of the mind.

7.6. Importance of Dharanda in Astanga Yoga: Dharana plays a key role in advancing from
sensory control to mental concentration.
e Beginning of Internal Yoga: It marks the transition from Pratyahara to deeper mental
practices.
o Foundation of Meditation: It is essential for entering Dhyana, as without concentration
meditation is not possible.
e Development of Mental Stability: It reduces distractions and improves clarity and
willpower.
o Control Over Thoughts: Dharana trains the mind to focus on one thought while ignoring
irrelevant ones.

7.7. Dharana vs Pratyahara: Dharana and Pratyahara represent successive stages in yoga
practice. Pratyahara involves withdrawal of senses and removal of distractions. Dharana
involves active focusing of the mind on a chosen object. Thus, Pratyahara prepares the ground,
while Dharana builds concentration.

7.8. Dharanda vs Dhyana: Dharana and Dhyana differ in depth and continuity of focus. Dharana
is effortful and involves active concentration. Dhyana is effortless and involves continuous
flow of attention. Dharana is the initial stage; Dhyana is the advanced stage of meditation.

7.9. Challenges in Practicing Dharana: Practicing Dharana requires discipline and patience.
Common challenges include wandering mind, overthinking, and external distractions.

7.10. Benefits of Dharana: Dharana offers significant cognitive, emotional, and practical
benefits.

o Cognitive Benefits: Improves memory, focus, and learning ability.

» Emotional Benefits: Reduces stress and enhances emotional control.

o Practical Benefits: Improves academic performance and decision-making skills.

7.11. Relevance in Modern Life: Dharana is highly relevant in today’s distraction-driven

world. It helps overcome digital distractions and reduced attention span. It enhances
productivity and efficiency and promotes mental clarity and sustained focus in daily life.
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8. DHYANA (MEDITATION)

8.1. Concept and Meaning of Dhyana: Dhyana is derived from the Sanskrit root “dhyai”,
meaning to contemplate or meditate. In Astanga Yoga, it refers to the continuous and
uninterrupted flow of attention toward a chosen object. Patafijali defines it as “Tatra pratyaya
ekatanata dhyanam”, meaning a steady stream of cognition directed at one object.

It is the seventh limb of yoga, which represents a stage beyond concentration (Dharana). It
involves sustained and uninterrupted awareness.

8.2. Nature of Dhyana: Unlike Dharana, where effort is required, Dhyana is characterized by
effortless continuity of attention. In Dhyana attention becomes smooth, steady, and
uninterrupted. There is no distraction or break in awareness occurs.

8.3. Transition from Dharana to Dhyana: Dhyana emerges as a natural progression from
Dharana. In Dharana, concentration is effortful, often interrupted, and requires conscious
control to keep the mind focused on a chosen object. However, with sustained practice, this
effort gradually reduces, and the flow of attention becomes smooth and uninterrupted. This
stage is known as Dhyana, where concentration turns into an effortless and continuous stream
of awareness. Thus, when effort disappears and continuity begins, Dharana matures into
Dhyana, marking the transition from active concentration to true meditation.

8.4. Process of Dhyana: Dhyana develops on the foundation established in Dharana, where the
object of concentration has already been chosen. In this stage, the practitioner maintains
continuous and uninterrupted awareness of that object without effort or distraction. As the
practice deepens, the flow of attention becomes steady and natural, and gradually the
distinction between the observer and the object begins to fade. This leads to a state of deeper
absorption, where awareness becomes unified and undisturbed.

8.5. Types of Meditation (Dhyana): Different methods of meditation are practiced across
traditions, each aiming to develop sustained awareness and inner calm.
o Breath Meditation: Involves observing inhalation and exhalation, which helps in
calming the mind and stabilizing attention.
e Mantra Meditation: Focuses on the repetition of sacred sounds such as “Om,”
enhancing concentration and reducing mental distractions.
e Object Meditation: Requires focusing on a specific symbol, image, or flame to develop
steadiness of attention.
e Mindfulness Meditation: Encourages observing thoughts and experiences without
reaction, thereby cultivating awareness and mental clarity.
o Spiritual Meditation: Involves contemplation on higher consciousness or spiritual
ideals, leading to deeper insight and self-realization.
]
8.6. Psychological Interpretation: Dhyana can be understood as sustained and uninterrupted
attention in psychological terms. It is related to mindfulness and flow state. It enhances deep
awareness and cognitive clarity, and also reduces stress and improves emotional regulation.

8.7. Importance of Dhyana in Astanga Yoga: Dhyana occupies a central position in yogic
practice as it refines the mind and prepares it for the highest state of realization.
e Core Practice: Directly transforms and purifies the mind, making it stable and
disciplined.
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o Inner Peace: Reduces stress, anxiety, and emotional disturbances, leading to a calm
mental state.

o Self-awareness: Enhances awareness of thoughts, emotions, and inner patterns,
promoting deeper understanding of the self.

e Preparation for Samadhi: Serves as the immediate step leading to Samadhi, the ultimate
state of absorption and realization.

8.8. Benefits of Dhyana: Dhyana provides comprehensive benefits across mental, physical,
and spiritual dimensions of life.
o Mental Benefits: Improves clarity of thought, concentration, and emotional stability.
o Physical Benefits: Reduces stress, enhances sleep quality, and supports overall health
and well-being.
o Spiritual Benefits: Promotes inner peace, self-realization, and awareness of one’s true
nature.

8.9. Dhyana represents a more advanced and refined stage than Dharana, as concentration
evolves into uninterrupted meditation.
e Nature: Dharana involves effortful concentration, whereas Dhyana is effortless
meditation.
e Continuity: Dharana is often interrupted by distractions, while Dhyana is continuous
and unbroken.
e Level: Dharana is the initial stage of mental discipline; Dhyana is a more advanced
stage.
o Control: Dharana requires active control of the mind, whereas in Dhyana attention
flows naturally.

8.10. Dhyana vs Samadhi: Dhyana and Samadhi differ in depth and intensity of inner
experience, with Samadhi representing the highest stage.
e Awareness: In Dhyana, awareness of both observer and object remains; in Samadhi,
this distinction disappears.
e Duality: Dhyana maintains subject—object duality, while Samadhi transcends it into

unity.

o Experience: Dhyana is meditation with continuous awareness; Samadhi is complete
absorption.

o Stage: Dhyana is an advanced meditative state; Samadhi is the ultimate realization in
yoga.

8.11. Challenges in Practicing Dhyana: Practicing Dhyana requires consistency and patience,
as the mind naturally tends to wander and resist sustained focus. Common challenges include
frequent distractions, impatience, and irregularity in practice, which can hinder progress.
However, these obstacles can be gradually overcome through regular, disciplined effort and a
steady commitment to practice, allowing the mind to become more stable and receptive to
deeper meditation.

8.12. Relevance in Modern Life: Dhyana is highly valuable in today’s fast-paced and stressful
environment, where distractions and mental pressure are common.
e It helps students and professionals improve focus, concentration, and overall
productivity in their daily tasks.
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e It enhances emotional control and supports mental well-being by reducing stress and
promoting inner balance.

e It serves as a practical and effective tool for managing stress and anxiety, contributing
to a healthier and more stable lifestyle.

9. SAMADHI (STATE OF COMPLETE ABSORPTION)

9.1. Concept and Meaning of Samadhi: The term Samadhi is derived from Sanskrit words
“Sam” (together, completely), “A” (toward) and “Dha” (to place or hold). Thus, Samadhi
means complete integration or absorption of consciousness.

In Astanga Yoga, Samadhi is the eighth and final limb, representing the highest stage of
spiritual realization. At this stage the mind becomes completely still and the distinction between
observer, object, and process of observation disappears.

9.2. Nature of Samadhi In ordinary experience we perceive objects, we think about them and
we remain separate from them. In Samadhi this separation dissolves. There is no distraction,
no ego and no duality. Only pure awareness remains.

9.3. Transition from Dhyana to Samadhi: Dhyana is continuous flow of attention and
awareness of object remains. But, in Samadhi awareness merges with object and there is no
sense of separation. Dhyana becomes Samadhi when the distinction between subject and object
disappears

9.4. Types of Samadhi: Patanjali describes different levels of Samadhi, which are briefly
discussed below:

Samprajiiata Samadhi (With Awareness): In this state object of meditation is still present and
awareness also exists. It includes stages such as reflection, subtle awareness and bliss. It is
characterised by partial absorption and presence of thought in refined form.

Asamprajnata Samadhi (Without Awareness): In this higher state no object remains and no
thought exists. There remains only pure consciousness. It is characterised by complete stillness,
beyond mind and beyond duality.

Sabija and Nirbija Samadhi: Sabija is temporary state where some mental impressions remain.
On the other hand, in Nirbija no impressions remain and it leads to liberation.

9.5. Concept of Kaivalya (Liberation): Kaivalya represents the ultimate goal of yoga,
signifying absolute freedom and liberation of consciousness. It is the highest state where the
self is completely independent and free from all forms of mental disturbance.

In this state, consciousness exists in its pure and untouched form. Samadhi leads to Kaivalya
by removing ignorance, dissolving the ego, and revealing the true nature of the self. It reflects
complete inner freedom and self-realization.

9.6. Psychological Interpretation

From a modern perspective, Samadhi can be understood as a state of peak awareness or
transcendence, though it extends beyond ordinary psychological experiences. It resembles a
deep flow state, complete mental absorption, and total clarity. The mind becomes still, focused,
and free from distractions. However, Samadhi goes beyond psychology into the realm of
spiritual realization.
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9.7. Importance of Samadhi in Astanga Yoga: Samadhi holds the highest position in Astanga
Yoga as the culmination of all yogic practices, representing the ultimate state of realization and
inner fulfillment.

Ultimate Goal of Yoga: All eight limbs of yoga ultimately lead to the attainment of
Samadhi, making it the final objective of the yogic path.

Complete Mental Stillness: It eliminates all thoughts, distractions, and mental
fluctuations, resulting in a state of absolute calmness.

Realization of True Self: Enables the practitioner to realize their true nature as pure
consciousness, beyond ego and illusion.

Freedom from Suffering: Since suffering arises from mental disturbances, Samadhi
brings lasting peace, liberation, and freedom from all forms of suffering.

9.8. Challenges in Understanding Samadhi: Samadhi is difficult to comprehend through
intellectual means alone. It cannot be fully explained in words. It requires direct experience
rather than theoretical knowledge. Attainment demands long-term practice, discipline, and
dedication. Hence, it is described as experiential rather than conceptual.

9.9. Relevance in Modern Life: Although Samadhi is an advanced spiritual state, its underlying
principles hold significant practical value in everyday life.

It inspires inner peace, emotional balance, and mental clarity, helping individuals cope
with modern stress.

It guides personal growth and self-development by encouraging self-awareness and
inner discipline.

Even partial progress toward Samadhi helps reduce stress, improve awareness, and
enhance overall life satisfaction.

10. Integration of All Eight Limbs
The path of Astanga Yoga is a systematic and progressive journey in which each limb prepares
the foundation for the next, ultimately leading to Samadhi.

(1]

(2]

(3]
(4]

(3]

Yama & Niyama: These establish ethical conduct and personal discipline, creating a
strong moral foundation for practice.

Asana & Pranayama: They develop physical stability and regulate vital energy (prana),
preparing the body and mind.

Pratyahara: Withdraws the senses from external distractions, turning attention inward.
Dharana & Dhyana: Cultivate concentration and meditation, leading to deeper mental
control and awareness.

Samadhi: Represents the final stage, where the practitioner attains spiritual realization,
inner unity, and liberation.
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LET US SUM UP
Astanga Yoga, as explained by the sage Patafijali, represents a systematic and holistic path
of human development, integrating ethical, physical, mental, and spiritual dimensions of
life. The eight limbs— Yama, Niyama, Asana, Pranayama, Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana,
and Samadhi—are not isolated practices but interconnected stages that guide individuals
toward self-discipline and inner harmony.

- The first two limbs, Yama and Niyama, form the ethical and moral foundation of
yoga. They regulate both social behavior and personal discipline, ensuring that the
practitioner develops a balanced and responsible lifestyle. Without these
foundational values, higher yogic practices cannot be effectively sustained.

- The next two limbs, Asana and Pranayama, focus on the body and vital energy.
Asana provides physical stability and health, while Pranayama regulates the breath
and connects the body with the mind. These practices prepare the practitioner for
deeper internal control.

- Pratyahara, the fifth limb, acts as a bridge between external and internal practices
by withdrawing the senses from external distractions. It enables the practitioner to
develop control over sensory impulses and prepares the mind for concentration.

- The final three limbs—Dharana, Dhyana, and Samadhi—constitute the internal or
higher stages of yoga. Dharana develops focused concentration, Dhyana
transforms this concentration into continuous meditation, and Samadhi represents
the ultimate state of complete absorption and self-realization.

Thus, Astanga Yoga offers a progressive path from external discipline to internal
realization, leading ultimately to Kaivalya (liberation). In modern life, this system remains
highly relevant as it provides effective tools for managing stress, improving concentration,
maintaining physical health, and achieving mental and emotional balance.

KEY TERMS
e Yoga — Union of body, mind, and consciousness
o Astanga Yoga — Eightfold path of yoga
e Yama — Ethical restraints (social discipline)
o Niyama — Personal observances (self-discipline)
o Asana— Physical postures
e Pranayama — Regulation of breath
e Piraka — Inhalation
o Kumbhaka — Retention of breath
e Recaka — Exhalation
e Pratyahara — Withdrawal of senses
e Dharana — Concentration
e Dhyana — Meditation
o Samadhi — State of complete absorption
o Kaivalya — Liberation or ultimate freedom
e Citta— Mind or mental field
e Vrtti — Mental modifications
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Do Yourself
A. Questions carrying 1 mark.
1. What does the term Astanga mean?
2. Who explained the concept of Astanga Yoga?
3. What is the meaning of Yama?
4. What is Pranayama?
5. Define Dharana.
6. What is Samadhi?
7. What is Ahimsa?
8. What is Santosa?
9. What is Puraka?
10. What is Pratyahara?

B. Questions carrying 2 marks.
1. Define Astanga Yoga.
2. Name the eight limbs of yoga.
3. Explain the meaning of Yama and Niyama.
4. What is the importance of Asana?
5. Mention the components of Pranayama.
6. What is the role of Pratyahara in yoga?
7. Distinguish between Dharana and Dhyana (briefly).
8. What is Kumbhaka?
9. Explain Santosa.
10. What is Kaivalya?

C. Questions carrying 5 marks.
1. Explain the concept of Astanga Yoga.
2. Discuss the importance of Yama in yoga practice.
3. Explain the role of Niyama in personal development.
4. Describe the concept and benefits of Asana.
5. Explain Pranayama and its components.
6. Discuss the significance of Pratyahara.
7. Explain Dharana and its importance in concentration.
8. Discuss the concept of Dhyana and its benefits.
9. Explain Samadhi as the highest stage of yoga.
10. Discuss the overall importance of Astanga Yoga in modern life.
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