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Relating to the Yoga Sutras

“Relationships are a true test of our practice of yoga.”
TKV Desikachar

Since both English and Sanskrit come from an older Indo-European language, I like to think of Sanskrit 
words as blood relatives – kindly old aunts and grandparents – of many English words. As many books 
on yoga will tell you, the Sanskrit word yoga is a relative of the English words yoke, join, junction, union, 
unite. All of these terms have an implication of duality; you can’t yoke, join, or unite things unless there 
are at least 2 principles to act upon. So, yoga is about how things come together – and in that sense yoga 
is fundamentally about relationships. 

When we think of relationships, our first impulse may be to think of human relationships – our families, 
friends, colleagues – or even those whom we are not close to, those who we dislike and so on. But we 
could go further and think of relationship as being fundamental to how we are in the world – the books 
we read, the practices we adopt, the housework, the computer, the garden – all these are relationships 
and are consequently potentially part of our yoga. How do we meet in relationship? Can we touch and be 
touched – can we shape and be shaped?

If you go to a yoga class in the West, there are many things you might find yourself doing. Most of them 
will involve some physical exercises, some form of bodily manipulation (and perhaps breathing) that will 
hopefully lead you to feeling calmer, clearer and more relaxed. Of course this is a good thing; but for 
me, the essence of yoga is found in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. Just as the spine is the foundation and 
support for the rest of the body, so the Yoga Sutras can be seen as the axis around which yoga grows – at 
least according to the Tradition I have been brought up in1. But this throws up its own challenges and 
difficulties – because we have to ask: how do we relate to this 2,000 year old Sanskrit text? The more I 
think about it, the more I realise it’s actually not that straight forward.

There is a beautiful story about Alexander the Great that illustrates the central difficulties. Once, when 
Alexander was travelling near Taxila (in what is now the Punjab province of Pakistan), he heard about 
some naga sadhus – naked holy men – who sat meditating in the burning midday sun. Not only that, they 
were surrounded by fires, and even had fires burning in pots on their heads. Alexander was curious to 
understand these people and their practices, so he sent an envoy to see them. The envoy asked a translator 
to ask the sadhus some questions. Although the envoy asked many questions, the sadhus ignored him 
until eventually one of them spoke. “It is very commendable of Alexander to be interested in what we 
are doing, but these teachings are such that ordinary humans cannot understand more than the words. For 
Alexander to comprehend what we are doing with the help of 3 translators would be like hoping pure 
water flows clearly through mud”.2

This same dilemma confronts many yoga students as they wrestle with the Yoga Sutras, and it’s worth 
spending a little time on how we can be coloured in our understanding of the text. First of all: the Yoga 

1 I appreciate that there are other approaches to yoga where the Yoga Sutras is not central. I am neither condoning nor condemning this – 
but I do question yoga practice that has no coherent “philosophy” or underlying principles in which the practice is seen as part of a greater 
scheme.

2 This story was told by the psychologist Dr Kedar Nath at a Family Therapy Conference I attended in June 2002 entitled “Orientalism 
and Psychotherapy”. Kedar Nath gave an inspirational presentation on the potentials for misunderstanding between cultures: lost in 
translation.



Sutras is not something just to read once3. If the text is really going to be part of our practice, then we are 
entering into a relationship – we could even be fanciful and see it as a marriage, an arranged marriage4. 
And just as in a marriage there are ups and downs, and things change as we develop and grow, so our 
relationship with the Yoga Sutras is also dynamic and evolving. It is a deepening of understanding and we 
both shape the text and are shaped by it.

The first thing it is helpful to ask about the Yoga Sutras is: what exactly is it? In the Vedic Tradition of 
Ancient India, there are two types of sacred text – one is called óruti (revealed) and one is called smìti 
(remembered). Those texts that are called óruti are, in some ways, the most sacred of all. Tradition has 
it that they were not created by humans; instead they were revealed to the great rñis (seers) during their 
profound meditations. The four ancient Vedas (ìg veda, sãma veda, yajur veda and arthava veda) - the 
oldest of all the Indian scriptures, as well as the famous upaniñads, are all known as óruti. The other form 
of sacred literature, the so called smìti texts, include the great epics of ancient India the ramayana and the 
bhagavad gåta. These texts are not seen as divinely created in the same way as the óruti.

 For an Orthodox follower of the Vedic philosophies – that is – one who follows the Vedas, there are six 
traditional viewpoints on reality. These are known as the ñad (six) daróana (viewpoint). Each of these 
philosophies derives their authority from the Vedas – and in that sense they are seen as Vedic. Each of 
these philosophies also has its core text; its central hub which, like the ramayana and the bhagavad gåta, 
are seen as smìti. And one of these six philosophies is called Yoga; its central text is the Yoga Sutras of 
Patanjali – and it is also known as Classical Yoga5.

One major difference between a modern, secular (and we could call it Western) understandings and a 
more traditional Indian one is the role of facts. Western historians are much more interested in verifying 
facts, in corroborating data and weighing up evidence for the truth or otherwise of historical events. In 
ancient India, history was much more likely to be blended with mythology – so dates, events, historical 
figures – can be consciously blurred to tell a very different type of truth from the academic Western 
historian’s. So how we see the Yoga Sutras and its author Patanjali will depend on which lens we are 
looking through: the modern Western academic one or the traditional Indian mythical one. Thus studying 
the text at a University with an academic will most likely give you a very different experience to 
studying the text with a more traditional practitioner - someone who has been initiated into a particular 
understanding through their teachers in a lineage (parampara).

To be rather simplistic (and a little provocative), a “Western academic” perspective will incline us to read 
the text “objectively” – that is, to treat it as an object for deconstruction. We can look at it from various 
angles, we can see it in a historical context, analyse its language structures and compare it to other texts. 
If, on other hand, we approach the text as a disciple, then we read it in a very different light, we enter into 
a different form of relationship. I remember this polarity being vividly enacted when one Indian teacher 
told a story about how uncomfortable he felt when he saw a (Western) student using the book as a prop 
for his heels as he came down into a squat posture. From one point of view – it’s just a collection of ink 
on paper and could be very useful if you haven’t got a block – and how you use the object of the book 
should have no bearing on its content. But for the Indian teacher, it’s a sacred thing – and putting it under 
your heels is showing huge disrespect!6 

3 I remember one yoga teacher I knew mentioning “Oh yes…I’ve read the Yoga Sutras”. The teacher made it sound like a whodunit – and 
he’d got to the end and knew!

4 In our modern world, we are free to interact with any book or philosophy; we can pick up sacred texts at our nearest bookshop or over 
the internet with no trouble at all. Then we can read them once and move on to the next one. A more traditional relationship with a text 
would require a far more intense relationship – it may involve committing the text to memory and studying it over many years. The text 
becomes an object of prolonged investigation and meditation; and just as in an arranged marriage, the text is “given to you” – rather than 
the student just deciding that they “like the look of this one”. 

5 The other five daróana are sãmkha, måmãmsã, vedãnta, nyãya and vaióeñika. Each of these has its own central text and together 
these philosophies are known as the Orthodox or Classical schools, of Vedic philosophy.

6 The Sikhs even put their holy book, the Guru Granth Sahib, to bed every night in the Golden Palace in Amritsar. It is a tender gesture – 
but it could also be seen as idolising a book!



The contemporary writer Eckhart Tolle writes very beautifully about how to relate to the thoughts that 
are expressed in sacred texts. He says that these are “not ordinary thoughts – repetitive, noisy, self 
serving, clamouring for attention.” Instead, he describes the thoughts of true spiritual teachers and many 
ancient sutras: “(they) don’t say, “Look at me”, but “Look beyond me”. Because the thoughts come out 
of stillness, they have power – the power to take you back into the stillness from which they arose. That 
stillness is also inner peace, and that stillness and peace are the essence of your Being”7. This is clearly 
not the stance of an academic – looking at the text, rather than through it. This is the stance of a disciple.

So: what type of relationship with the Sutras are we going to cultivate? Perhaps at the start we need a 
little of both; as the relationship deepens the emphasis may change.

Some words on the words

If we’re going to see through the text, it’s very helpful to look at how the words are structured and what 
we mean when we talk about the Yoga Sutras - because this in itself is a potential source of considerable 
confusion. Most people will be familiar with the idea that a sutra is a “pithy aphorism” – and the sutra 
form is a very common form for texts. Rather like Haiku poems, the sutras are tremendously brief. 
Although there is no strict form (like a prescribed number of syllables per line), any extraneous words 
were deleted and there are no verbs in the Sutras.

 Originally, the Sutras were composed, rather than written down – thus to study them required learning 
them and the best way of learning them was (and still is) to chant them. The traditional way of entering 
into a relationship with the Yoga Sutras then was to simply learn to recite them. Before any explanations 
of their meanings were offered, you just learn them – and the terseness of each sutra with the melody of 
a chant certainly made that quite an accessible thing to do. Nowadays people look at the text with awe 
when considering learning to chant; it’s important to remember that it is not actually hard at all, it requires 
no great feats of the intellect – it simply requires doing it (many, many times!)

If you have learned something “by heart” (and that very phrase is telling) you enter into a different 
relationship with it. Consider the stories of two Jacks. The first Jack – he was given some beans, which he 
planted and then he climbed a magic beanstalk to discover some gold. All of us could tell some version 
of this story – and each story would probably differ slightly, some embellishments or omissions would 
certainly colour the various attempts. Now let’s think about the other Jack – who had a sister called Jill:

“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water
Jack came down and broke his crown and Jill came tumbling after”

There is no ambiguity there – and everybody will agree that that is what happened!8 Learning something 
by heart inoculates it from change, preserving its form over many generations. It clears up any ambiguity: 
these are the words!9 It also embeds itself in us; it is almost as if the text becomes part of us, close to 
our hearts (and this is especially true if you have spent a lot of time chanting the Sutras as part of your 
practice).

The words themselves are Sanskrit – and when they did eventually come to be written down, they were 
written in the Devanagari script. This script is still used for Hindi and many of the other north Indian 
languages. Here is the famous second sutra, which defines yoga as both a process and a state – written in 
Devanagari script.

योग: चित्त-वृत्ति निरोध:

7 Eckhart Tolle, “Stillness Speaks” p xii
8 I first heard this analogy from my friend and colleague Chris Preist at a seminar he was taking.
9 Of course, how we interpret these words is another thing entirely



Obviously, for anyone unfamiliar to this script, the squiggles – though beautiful and exotic – are also 
entirely unreadable. So the first thing required for the English speaker is to transliterate them into 
Romanised script:

yogaó cittavìttinirodhaû

It is helpful to understand Romanised Sanskrit (because once you do, it’s very easy to pronounce Sanskrit 
words since unlike in English, spelling is phonetic and consistent).10 However, even though the letters are 
now recognisable, there are still a few peculiar marks which will confuse the uninitiated. Consequently, 
some versions of the Yoga Sutras simplify the words more and “phonetisise” the Romanised script.

yogash chitta vritti nirodhaha

If you look carefully, you will see that the diacritic marks – the little dots and lines around the letters, 
have now disappeared and we are offered a more readable (to the novice) version. The only problem 
with this format is that English is inconsistent – and so something like “ch” can be pronounced in 
different ways (chloroform, chair, Bach). Consequently, what we may gain in user-friendliness, we lose in 
precision.

Now let’s look at various ways that this Sutra has been translated. This is by no means an exhaustive 
list perhaps, but perhaps it will give us a flavour of the difficulties of the task of comprehending what 
Patanjali means! I’ve not put them into any particular order, but each of the following is a translation 
of YS1.2 yogaó cittavìttinirodhaû. Some of them are Indian, some are Western; some are very recent 
translations, some much older (Ganagnath Jha’s and Swami Vivekananda are the oldest here – probably 
dating to late C19th).

“Yoga is the complete stoppage of the mind/brain’s activities”  
 Pam Hoxon (based on the teachings of Srivatsa Ramaswami)

“Yoga is the suppression of the functions of internal organ”
 Ganganath Jha

“Yoga is the ability to direct the mind exclusively towards an object and sustain that direction 
without any distractions”
TKV Desikachar 

“Yoga is the restraint of fluctuations in the mind”
Christopher Chapple

“The restraint of the modifications of the mind-stuff is yoga”
Swami Satchidananda

“Yoga is restraining the mind-stuff (chitta) from taking various forms (vrittis)”
Swami Vivekananda

“Yoga is to still the patterning of consciousness”
Chip Hartranft

“Yoga is thought control”
 Timothy Francis

10 A useful pronunciation guide to Romanised Sanskrit can be found in “Reflection on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali” by TKV Desikachar 
pp10-12



 “Yoga is the suppression of the modifications of the mind”
 Swami Hariharananda

 “Yoga is the restriction of the fluctuations of consciousness”
 Georg Feuerstein

Although reading the different translations gives us a vague idea of what might be hinted at, it’s still 
pretty confusing and certainly some of them give quite a different flavour to others. So when someone 
says that they’ve read the Yoga Sutras – what exactly do they mean?11 It’s worth getting a word for word 
translation – and comparing it to other versions; at least this way we’ll see how someone has got to where 
they have got to.

The next task for the hopeful student of the Yoga Sutras is to distinguish commentary from translation; 
sometimes this is not all together easy. And also – there are different types of commentaries! Because 
the text is so sparse, commentary is necessary. I like to think of the actual text as a skeleton – how the 
skeleton is “fleshed out” is the responsibility of the teacher and commentator. The first commentator, and 
perhaps the best known – was Vyasa who wrote his yoga bhãóya probably in the C5th c.e. A traditional 
education in the Yoga Sutras would certainly include study of this important commentary. Other famous 
Sanskrit commentators include Sankara, Vacaspatti Mishra, Vijnana Bhiksu and Raja Bhoja.

Modern commentators are those writing in English more recently (over the last hundred years or so). 
Again, these can be subdivided. Firstly, there are those written by commentators who studied in the 
original Sanskrit (Swami Vivekananda, Ganganath Jha, Swami Hariharananda, and more recently, Swami 
Satchidananada, TKV Desikachar, Ramaswami). And finally there are those who have studied with a 
teacher familiar with Sanskrit, but who are not themselves necessarily native speakers (e.g. Chapple, 
Feuerstein, Hartranft12). All of these different writers and commentators may be more or less useful; 
undoubtedly though, there is no real substitute for studying the Sutras with someone who has real 
experience with them, who has made them part of their practice and lives, and who in turn has studied 
with someone authentic13. 

The Yoga Sutras is, as I have said, a skeletal text that requires the “fleshing out” of commentators and 
teachers. And for this very reason, it is a text that profoundly invites relationship – we need to interact 
with it, we need to enter into the spaces it leaves and inhabit them. Whenever someone comes to study 
the Sutras, how they perceive them will of course be coloured by their own perspective. Is it a sacred 
text about the path to God? Is it a psychological text? Is it an interesting example of ancient thought 
processes? Is it a thoroughly modern text that can help us live our lives well right now? Apparently 
Desikachar studied the text with his father, T Krishnamacharya, 7 times over 28 years. Each time, 
Desikachar said, the flavour of the teaching changed – different nuances were highlighted, different 
perspectives elaborated. In his first study, Desikachar asked for there to be no mention of God – so that 
he could study the text as a secular and psychological script. When he came to study the Sutras nearly 30 
years later, his father was a very old man approaching his one hundredth year – and the whole text was 
about God! 

11 I remember teaching one workshop when a participant said she had studied the Sutras “word for word”, yet was confused by my use of 
the term “samyoga” – a very important Sanskrit term in the text. The reason she was confused is that she’d only gone through translations 
of the Yoga Sutra (and consequently had not come across the word “samyoga”). With this in mind can she be said to have studied the text 
at all?

12 Christopher Chapple and Georg Feuerstein are actually Sanskrit scholars, although I am not aware of whom they studied the Sutras with. 
However, I have made a distinction with the other modern Indian commentators because they are Western and – at least to some extent 
– can be seen as having a more Western academic background to their yoga studies. I am unsure of Chip Hartranft’s familiarity with 
Sanskrit, although I do like his simple translation and commentary of the YS very much 

13 I appreciate that it is not always easy to define or decide who is an “authentic” teacher. With some teachers, their authenticity will shine 
clearly; with others it is something that becomes increasingly apparent (or not) as we continue to study with them.



Although Patanjali gave us a skeleton with space for us to interact; how he would have fleshed out the 
text we simply do not know. However, by carefully looking at the Sanskrit words, by reading different 
translations and commentaries – and most importantly by studying with an authentic Teacher, we can join 
a living and breathing tradition, rather than simply pursuing a (confusing) academic endeavour. Even if 
we cannot make pure water run totally clearly after it has passed through mud, we can at least make it 
thirst quenching, cleansing and life enhancing! 

Ranju Roy has been teaching yoga for nearly 20 years and has studies the Yoga Sutras with Paul Harvey, 
Peter Hersnack and TKV Desikachar. He will be leading a 5 day non-residential retreat on the Yoga 
Sutras in Taunton with his friend and colleague Dave Charlton from Mon 11th – Fri 15th Oct 2010. For 
further information contact Ranju on ranju@sadhanamala.com or www.yogamala.co.uk


