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Patanjali’s yoga sutras 

Origins of yoga: older than the Vedas (1000-1500) and lost in time.  Original practices unknown now (veda = 

knowing, vision).   Yoga is one of six orthodox viewpoints (darsana) and is one way of seeing reality.  Although each 

viewpoint overlaps, each has a core text of its own 

 

Time line: 

2000 BCE Yoga practice: tile with picture denoting seated lotus position 

1000 BCE 

   Veda – the sacred texts 

Upanisads 

Epics, includes Bhagavad Gita 

 

200-500 CE  6 orthodox views (darsana) of Indian thought, including Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras (YS) 

 

1400 CE  Hatha Yoga Pradipika (HYP) 

 

Orthodox views (astika) – accept the fundamental authority of the Veda 

Unorthodox views (nastika) – do not accept Vedic authority, eg Buddhism 

 

The practice of yoga may bring you closer to purusa.  Purusa is universal.  Purusa is our fundamental essence. 

The two fundamental principles: purusa and prakriti 

  purusa 
 

 the dweller in the city, our essence 
 cannot be described 
 unchanging, constant 
 purusa allows us conscience 

 
 
 western terms – similar to soul 

  prakrti 
 

 matter, mind, physicality 
 can be described 
 something which evolves into other things 
 contains the 3 guna (rajas, tamas and sattva) 

which all inform prakrti 
 
 western terms – similar to ego 

 

When purusa is realised or known, we become free.  Yoga allows us a meditative experience of purusa.  Through 

inference by examining prakrti we can ‘know’ purusa.  The existence of purusa is inferred by investigating prakrti. 

We can never observe purusa directly but by observing prakrti we can form an understanding or knowledge of 

purusa.  If we are aware of something changing (prakrti) then something else must be constant (purusa). 
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Patanjali’s yoga sutra  

The sutra style contains a thread; it is a condensed form of a philosophical viewpoint.  

Some believe that the yoga sutras were the work of several.  Krishnamacharya 

believed Patanjali (pictured) was one person. 

  

Legend of Patanjali 

It is said that Lord Visnu was once seated on his couch, Lord Adisesa (the Lord of Serpents), 
watching the enchanting dance (tandava nrtya) of Lord Shiva.  Lord Visnu was so absorbed in the 
dance movements that His body began to vibrate to the rhythm of Lord Shiva.  This vibration 
made him heavier and heavier causing a lot of discomfort to Lord Adisesa who was on the point 
of collapsing, gasping for breath. As soon as the dance came to end, Lord Vishnu's body became 
light again.  

Lord Adisesa was amazed with this sudden transformation and asked his master about the cause 
of these stupendous changes. The Lord explained that grace, beauty, majesty and grandeur of 
Lord Shiva had created a corresponding graceful vibration in His own body. Amazed at this, 
Adisesa professed a desire to learn dancing to inspire his Lord.  

Lord Vishnu predicted that soon Lord Shiva would grace Lord Adisesa to write a commentary on 
grammar and at that time he would also be able to devote himself to perfection in the art of 
dance (nrtya). Lord Adisesa was overjoyed by these words and looked forward to the grace of 
Lord Shiva. He then began to meditate to find out who would be his intended mother. While 
meditating, he had the vision of a female Yoga adept and an ascetic (a yogini and tapasvini), 
Gonika who was praying for a worthy son to whom she could impart her knowledge and wisdom. 
He realized that she would be a worthy mother for him and waited for an auspicious moment to 
become her son. 

Gonika, thinking that her earthly life was approaching its end, had searched for a worthy son to 
whom she could transmit her knowledge. But she had found no one. When her penance (tapas) 
had come to an end, as a last resort, she looked to the Sun God, the living witness of God on 
earth and prayed to Him to fulfil her desire. She took a handful of water, as a final oblation to 
Him, closed her eyes and meditated on the Sun. She opened her eyes and looked at her palms as 
she was about to offer the water. To her surprise, she saw a tiny snake moving in her palms who 
soon took on a human form. This tiny male human prostrated to yogini Gonika and asked her to 
accept him as her son. This she did and named him Patanjali (pata = fallen or falling; anjali = 
palms folded in prayer). 

This is how Sage Patanjali is said to have come into this mortal world 

From http://www.bksiyengar.com 
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The yoga sutras: four chapters with 195 sutras or aphorisms 

  

Chapter 1 – samādhi pādaḥ:  defines yoga as a high state of mind, a state with 

clarity.  It describes the absorption where one might feel bliss 

Chapter 2 – sādhana pādaḥ:  yoga is an instrument to cultivate enlightenment, 

this is the journey to samadhi 

Chapter 3 – vibhūti pādaḥ:  the special powers that can arise through yoga.  

Often amazing things can happen but it is important not to be distracted by 

these powers 

Chapter 4 – kaivalya pādaḥ:  the enlightenment chapter 

 

 

Summary of Yoga Sutra Chapter 1 

This chapter defines yoga.  We are unable to reach a state of yoga because the mind is clouded by its own 

misconceptions and movement, causing distraction and misunderstanding.  The five activities of the mind are: 

comprehension, misapprehension, imagination, deep sleep and memory (YS 1.6).  Each activity has a benefit but can 

also cause problems. 

The mind can reach a state of yoga through practice (abhyasa) and detachment (vairagya) (YS 1.12).  This needs to 

be the right practice, sustained without interruption and with the right attitude (YS1.14).   

Faith and effort increase the possibility of yoga.  Offering the fruits of our practice with reverence to isvara*, the 

eternal, ultimate teacher, will make our goal of freedom more likely.  

(*īśvara - to be defined by the individual, but a starting place could be a being without karma or misapprehension) 

Those will faith will perceive puruṣa, the nature of īśvara.  There are nine obstacles to developing this clarity 

(antarāyā, YS1.30).  Suggestions are given for addressing these obstacles and their symptoms, whether we have faith 

or not.  However, without faith or trust, the journey is more challenging.  The suggestions include friendliness, active 

compassion, joy, tolerance, guided breathing exercises, engagement and reflection, maintaining our perspective, 

seeking counsel, considering our dreams and sleep. 

With acknowledgement of the obstacles which distract us from direction, Patanjali describes contemplation and its 

different levels. 

When we concentrate, contemplate and meditate on an object, we become absorbed and integrated.  The process 

involves preparation, gradual progression and sustained interest.  Through understanding of an object, we come to 

know ourselves. 

Enlightenment is not coloured by previous experience but is spontaneous and direct, with intensity beyond the 

ordinary.  The reflection is clear and perfect.  This cannot be described.  It just is.  You are integrated.  Descriptions 

take you into the realms of prakrti, not purusa 

Definitions: 

pāda – foot, chapter 

samādhi – complete integration 

sādhana – instrument to 

cultivate  enlightenment 

vibhūti – special powers 

kaivalya - freedom 


