THE HISTORY OF YOGA

ryone by now has heard of yoga, and, indeed, with millions of
nericans in some form or fashion practicing dsana, the physical as-
ect of yoga, the teaching and practice of yoga, at least in the aspect of
chniques of body poses and stretches, are now thoroughly main-
stream activities on the Western cultural landscape. Yoga has popularly

of different spiritual systems. The Bhagavad Gita, for example, dis-
cusses a number of practices that have been termed yoga in popular
iterature: karma-yoga=~(buddhi-yoga), the path of action; jiiana-yoga
sankhya-yoga), the path of knowledge; bhakti-yoga, the path of devo-
tion; and dhyana-yoga, the path of silent meditation (which is the sub-

_ject of Patafijali’s text),® and terms such as tantra-yoga, siddha-yoga,
nada-yoga, and so forth are now common in alternative spiritualities
in the West. Typically, however, when the word yoga is used by itself
without any qualification, it refers to the path of meditation, particu-
larly as outlined in the Yoga Sitras—the Aphorisms on Yoga—and the
term yogi, a practitioner of this type of meditational yoga.

Patafijali was the compiler of the Yoga Sdtras, one of the ancient
treatises on Indic philosophy that eventually came to be regarded as
one of the six classical schools of Indian philosophy. He presented a
teaching that focuses on realization of the purusa—the term favored
by the Yoga school® to refer to the innermost conscious self, loosely
equivalent to the soul in Western Greco-Abrahamic traditions. The
practice of yoga emerged from post-Vedic India as perhaps its most
important development and has exerted immense influence over the
philosophical discussions and religious practices of what has come to
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be known as mainstream Hinduism, both in its dominant forms in In-
dia and in its most common exported and repackaged forms visible in
the West. Accordingly, Patafijali’s Yoga S#tras is one of the most impor-
tant classical texts in Hinduism and thus a classic of Eastern, and
therefore world, thought. Along with the Bhagavad Gita, it is the text
that has received the most attention and interest outside of India. I
might add here that Patafijali’s Yoga Saitras is not an overtly sectarian
text in the sense of prioritizing a specific deity or promoting a particu-
lar type of worship as is the case with many Hindu scriptures, includ-
ing the Bhagavad Gita. Therefore, as a template, it can be and has
been appropriated and reconfigured by followers of different schools
and traditions throughout Indian religious history* and certainly con-
tinues to lend itself to such appropriations, most recently in nonreli-
gious contexts of the West.

In its exported manifestation, yoga has tended to focus on the .

physical aspect of the system of yoga, the sanas, or stretching poses
and postures, which most Western adherents of yoga practice in order
to stay trim, supple, and healthy. Patafijali himself, however, pays min-
imal attention to the danas, which are the third stage of the eight
stages, or limbs, of yoga, and focuses primarily on meditation and var-
ious stages of concentration of the mind.

There are references to awareness of yogis on the Western land-
scape as early as Greek classical sources, Alexander being perhaps the
most notorious early Westener to be fascinated with Indian ascetics.
Its initial introduction to the West in modern times was by
Vivekananda at the end of the nineteenth century. More recently,
generic yoga—particularly as dsanas, postures, but also as a meditative
technique leading to samadhi, enlightenment—was popularized in the
West by a number of influential Hindu teachers of yoga in the 1960s,
most of whom came from two lineages: Sivananda (1887-1963) and
Krishnamacharya (1888-1989). Sivananda was a renunciant and his
ashram tradition was transplanted by his disciples Vishnudevananda

(1927-1993), Satchidananda (1914-2002), and Chinmayananda‘

(1916~1993), each of whom founded his own independent mission in
the West (the Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centres, the Integral Yoga Insti-
tute, and the Chinmaya Mission, respectively). Krishnamacharya’s
three principal disciples took his emphasis on the practice of @sana in
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their own direction: K. Pattabhi Jois (1915— ) continued to promote
his version of astanga-vinydsa-yoga; Krishnamacharya’s son, TK.V. De-
sikachar (1938~ ), developed viniyoga; and—perhaps most influential
of all—Krishnamacharya’s brother-in-law, B.K.S. Iyengar (1918—) es-
tablished the Iyengar method. Almost all yoga teachers trace their lin-
eage to such masters, and the more serious among such teachers or
practitioners of yoga will have a valued copy of the Yoga Siitras.

YOGA PRIOR TO PATANJALI

7h¢ Vedic Period

In terms of Yoga’s earliest origins, the Vedic period is the earliest era in
South Asia for which we have written records, and it provides the ma-
trix from which (or, more typically, against which) later religious,
philosophical, and spiritual expressions such as Yoga evolved in India,
at least in the north of the subcontinent. We do not wish to invest any
further energy into the ongoing debate over whether the Vedic-
speaking peoples (Indo-Aryans®) were originally indigenous to the In-
dian subcontinent or Indo-Eutopean intruders from an external point
of origin (for which, see Bryant 2001 and 2005), except to note the
corollaries of these two positions on the protohistory of Yoga. Those
accepting an external point of origin for the Vedic-speaking peoples
tend to hold that Yoga, both as practice and philosophy; was originally
pre-Vedic (and therefore non-Vedic) and indigenous to the subconti-
nent. From this.perspective, since there is no explicit reference to yo-
gic practices and beliefs in the earliest Vedic texts, their emergence in
subsequent Vedic literature such as the Upanisads® points to a later
period when the Vedic people had long settled and absorbed them-
selves into the preexisting populations of the Indian subcontinent. In
this process, they established their own Vedic rituals as the main-
stream “high” religious activity of the day, and also eventually absorbed
many non-Vedic religious elements from the indigenous peoples, such
as Yoga philosophy and practice.
Those challenging the thesis of external origins for the original
Vedic-speaking peoples tend to prefer to see both Vedic ritualism and
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yogic practices as parallel internal developments evolving within
Vedic- (Indo-Aryan-) speaking communities indigenous to the subcon-
tinent. It can certainly be argued that the germs of yogic thought can
be found in embryonic form in the (middle period) Vedic literatures
themselves, the Aranyakas and Brahmana texts. Alternatively, there is
little that can discount the possibility that Yoga emerged outside Vedic
orthodoxy but nonetheless within Indo-Aryan-speaking communities.
(And, of course, one can combine components of these two positions
and argue for the Vedic or Indo-Aryan origins of Yoga but still hold that
the Indo-Aryans were nonetheless originally immigrants into the sub-
continent.) What all these positions have in common, and where our
own discussion of the early history of Yoga will commence, is that Yoga
evolves on the periphery of Vedic religiosity and beyond the parame-
ters of mainstream Vedic orthopraxy. Yoga is clearly in tension with
Vedic ritualism, discussed below, and its goals are in stark and explicit
opposition to it (for example, Yoga Sdtras 1.15-16).

Before considering the early literary history of Yoga, however, we
must note that the arguments above are all primarily deduced from
the fields of linguistics and philology. Archaeology has revealed the
remains of an enormous and sophisticated ancient civilization, the
Indus Valley civilization, covering modern-day northwest India and
Pakistan, dating from circa 3000 to 1900 B.C.E. Mention must be
made, when considering the earliest origins of Yoga, to seals found
in Indus Valley sites with representations of figures seated in a clear
yogic posture. The most famous figure is seated with arms extended
and resting on the knees in a classical meditative posture.” This evi-
dence suggests. that, irrespective of its.literary origins, Yoga has been
practiced on the Indian subcontinent for well over four thousand
years.

Like other Old World cultures, the dominant religious expression
in the early Vedic period within which Yoga emerges is that of the sac-
rificial cult wherein animals and other items are offered to various
gods through the medium of fire for the purposes of obtaining worldly
boons—offspring, cattle, victory over enemies, etc. A genre of texts,
the Brahmanas, describe the ritualistic minutiae of a wide variety of
sacrifices, both domestic and public, each one specific to the attain-
ment of particular goals. While the intricacies of the Vedic sacrificial

THE HISTORY OF YOGA

. 13
may seem alien to our modern worldviews and ,’;ulﬁte
1 1 1 as
that supported it—that of attempting to ¥nant e Ieody/has e
ical environment for the purpose of enjoying g b 7 on that
erial world through the medium of the sens”  pis

. . fo of devel-
ned constant throughout human history. IF 1s.f e fO D ally rele-
e post-Vedic reactions to this type of mentality, i~ ereD
ments such as the various systems of yoga, rem#
nt to the human condition.
Yoga in the Upanisads Rg Veda, that
’ b .. Jandscape.’
ere is evidence as early as the oldest Vedic text (7. di Jlations

ere were yogi-like ascetics on the margins of th® _jles etcjces that
wever, it is in the late Vedic age, marked by the * ¢ faC.n irerary
xpressed in a genre of texts called the Upanisac‘l&fj ulﬂted s
can be clearly related to classical yoga are first af 5 awai'giosity e
é“oiulr,ces.9 The Upanisads reveal a clear shift in 0 . of 1-’6 laurse, par-
s‘é,criﬁcial rite, which is relegated to an inferior tﬂ; 2l dlscgerpinning
méla.éing_it with an interest in philosophical and. myﬁga . uf;m&m-m The
cularly the quest for the ultimate, underlying r’ﬂ sas + sactifice
e external world, Brahman, localized in living beir" ers © ‘hey may
Mundaka Upanisad (1.2. 7-11) calls the perf0” _ctent crifice—
“deluded” and “gnorant,” however learned and cf o the Sse o more
posture to be, because the boons and fruits gained ot to uxpire, one
frem the manjpulation of one’s external envilronrflIl (hey © P e o
miodern frame of reference—are temporary. Whgc s theh aterial-
\lﬁnds oneself frustrated once more. The Gitd, too, o0 suc <uffering
- alists “less intelligent,” since any boons accruing gman
‘jsm do not solve the ultimate problems of life” 0¥
inherent in the cycle of birth and death (11.42—45)' Sality
derstanding higher and more ultimate truths of
feature of the Upanisads. e d ' ltivation
Although the Upanisads are especially conce b the Coatech
understanding Brahman, the Absolute Truth, thl’oef ergnfe ) called
of knowledge, there are also several unmistakable fc of ﬂg’ﬂ "F related
nique for realizing Brahman (in its localized aspgera] pody
yoga, which are clearly drawn from the same ger®

a




xxii : THE HISTORY OF YOGA

practices as those articulated by Patafijali."” As with the Upanisads in
general, we do not find a systematic philosophy here, but mystico-
poetic utterances, albeit profound in content. The Katha Upanisad
states:

When the control of the senses is fixed, that is Yoga, so people
say. For then, a person is free from distraction. Yoga is the “be-
coming,” and the “ceasing.” Not by words, not by the mind,

“not by sight, can he [the self] be grasped; how else can he be
perceived except by saying: “he is!” . . . For one who perceives
him as he really is, his real nature becomes manifest. When all
desires Jurking in the heart are removed, then a mortal person
becomes immortal, and attains Brahman in this world. When
the knots in the heart that bind one to this world are all cut,
then a mortal becomes an immortal, such is the teachings . . .
A purusa [aman or soul] the size of a thumb dwells always in
the hearts of men. One should extricate him with determina-
tion like a reed from mufija grass. One should know him as re-
splendent and immortal. Thus, when Naciketas had received
this knowledge and the complete rules of yoga from Death, he
attained Brahman; he became free of disease and death: So,
too, will others who know these teachings about the self.”
(VI.11-+18)

The Svetasvatara Upanisad gets a little more specific about the ac-
tual technique of yoga practice:.

When he holds the body steady, with the three sections erect,
and withdraws the sénses into his heart with the mind, a wise
person will cross over all the frightening rivers [of embodied ex-
istence] by means of the boat of Brahman. His breathing re-
strained here [within the body], and his energy under control,
he should breathe through one nostril when his breath is de-
pleted. A wise person should control the mind, just as one
would a wagon yoked to unruly horses” . . . and engage in the
practice of yoga . . . When, by means of the true nature of the
atman, which is like a lamp, a person perceives the truth of
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Brahman in this world, he is freed from all bondage, because
he has known the Divine, which is unborn, unchanging, and
untainted by all things. (I1.8-15)

By the later Maitri Upanisad, we have a much more extensive dis-
cussion of Yoga, including more specific references to the six angas, or
limbs, of yoga: prandyama, breath control; pratyhdra, sense with-
drawal; dhyina, meditation; dharand, concentration; tarka, inquiry; and
samidhi, final absorption in the self (VI.18). Five of these limbs corre-
spond to the last five limbs of Patafjali’s system (the Yoga Stitras lists
eight limbs in Chapter 11'*). Although, like the two older Upanisads
quoted above, the Maitri is still embedded in the Upanisadic context
of unity of Brahman as the ultimate goal of yoga practice (Brahman is
not mentioned in the Yoga Siitras), the specifics of yoga technique (and
Sankhya metaphysics, discussed below) receive far more elaberate and
technical attention here than in the older Upanisads.” In this develop-
ment, the Maitr? represents, as does the Mahiabharata, a transition be-
tween the old Upanisadic worldview and the later emergence of the
systematic metaphysical traditions such as the one represented in

the Yoga Siitras.

Yoga in the Mahabharata

The Mahabharata, which culminates in 100,000 verses,” is the
longest epic in the world and, like the Maitri Upanisad, preserves sig-
nificant material representing the evolution of Yoga. Usually dated
somewhere between the ninth and fourth centuries B.G.E., the epic ex-
hibits the transition between the origins of Yoga in the Upanisadic
period and its expression in the systematized traditions of Yoga as rep-
resented in the classical period by Patafijali. Nestled in the middle of
the epic, the well-known Bhagavad Gita (circa fourth century B.C.E.)
devotes a good portion of its text to the practices of yoga, which it al-
ready considers to be “ancient” (IV.3); indeed, Krsna presents himself
as reestablishing yoga teachings that had existed since primordial
times. While the Gita tends to use the term yoga interchangeably with
karma-yoga, and the text focuses primarily on karma-yoga, jiana-yoga,
and especially bhakti-yoga, the techniques of Patafijalian-type yoga are
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outlined throughout the entire sixth chapter, albeit subsumed under

devotion to Krsna. The Gita refers to this type of practice as dhydna-
yoga,"” as did most early Indic texts.

After establishing a firm seat in a clean place, not too high and
not too low . . . there, sitting on that seat and fixing the mind
on one object, with mind and senses under control, one'should
practice yoga to purify the dtman, self, by holding the body,
neck and head straight, steady and keeping oneself motionless,
focusing on the tip of the nose, and not looking about in any di-
rection. With a peaceful self, free of fear, firm in the brah-
macarya vow of celibacy, with mind controlled and thoughts
fixed on Me [Krsna], one should sit in yoga, holding Me as the
supreme. (VI.11-15)

As can be seen from this verse, the Yoga Sittra’s Ivara-pravidhana, ded-
ication to God, which will be encountered in 1.23, becomes the essen-
tial teaching of the entire Gitd and of all the yoga systems prescribed
in it; rather than the more discreet ingredient promoted by Patafijali.
Nonetheless, the Yoga Saitras is an inherently theistic text.

* The Mahabharata contains a number of references to practices
that are clearly relatable to the system of yoga as taught by Patafijali,
most of them in the Moksa-dharma section of Book 12 of the epic.’
For example, the sage Vasistha defines yoga as ekdgrata, concentration,
and prandydma, breath control (XI1.294.8), both terms and practices
essential to Patafijali's system. The terms yoga and yog? occur about
nine hundred times throughout the epic, expressed as noted above in
terms midway between the unformulated expressions of the Upa-
nisads and the systematized practice as outlined by Patafijali.’ This, of
course, indicates that practices associated with yoga had gained wide
currency in the centuries prior to the Common Era, with a clearly
identifiable set of basic techniques and generic practices, and it is
from these that Patafijali drew for his systemization. One passage from
the epic (XII.188.1-22) particularly illustrates this, namely Bhisma’s
deliverance to Yudhisthira of the “four stages of dhy@na-yoga,” medita-
tion. Dhydna is the term most often used to refer to meditation in the
epic, not just, as with Patafijali, the seventh, penultimate, limb of yoga
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but often as synonymous with Patafijali’'s ‘eighth limb and ultimate
soal, samadhi. What is of particular interest in this passage (quoted in
e commentary for 1.17 below) is that even though the final limb in
atafijali’s system also contains four basic stages (two of which go by
he same name as two of the states mentioned by Bhisma®), the ter-
minology and correlations of Bhisma’s four stages of dhyana-yoga seem
have more in common with the four stages of Buddhist samadhi.

' Sehiolars have long pointed out a commonality of vocabulary and con-

cepts between the Yoga Satras and Buddhist texts.* All this under-

~'scores the basic point that there was a cluster of interconnected and
“ cross-fertilizing variants of meditational yoga—Buddhist and Jain as

well as Hindu—prior to Patafjali, all drawn from a common but varie-
gated pool of terminologies, practices, and concepts (and many strains

_-continue to the present day).

- Indeed, one might profitably begin a discussion of the relationship

,v between Yoga and what was much later to be considered its sister
“school, Sankhya, and for that matter Buddhism, by noting that in this
formative late Vedic period, perhaps for even the best part of a millen-

niurn prior to the rise of the clearly defined classical philosophical tra-
ditions, there were no schools as such to speak of at all; Sankhya and

Yoga: (and, for that matter, Buddhism) had yet to become systematic
:schools, such as what was to become known as the Patafijala Yoga, or
even distinct philosophical systems.® Moreover, there were a number

of variants going under the name of Yoga (and of Sankhya). One might

~envision a plethora of centers of learning and practice, many ascetic

ahd spearheaded by charismatic renunciants, where parallel anid over-
lapping philosophical doctrines and meditative practices, many going
by the name of yoga, were evolving out of a common Upanisadic-

flavored core. These would become distinct schools only at a much
later period of time.

Yoga and Sankhya

The history of Yoga is inextricable from that of the Sankhya tradition.

Sankhya provides the metaphysical infrastructure for Yoga and thus is
indispensable to an understanding of Yoga. Usually translated as enu-
meration or counting due to its focus on the evolution and con-
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stituents of the twenty-four ingredients of prakti, material reality,
Sankhya might best be understood as dealing with calculation in the
sense of reasoning, speculation, philosophy, as it is defined in the
Mahabharata*—in other words, the path striving to understand the ul-
timate truths of reality through knowledge, typically known as jiiana-
yoga. While the specifics of Sankhya metaphysics and Yoga practice
will be discussed more elaborately below, we can briefly note here that
this metaphysics is dualistic, insofar as ultimate reality is conceived as
containing two distinct ultimate principles: purusa, the innermost con-
scious self broadly synonymous with the notion of soul, and prakiti,
the material world with all its variegatedness within which the purusa
is embedded. While Yoga and Sankhya share the same metaphysics
and the common goal of liberating purusa from its encapsulation, their
methods differ. Sankhya occupies itself with the path of reasoning to
attain liberation, specifically concerning the analysis of the manifold
ingredients of praksti from which the purusa is to be extricated, and
Yoga more with the path of meditation, focusing on the nature of mind
and consciousness, and on the techniques of concentration in order to
provide a practical method through which the purusa can be isolated
and extricated. (We must note here that while on occasion we use the
language, as do the commentators, more appropriate to Vedanta—of
purusa being extricated or liberated—we do so thetorically; in fact, as
will be discussed, purusa is and has always been eternally free; liber-
ated, and autonomous, according to Sankhya. It is the mind, not pu-
rusa, that must become enlightened).

Sankhya seems to have been the earliest philosophical system to
have taken shape in the late Vedic period,? and, indeed, it has perme-
ated almost all subsequent Hindu traditions: Vedanta, Puranic,
Vaisnava,? Saivite,? Tantric,” and even the medicinal traditions such
as @yurveda. Larson goes so far as to say, “Buddhist philosophy and ter-
minology, Yoga philosophy, early Vedanta speculation, and the great re-
gional theologies of Saivism and Vaisnavism are all, in an important
sense, footnotes and/or reactions to a living ‘tradition text’ of Sankhya”
(1999, 732). Indeed, Larson has long seen the classical Yoga of Patafi-
jali as a type of “neo-Sankhya,” an updating by those within the old
Sankhya tradition in an attempt to bring it into conversation with the
more technical philosophical traditions that had emerged by the third
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;‘AtO‘ﬁf'Eh centuries C.E., particularly the challenges represented by Bud-

dhist thought (1999, 2008).% ) ‘
While this may have been true for the systematized Yoga articu-
ed by Patafijali in the second century C.E., it has also been argued

. that Sankhya itself evolved out of much earlier primordial Yoga origins.

e:can refer here again to the Indus Valley seal from the third millen-

nifim B.C.E. of a horned figure sitting in a distinctly yoga-like pose,
“which points to some kind of yoga practice as a primordial element
‘on the Indian subcontinent. Schreiner' statistical analysis of the con-

text and content of the references to Yoga and Sankhya in the

‘Mahabharata—the richest literary source for considering the origins of
Yoga—finds Yoga to be more original and Sankhya a later append-

age formulated to provide the practices with some philosophical ra-
tionale. Schreiner provides an intriguing image of the proto-Sankhya
philosopher:

~ Those [Sankhya] redactors . . . were . . . probably not practicing
- Yogins, but rather (perhaps) meticulous scholars, scribes with
- archival ambitions, thinkers with a liking for numbers and clas-
+#sification (but afraid of the existential commitment to a path of
“Yoga which would lead to death and through dying, literally and
" spiritually). They may well have been yogabrasta [the “fallen” or
“unsuccessful” yogis of the Gita 6.37-45], Yogins who did not
make it but were close enough to the practices and experiences
. of Yoga to be able to speak about it and intellectualize it. The
yogabrasta, one who did not reach the goal of no return, is prob-
ably the best candidate for becoming a Sankhya philosopher
But he would have been a Yogin first. (1999, 776)

This provocative view might be kept in mind if we choose to wonder if
Patafijali himself, and certainly his commentators, had experienced
the truths of which they spoke in the sitras and their commentaries, or
whether some of them were even practitioners. In any event, for our
present purposes, the metaphysics of Yoga is that of Sankhya, and
hence the history of the two traditions requires a few words.

As noted, the first important point to be stressed is that Sankhya
and Yoga should not be considered different schools until a very late
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date. In fact, the first reference to Yoga itself as a distinct school
seems to be in the writings of Sankara in the ninth century G.E.
(Bronkhurst 1981). There are (to be precise) 884 references to Yoga in
the Mahabharata, “and the common denominator of all the epic defi-
nitions of Yoga is disciplined activity, earnest striving—by active (not
rationalistic or intellectual) means” rather than the more popular
translation and cognate “union” (Edgerton 1924, 38). There are 120
references to Sankhya,” defined, as noted, as reasoning, and none of
these 1,000-odd combined references to the two approaches indicates
any difference between them other than one of method in attaining
the same goal: Yoga seeks the vision of atman, the Upanisadic term for
the purusa, through practice and mind control, and Sankhya through
knowledge and the intellect. Otherwise, “The knowers of Truth see
that Sankhya and Yoga are one” (XI1.304.4%).

This is amply expressed by Bhisma when specifically asked by Yud-
histhira to explain the difference between Sankhya and Yoga: “Both
the followers of Sankhya and those of Yoga praise their own way as the
best . . . The followers of Yoga rely on experiential methods (pratyaksa-
hetavah), and those of Sankhya on scriptural interpretation (sstra-
viniscayah). 1 consider both these views true: Followed according to
their instructions, both lead to the ultimate goal” (X11.289.7). And,
again:

There is no knowledge equal to Sankhya, there is no power
(balam) equal to Yoga; both of them are the same path, both,
according to oral tradition (sm1tau), lead to deathlessness. Peo-
ple of little intelligence consider them to be different. We how-
ever, O king, see clearly that they are the same. What the
followers of Yoga perceive, the same is experienced by the fol-
lowers of Sankhya. One who sees Yoga and Sankhya as one, is a
knower of Truth. (XI1.304.1—4)

While presenting Yoga as a more action-based practice, Krsna in
the Bhagavad Giti reiterates the same point: “A twofold division was
established by Me of old . . . jiana-yoga, the yoga of knowledge, fol-
lowed by Sankhya, and karma-yoga, the yoga of action followed by the
yogis” (111.3). Both lead to the same goal (V.2), and anyone who con-
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siders them to be different is “childish” (V.4—5—even as Krsna clearly
favors the action-based approach, I11.4ff; V.6ff). Even where the Gita
articulates a more Patafijalian type of Yoga, which it calls dhyana, it is
still contrasted with Sankhya merely in terms of method leading to the
same goal: “Some behold the atman, self, by dhyina, meditation,
others by Sankhya” (XII1.25). Nowhere in the Gita or the entire
Mahabharata is there any indication that these two approaches consti-
tute different schools or metaphysical systems.* Sankhya and Yoga are
merely different approaches to salvation until well into the Common
Era. This continuity and confluence between Sankhya and Yoga is re-
flected in early sources for well over a millennium, including Patafi-
jalf’s time of writing as well as that of Vyasa, the first-and primary
commentator on the Yoga Sitras in the fifth century C.E. Vyasa explic-
itly’ concludes the chapters of his bhasya commentary with the
colophon §i-patafijale sakhya-pravacane yoga-$astre, “Patafijali’s Yoga
treatise, an exposition on Sankhya.”

Another important point to consider when tracing the origins of
Yoga is that in the epic, the ultimate liberation accruing from the prac-
ice of yoga (as with the practice of Sankhya) is conceived in a number
£ passages (for example, X11.228.38; 231.17; 246.8) in terms of the
nistic ‘goal of unity of the individual soul, purusa/aman with the
ne ultimate Absolute called Brahman in the Upanisads (expressed
variously in different Upanisads in both personal or impersonal
terms). The later classical Sankhya tradition is distinctly dualistic—
ultimate reality consists of two ingredients, purusa and prakei,
consciousness and matter—rather than monistic—subscribing to the
e absolute principle called Brahman in the Upanisads. The
ahabharata evidences a transitional period between the Upanisads
nd the later tradition as expressed in the Yoga Sitras; the dualistic pu-
rusa and praketi principles associated with Sankhya/Yoga are retained,
but they are subsumed under the higher Upanisadic union with Brah-
man. This monistic source in the epic is expressed either in terms
commonly used for the impersonal Brahman, or as personal Isvara,
God, Narayana.”* Brahman is not mentioned either in the Yoga Siitras

ot Sankhya Karikis (the text that became to later Sankhya what the
Yoga Sutras became to Yoga, that is, the primary text of the system).*
Both these texts deal with the liberation of the individual atman rather
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than the relationship of this atman with the supreme Gtman, or Brah-
man, which was the concern of the Vedanta tradition (however, Brah-
man is mentioned by the commentators, and thus the Upanisadic
matrix always remains as a backdrop). And, although Patafijali also ac-
cepts a personal I$vara, which he equates with the sonic form of Brah-
man in the Upanisads, o (1.23ff), he introduces him in the context of
meditation rather than cosmology or metaphysics.

In short, Yoga and Sankhya in the Upanisads and epic simply refer
to the two distinct paths of salvation by meditation and salvation by
knowledge, respectively. Followers of both schools upheld belief in the
purusa’s ultimate union with a developed form of the Upanisadic
Brahman, expressed in both personal and impersonal terms, which
simply points to the fact that all orthodox Hindus of the day tended to
accept those beliefs. The chief difference in the trajectory that Patafi-
jalf's Yoga took was its exclusive focus on the psychological mecha-
nisms and techniques involved in purusa’s liberation. Similarly, later
Sankhya concerned itself with the specificities of praksti's ingredients
from which purusa was to be extricated, “which in the earlier Upa-
nisads had been rather ignored, not because its existence was denied,
but because it did not interest the earliest thinkers, who were ab-
sorbed in the contemplation of the One Ultimate Reality” (Edgerton
1924, 32). ‘ '

Before concluding this section on the pre-Patafijali background
of Yoga, one might add; as an aside, that from the nine hundred-odd
references to yoga in the Mahabharata, there are only two mentions
of dsana, posture, the third limb -of Patafijali’'s system.” Neither the
Upanisads nor the G7tz mentions posture in the sense of stretching ex-
ercises and bodily poses (the term is used in the Gitz verse above in its
sense as physical seat rather than bodily postures), dsana is not men-
tioned as one of the six limbs of the Maitrs Upanisad, and Patafijali

himself dedicates only three brief sitras from his text to this aspect of
the practice. The reconfiguring, presentation, and perception of yoga
as primarily or even exclusively @ana in the sense of bodily poses,
then, is essentially a modern Western phenomenon and finds no
precedent in the premodern yoga tradition, although the fourteenth-

centwry Hathayoga Pradpika does. dedicate one of its four chapters
to asana. ‘

THE HISTORY OF YOGA xxxi

PATANJALI’S YOGA

Patafijali and the Six Schools of Indian Philosophy

addition to various heterodox schools such as Jainism and Bud-
dhism, what came to be identified (in much later times) as six schools
of orthodox thought also evolved out of the Upanisadic period (of
course, there were various other streams of thought that did not gain
this status but nonetheless emerged as significant presences on the re-
ligious landscape of Hinduism). As we have seen with Sankhya and
Yoga, the streams of thought that later became associated with these
six schools were not necessarily conceived of in that way until the end
of the first millennium C.E. In fact, it might be more accurate to con-
sider these traditions distinctive religophilosophical expressions that
,gémerged from the Vedic period with different focuses rather than ac-
tual schools in the earlier period. They shared much of their overall
~worldview but dedicated themselves to different areas of human
““kn'ofwledge and praxis, and while differing quite considerably on meta-
physical and epistemological issues, they nonetheless did not neces-
rily reject the authority of the other traditions in other specific areas
here these did not conflict with their own positions. Thus, for exam-
ple, the Nyaya logician school accepts Yoga as the method to be used
to realize the @tman as understood within that tradition,* and Vedanta
‘objects to it only to the extent that it does not refer to Brahman as the
ultimate source of purusa and praksti, not to its authenticity in medita-
tive technique and.practice.” Even a dharmasastra text like the
Yajfiavalkya Smiti, which occupies itself exclusively with dhaﬂ’@,
~codes of ritual, personal, familial, civic, and social duties, states in its
opening section that from the abundance of religious scriptures deal-
ing with the plethora of human affairs: “this alone is the highest
dharma, that one should see the gtman by yoga” (1.8). Thus, in early
Sanskrit texts Yoga referred to a form of rigorous discipline and con-
centration for attaining the direct perception of the atman and gaining
liberation that was appropriated and tailored by different traditions ac-
cording to their metaphysical understanding of the self, rather than a
distinct school. :

In any event, eventually an orthodox school of Yoga came to be
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identified with Patafijali, the compiler of these sitras, and took its
place alongside other traditions that also had distinct sitra traditions,
as one of the “six schools of Indian philosophy.” These are Sankhya,
Yoga, Nyaya, Vaisesika, Mimarns, and Vedanta. These schools were
deemed orthodox because they retained at least a nominal allegiance
to the sacred Vedic texts—unlike the so-called heterodox schools such
as Buddhism and Jainism, which rejected them: Since various ingredi-
ents of these schools are referred to ih our commentaries, we can
briefly refer to some of their salient features.

As mentioned, probably the oldest Indian speculative tradition is
Sankhya, later to be referred to as the sister school of Yoga insofar as
they shared the same metaphysies. This featured an analysis of reality
in which all categories of the created world were perceived as evolving
out of a primordial matter, prakrti, from which the purusa, which is the
term used by Sankhya and Yoga schools for the atman, must be extri-
cated. Vaisesika was another metaphysical system, one that perceived
the created world as ultimately consisting of various eternal categories
such as atoms rather than as evolutes from a singular category of
prakrti. This came to be “sistered” with Nyéya, a school that accepted
the basics of Vaisesika metaphysics but became distinguished by the
aspect of epistemology dealing with the formulation of categories and
conditions of valid reasoning and the refinement of rules of logic, such
that the debates between the various schools emerging from this pe-
riod could be ‘conducted according to agreed-upon conventions of
what constituted valid or invalid argumentation. Vedanta was a school

dedicated to another aspect of epistemology: attempting to system-
' atize the heterogeneous teachings of the Upanisads through a consis-
tent hermeneutics. Its concerns were the relationship between the
manifest world; Brahman, the Absolute Truth and ground of all be-
ing; and @man, the localized aspect of this Truth. This was associated
with Mimarsa, since both of these schools occupied themselves
with hermeneutics, the interpretation of the ancient Vedic texts. The
Mimarhsa was the main orthodox school that attempted to perpetuate
the old Vedic sacrificial rites by composing a philosophical justification
for their continued performance. '

Indic schools, both orthodox and heterodox, interacted intellectu-
ally and sometimes polemically, debating and mutually enriching each
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r, and their emergence pushed the old Vedic cult further into the
k‘gfound. From this rich and fertile post-Vedic context, then,
rged an individual called Patafijali whose systematization of the
rogeneous practices of yoga came to be authoritative for all subse-
nt practitioners and eventually reified into one of the six sch.ools of
sical Indian philosophy. It is important to stress here again t.hat
jali is.not the founder, or inventor, of yoga, the origins of Whlcljl,
ould be clear, had long preceded him in primordial and mythic
. Patafjali systematized the preexisting traditions and authored
came to be the seminal text for yoga discipline. There was never
niform school of ur-Yoga (or of any Indic school of thought, for
t thatter); there was a plurality of variants and certainly different
ceptuializations of meditative practices that were termed. yoga. For
ample, whereas Patafijali organizes his system into eight limbs, and
¢ Mahabharata, too, speaks of yoga as having eight “qualities” (asta-
ita; X11.304.7*), as early as the Maitri Upanisad of the second cen-
v BiC.E- there is reference to'a six-limbed Yoga (V1.18), as there is in
Jisnu: Purdna (VI.7.91), and this numerical schema was retained
o Jater Goraksa-sanhita and the Dhyanabindu and Amgtabindu
tmisads. Along similar lines, there are various references to the
elve yogas and seven dharanas (dharana is considered the sixth of
tafiiali’s limbs) in the Mahabharata.” Yoga is thus best understood as
ter of techniques, some more and some less systematized, that
rvaded the landscape of ancient India. These overlapped with and
vere incorporated into the various traditions of the day such as the
na. knowledge-based traditions, providing these systems with a
sotical method and technique for attaining an experienced-based
asformation of consciousness. Patafijali’s particular systematization
these techniques in time emerged as the most dominant, but by no
5 exclusive; version.
Indeed, internal to his own text, in his very first séitra, atha
ganusasanam, Patafijali indicates that he is continuing the tee.lchings
of yoga (the prefix anu- indicates the continuation of the action de-
oted by the verb), and the traditional commentators certanr_lly per-
¢eive him in this light. In point of fact, the tradition itself ascribes the
actual origins of Yoga to the legendary figure Hiranyagarbha (see. com-
meéntary to 1.1). Moreover, evidence that Patafjali was addressing an
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audience already familiar with the tenets of Yoga can be deduced from
the Yoga Satras themselves.® For example, on occasion, Patafijali men-
tions one member of a list of items followed by “etc.,” thereby assum-
ing his audience to be familiar with the remainder of the list. Thus, he
refers to animadi, “the mystic power of anima, etc.,” indicating that the
other seven mystic powers were a standard, well-known group. He
likewise speaks of a “sevenfold” wisdom without further explanation
(I1.27). But, in short, because he produced the first systematized trea-
tise on the subject, Patafijali was to become the prime or seminal fig-
ure for the Yoga tradition after his times and accepted as such by other
schools. To all intents and purposes, his Yoga Siitras was to become the
canon for the mechanics of generic yoga, so to speak, that other sys-
tems tinkered with and flavored with their own theological trappings.

As with the reputed founders of the other schools of thought, very
little is known about Patafijali himself. Tradition, first explicitly evi-
denced in the commentary of Bhoja Raja in the eleventh century C.E.
(and continuing to this day in a verse often recited at the beginning of
yoga classes in the Iyengar community), considers him to be the same
Patafijali who wrote the primary commentary on the famous grammar
by Panini and also ascribes to him authorship of a treatise on medi-
cine.” There is an ongoing discussion among scholars as to whether
this was likely or not; my own view is that there is not much to be
gained by challenging the evidence of traditional accounts in the ab-
sence of evidence to the contrary that is uncontroversial or at least
adequately compelling. :

Patafijali’s date can only be inferred from the content of the text it-
self. Unfortunately, most classical Sanskrit texts from the ancient pe-
riod tend to be impossible to date with accuracy, and there are always
dissenters against whatever dates become standard in academic cir-
cles.” Most scholars date the text shortly after the turn of the Com-
mon Era (circa first to second century), but it has been placed as early
as severa] centuries before that.* Other than the fact that the Yoga
Satras were written no later than the fifth century, the date cannot be
determined with exactitude.
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The Yoga Stitras as a Text .

stitra writing style is that used by the philosophical schools of an-
) ndia (thus we have Vedanta Sitras, Nyaya Stiras, etc.). The term
rd. (from the Sanskrit root sii, cognate with sew) literally means a
cad.and essentially refers to a terse and pithy philosophical state-
in which the maximum amount of information is packed into the
mum number of words. Knowledge systems were handed down
ly in ancient India, and thus source material was kept minimal
with a view to facilitating memorization. Being composed for
transmission and memorization, the Yoga Sitras, and siitra tradi-
in general, allowed the student to “thread together” in memory
- key ingredients of the more extensive body of material with which
or.she would become thoroughly acquainted. Thus s#tras often be-
hconnecting words linking them with the previous sisras, typi-
ronouns or ‘conjunctions beginning with t (such as tatah and
Each siitra served as a mnemonic device to structure the teach-
185 and assist memorization. 1 sometimes compare them to a series of
t points that a lecturer might jot down prior to giving a presen-
n; to structure the talk and provide reminders of the main points
ded to be covered; thus, from a dozen shorthand phrases in-
mprekensible to anyone else, a lecturer might discourse for a cou-
of hours.® - ’ .
The succinctness of the Yoga Sitras—it contains about 1,200
jords in 195 sitras—indicates that they were construed to be a man-
al tequiring unpacking. That the siitras, or aphorisms, are in places
otic, esoteric, and incomprehensible in. their own terms points to
he fact that they were intended to be used in conjunction with a
acher: Feuerstein calls them “maps” (1980, 117). Thus, while some
-of the siitras are somewhat straightforward, the fact is that we cannot
onstrue meaning from many siitras of Patafijali’s primary text. Indeed,
some are so obtuse that they are undecipherable in their own terms.
T&lerefore, it is, in my view, an unrealistic (if not impossible) task to
attempt to bypass commentary-in the hope of retrieving some original
pure, precommentarial set of ur-interpretations (and those attempting
to do so without extensive training in the philosophical universe of In-
dia at the beginning of the Common Era frequently have some sectar-
ian or other agenda underpinning their enterprise).
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Before considering the commentaries on the Yoga Sitras, some
mention must be made of the view of a number of earlier critical
scholars that the text is a composite, composed of a number of layers.
Starting with the famous Indologist Max Miiller (1899), a number of
scholars, including Paul Déussen (1920), Richard Garbe (1897), J. W.
Hauer (1958), and Erich Frauwallner (1953), have argued that the
text is a patchwork. Deussen, for example, maintains that 1.1-16
forms one unit devoted to ordinary awareness; 1.17-51, another unit,
devoted to samddhi, meditative awareness; 11.1-27, a third, to kriya-
yoga, preparatory practice; and 11.29-111.55, along with Chapter IV, a
fourth unit devoted to the eight-limbed process and other assorted
topics.* Hauer, Garbe, Frauwallner, Dasgupta, and others added vari-
ous nuances to the matter.”” These efforts, while meritorious, have all
been subject to critique.”® The reason for such lack of consensus is
clearly that there is insufficient evidence, hence “the task of finding
various layers will always be arbitrary” (Larson 2008, 91). The oral tra-
ditions of India and their embodiment in the shape of written primary
texts have proved to be remarkably resilient, stemming from the In-
dian reverence and respect for sacred tradition. While this certainly
does not grant them immunity from text-critical scholarship, in a work
such as the Yoga Siitras, one is best advised to look very carefully for
internal structural, semantic, or logical coherency and rationale before
assuming that an apparent sudden break in (modern linear notions of)
the sequencing of subject matter indicates a later insertion.” More re-
cent scholarship has tended to find internal consistency in most of the
text.* '

In any event, the only disjunction in the text that presents itself to
my reading occurs in Chapter II and is best explained by postulating
two distinct Yoga traditions that were patched together by Patafijali.
The chapter begins with the introduction of a practice called kriya-
yoga, which is defined as consisting of tapas, austerity; svadhyaya,
study; and ISvara-pranidhana, devotion to God. This practice elimi-
nates the klesas, obstacles to yoga, which the text proceeds to discuss
in a coherent sequential manner, and the section culminates in
I1.26-27 by stating that viveka-khyati, discrimination, results from the
destruction of avidya, ignorance, the cornerstone of these klesas. Sitras
11.28-29 then suddenly announce a new practice, the yoga of astanga,
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eight limbs, which culminates in this same state of. viveka-khya‘tz.
There is no indication of the relationship between this practice and
the kriyayoga outlined in the beginning of .the cha.pter. But 'Fhat t}}lley
might represent different traditions is a valid cons.lderatlon given that
the second limb of the eight-limbed practice consists (.)f observing five
niyamas, ethical observances, three of which are identmal. t‘o the three
ingredients of kriya-yoga. Why these three items comprising .the en-
tirety of a yoga practice called kriya are then placed alongside two
other items ($auca, cleanliness; and santosa, contentment) as the five
ingredients comprising the second limb (ni)./ama) qf a differently
arranged type of yoga practice called astanga is puzzling. Bu:t.Fc.euerc-1
stein’s opinion (1979) that they most likely mchcate.: that Patan].ah ha
drawn upon and merged two different traditions VVIt-h overlapping but
differently organized schemas is certainly very plausible. . .

We therefore find ourselves sympathetic to an alternative and, in
our opinion, fruitful way of looking at the issue t}.lat -respects Fhe his-
torical integrity of the text without denying the hkehhoo_d of .1t.s con-
tairiing' various disparate strands. R. S. Bhattacharya is \fvﬂhng to
concede that “a large part of the satras are taken b}; Pataiijali from his
predecessors either verbatim or with slight changes ( 1985., 52). F_rom
this perspective, whatever different strands are contained in the stras
(and we are able to feel any confidence only about the one noted
above), it is Patafijali who has pieced them tog.ether; the text is not a
hodgepodge of successive layers interpolated into some ur-text over
the years. This point of view respects the tradltlor-xal understandl.ng
* of the text’s integrity of authorship (needless to say, in th.f: perspecus\lfe
" of the commentators, the work is 2 harmonious and logical whole™),
" while not ignoring some of the more persuasive observatlc.)ns of .mod-
&rn critical scholars, and one that fits well with the previous discus-
sion of Patafijali as a systematizer of preexisting traditions.

The Commentaries on the Yoga Sttras

Knowledge systems in ancient India were t.ransmittec.l orally, fro}1:1
master to disciple, with an enormous emph.asw on fidelity toward the
original set of si#tras upon which the system 1s founded, the maste;r L}li’l—
packing the dense and truncated aphorisms to the students, and this
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system continues in traditional contexts today. Periodically, teachers of
particular prominence wrote commentaries on the primary texts of
many of these knowledge systems. Some of these gained such wide
currency that the primary text was always studied in conjunction with
a commentary, particularly since, as noted, texts such as the Yoga
Sittras (and, even more so, the Vedania Sitras) were designed to be
‘unpacked” and hence contain numerous siiras that are incompre-
hensible without elaboration. One must stress, therefore, that our
understanding of Patafijali’s text is completely dependent on the inter-
pretations of later commentators; it is incomprehensible, in places, in
its own terms.

This, of course, leaves open the possibility that later commentators
might have misinterpreted, or: perhaps more likely, reinterpreted as-
pects of the text by filtering ancient notions through the theological or
sectarian perspectives of their times. Part of the academic approach to
a text involves identifying and separating diachronic and synchronic
developments and philosophical context. This is of course important,
as ideas are never static but develop across time and context, con-

stantly cross-fertilizing with other currents of thought. Thus scholars -

have always been wary of the extent to which the commentaries are
imposing later concerns and perspectives on-the text that are alien to
Patafijali’s intentions. Modern methods of text criticism sometimes by-
pass the commentaries and, by comparing the context, style, terminol-
ogy, content, and structure. of individual sitras or sequences of sitras
themselves, attempt to determine what an author’s original intentions
might have been prior to exegetical overlay. This includes comparing
Patafijali’s siitras with other earlier texts, particularly Buddhist ones.
Critical observations of this nature can often be very insightful, and
['include throughout the text some of the analyses and correlations I
hold to be more cogent.® '

In any event, in terms of the overall accuracy of the commentaries,
the present commentary represents the view that there is an g priori
likelihood that the Interpretations of the siitras were faithfully pre-
served and transmitted orally through the few generations from Patafi-
jali until the first commentary by Vyasa in the fifth century (and we
will see that some commentators, both traditional and modern, even
hold Vyasa’s commentary to be that of Patafijali himself). In other
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| W o one
ords, unless compelling arguments are presented to the contrary,
b

o . .
must be cautious about questioning the overall accuracy of this tran

g ark-
mission. Certainly, the commentators from Vyasa onward are rem

i i ics of
ably consistent in their interpretations. of the essential metaphysics

-the system for over fifteen hundred years, which is %n marked congiast
with the radical differences in essential metaphysical uildcirstz.m HZ:,
.‘di‘stinguishing commentators of the Vedanta school (a Ramanuja Sr
‘Madhva from a Sankara, for example). While the ﬁfte_enth-cer.l U}l’i
“commentator Vijfiagnabhiksu, for example, may quibble with the nint

4 i Mi¢ i nerally are in
‘century commentator Vacaspati Misra, the differences ge y

" detail, not essential metaphysical elements. And while Vijfianabhiksu

“may inject a good deal of Vedantic concepts into th? basic du;l.lcs;:n Zf
the Yoga system, this is generally an addition (C?HSPICI:IOHS and i o
fiable) to the system rather than a reinterpretatlon.of it. T_here hls o
a remarkably consistent body of knowledge associated with the ﬁ

“school for the best part of a millennium and a half, anfi consequen e}j
one can speak of the traditional understanding of the sizras in the pr

. e ne
. modern: period without overly generalizing or essentializing. O

therefore has grounds to expect compelling reasons as to why tl-ns Itllzlg;
: formlty should not have been the case in the couple of centuries
' may have separated Patafijali and Vyasa. o
Be all this as it may, the task we have set for OI.JI.SCIVCS in
present work is not to engage extensively in textual. cn'tlmsrn_ but to 2:
‘_ tempt to represent something of the premodern history of‘mFerpcllfefor
tions associated with the school of Yoga as it has been transmitte e )
at the very least, fifteen hundred years, and as .it has b.een accepte ti}_’
th scholastics and practitioners over this period. Thl-S, §ure1y, co?Sh :
tutes a formidable realm of legitimacy and authon'-ty. in its own rlgdi;
One thus has grounds to speak of a tradition, and it is this Yogfl1 l:rame
jon that the present commentary sets out to represe_nt thro.ug SOt e
of its primary expressions prior to the modern explQ51on of interes
yoga i West.
.Ogci[}}rllet}fflist extant commentary by Vyasa, typically dated .to arour}lld
the fourth or fifth century, attained a status almost as ca.nomig:ail1 asyzoz
primary text by Patafijali himself. Consequently, the study o dt e :t‘
"Siitras has always been embedded in the commentary that tra 1t10§1the
tributes to this greatest of literary figures. So when we speak o
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philosophy of Patafijali, what we really mean (or should mean) is the
understanding of Patafijali according to Vyasa: It is Vyasa who de-
termined what Patafijali’s abstruse sitras meant, and all subsequent
commentators. elaborated on Vyasa. While, on occasion, modern
scholarship has insightfully questioned whether Vyasa has accurately
represented Patafijali in all instances, * for the Yoga tradition itself, his
commentary becomes as canonical as Patafijali’s (in fact, a2 number of
traditional sources identify Vyasa as none other than Patafijali him-
self*). Indeed, the Vyasa bhasya (commentary) becomes inseparable
from the sitras, an extension of it (such that on occasion commenta-
tors differ as to whether a line belongs to the commentary or the pri-
mary text*). From one siitra of a few words, Vyasa might write several
lines of comment without which the sitra remains incomprehensible.
It cannot be overstated that Yoga philosophy is Patasijali’s philosophy
as understood and articulated by Vyasa.

In traditional narrative, Vyasa, also known as Vedavyasa or
Vyasadeva, is the legendary “divider” of the four Vedas. The Vedas are
the oldest preserved literature in India and, indeed, in the Indo-
European language family. Tradition considers that there was origj-
nally only one Veda, and at the beginning of the present world age”
this was subdivided into four by Vyasa. Vyasa is also considered to be
the recorder of the immense Mehabharata, as well as the compiler of
the Puranas, the largest body of Sanskrit writing, containing most
of the stories and ritual details that underpin what has come to. be
known as Hinduism. Irrespective of the historical accuracy of such lit-
erary prolifigacy, Vyasa’s status in traditional Sanskrit sources is that. of
the primary literary figure of ancient India. Modern scholars, even ac-
cepting the actual existence of a sage Vyasa, consider our Vyasa, the
primary commentator of Patafijali’s text, to be a later figure who
penned his commentary under the name of the legendary sage in or-
der to invest it with indisputable authority. Be that as it may, it is es-
sential to recognize that Patafijali’s Yoga system has essentially been
handed down through the centuries ac Patafijali's system as under-
stood by the commentary attributed to Vyasa. Vyasa’s commentary, the
Bhasya, thus attains the status of canon and is almost never ques-
tioned by any subsequent commentator. Later commentators base
their commentaries on unpacking Vyasa’s Bhasya—rarely critiquing it
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‘but rather expanding or elaborating on it. This point of referen.ce re-
sults in a marked uniformity in the interpretation of the sitras in the
‘premodern period as noted above. . _

The next commentary considered in the present work is the Vi-
varana. Although its authorship is debated, it is attributed to the great
Vedantin Sarkara in the eighth to ninth centuries C.E. Sankara was to
become the most influential commentator of the Vedanta school, and
. all subsequent commentators on the Vedanta, whet}%er 1r;8 agreement
.or disagreement with. his advaita, nondual interpretatlons., were .con—
strained to define their own theologies in relation to his. It has re-
mained unresolved since it was first questioned in 1927 whethe.r the
cbmmen:tary on the Yoga Sutras assigned to Sankara is au,thentlcaﬂy
‘penned by him. The advaita, nondual, aspect of Sankara’s th9ught,
which is otherwise in stark opposition to the dualism and realism of
Yg)ga metaphysics, is certainly not prominent .in the Vwafana,’tf) my
“eye—although one must note Hacker’s intrigul_ng theory thfit Sarikara
‘was originally an adherent of Patafijali’s yoga prior to be.comlng .the fa-
‘mious Vedantin.® There is only one surviving manuscript of this text,
nd all that can be determined with certainty is that it existed in the
ifteenth century. ‘ o
. The next best known commentator after Vyasa, Vacaspati Misra,
aé é Maithila Brahmana from the Bihar region of India, whose com-
mentary, the Tattva-vaisaradi, can be dated with more conﬁdence. to
he ninth century.®! Vacaspati Misra was a prolific intellectual,_ penning
mportant commentaries on the Vedanta, Sankhya, Nyaya, _and
imarhsa schools in addition to his commentary on the Yoga.Sutms.
Despite the differences among these schools, Yéc?spatl Misra is note-
worthy for his ability to present each tradition in its Own terms, ‘Wlthé
t-displaying any overt personal predilection. Erudite scholasncs.o
¢ Yoga tradition would have been familiar with other comm}e_ntar:@s
addition to that of Vyasa, and Vicaspati Misra’s Tattva-vaisaradi is
the next most authoritative for the overall tradition after the Bhasya of
dsa. As an aside, this eclectic scholasticism contrasts with th.e exRe-
iential focus of yoga and makes one wonder whether Vacaspati Misra
vwas a practicing yogi.® ’ ]

A fascinating Arabic translation of Patafijali’s Yoga S‘utras was un-
dertaken by the famous Arab traveler and historian al-BirunT
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(973-1050), the manuscript of which was discovered in Istanbul in
1922.% Al-Biruni translates the sitras in the form of a dialogue and in-
terweaves it with “that over-lengthy commentary.” However, the trans-
lators hold that this commentary to which he refers and had at his
disposal does not appear to have been that of Vyasa and “had probably
been written at a time when the Bhasya of Veda-vyasa had not attained
any great sanctity or authority . . . [and] may represent a hitherto un-
known'line of interpretation” (Pines and Gelblum 1966, 304). This is
a fascinating consideration, if true, since al-Biruni's commentary,
which seems to be in complete accordance with Vyasa’s, adds weight
to our own opinion that there is little evidence to deny the accuracy of
Vyasa's Bhasya. (In other words, if al-Biruni is following another comn-
mentary almost contemporaneous with the Bhasya and it reads Patafi-
jali with the same interpretation as Vyasa, the notion of an intact oral
lineage from Patafijali inforrhing both commentaries is enhanced.)
Roughly contemporaneous with al-Biruni is the eleventh-century
king Bhoja Raja, poet, scholar, and patron of the arts, sciences, and es-
oteric traditions, whose clan asserted independent rule in the Malwa
region of Madhya Pradesh, central India, in the mid-tenth century.
While Bhoja Raja is certainly a welcome exemplar of an important po-
litical figure who engaged deeply with the Yoga tradition, his commen-

tary, called the Raja-martanda, essentially reiterates the work of Vyasa’

without adding much elaboration, although there are occasionally very
valuable insights. In contrast, in the fifteenth century, Vijfianabhiksii
wrote to my mind the most insightful and useful commentary after
that of Vyasa’s, the Yoga-varttika. Vijianabhiksu was another prolific
scholar, to whom eighteen philosophical treatises on Sankhya,
Vedanta, and the Upanisads are attributed. He is noteworthy for his
attempt to harmonize Vedanta and Sankhya concepts, subscribing to a
metaphysical view of bhedabheda, difference in nondifference, with
regard to the relationship between the individual soul and the Ab-
solute Truth. (He thus periodically critiques the nondualism of the
Vedantin Sarnkara.*) As a Vaisnava (a follower of an ancient sect hold-
ing Visnu to be the supreme Isvara), his commentary also enhances the
devotional element and tenor of the text, as indeed do most of the
commentaries. His translator, Rukmani, finds him to be “an uncom-
promising ascetic, steadfast in the principles of Yoga” (1997, 623).
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| With regard to the question whether he was a practi.cing yogi }%imself,
despite his scholasticism, he claims in another of his public_atlons on
Yoga, the Yoga-sara, that he is expounding the secrets of Sankhya and
Yoga as he himself directly experienced them. ) B
In the sixteenth century, another Vedantin, Ramananda Sarasvati,

wrote his commentary, called Yogamani-prabhd, which also adds little
to the ‘previous commentaries. But there are valuable insights con-
tained in the final commentary considered for the present study, the
Bhasvati by Hariharananda Aranya. While it is not always clear to what
extent some of the commentators were practicing yogis and to what.ex-
tent they were scholastics, we can affirm that Harihz.irﬁnanda cer.talnly
was a fully dedicated yogz.* From his early life, Hanharén@da hx.fed a
rénounced, ascetic life as a sannyasi, including several years in solitude
meditating in the caves of west India and the last twenty-one years of
is life in a hermitage where he could be contacted by his dl.sc1ples
6'nly through a window looking into a hall. Although he is technically a
odern” commentator (1869-1947), and this present commentary
0 erns itself with the premodern, that is, the commentaries of the
srecolonial period, it is included here because, as a Sankhya acarya,
aster, Hariharananda inhabited a traditional imiverse in terms of 1’)1.5
owm personal perspectives of reality as well as in his lifestyle. His
commentary adds useful insight to the Yoga tradition from a context
- earer our own times; his is a standpoint exposed to Western thought
still thoroughly grounded in tradition.




