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Summary: In contemporary times Yoga, like laptops, notebooks, and mobile phones, is ubiquitous. It is 
unbelievable that it has made inroads in nooks and corners of the world and even in those countries 
where Communist ideology ruled the roost. The virtues of practicing yoga postures, and other allied 
techniques are extolled so much that sometimes it has gone from sublime to the ridiculous. On the 
research front, investigators have approached yoga primarily as a technique of inducing altered states of 
mind, as stress reduction strategy, as therapeutic adjunct and at times as a technique for promoting 
positive growth. While these efforts have yielded useful and beneficial results, these efforts have been 
criticized for their failure to do full justice to the original intention and context in which yoga as a system 
was developed and established.  Hence, there is a necessity to distinguish between psychologists’ 
approach to yoga and Yoga as a psychological system as it was originally conceived in Indian traditions.   
In this paper this distinction will be elaborated and discussed.  
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Introduction 
 

Perhaps the one system of Indian tradition, which has attracted the attention of both laypersons 
and of researchers all over the world, is Yoga. Currently yoga has become a populist term and next to 
computer and mobile, I think, yoga has become a household term worldwide. Whether it is a 
businessman, a professional, a researcher, a politician, an artist, a student, a sportsperson, a housewife or 
a patient, each one of them find practicing yoga beneficial in one way or another. Yoga has become the 
means to achieve health, efficiency, productivity and prosperity. Considering yoga in its original and 
modern context (see Feuerstein, 1989a, b; Murphy & Donovan, 1997), we can say that the scope of yoga 
ranges from simple relaxation to profound realization.  
 
Psychology of Yoga  
 

Much of the early research on yoga happened in from the perspective of modern psychology in 
distinct contexts. First, it was primarily examined as a technique of gaining mastery over what was 
hitherto considered as ‘involuntary nervous system’ or autonomic nervous system. Alyce and Elmer 
Green of Menninger Foundation were very much influenced by the potentialities of yoga, which they 
studied in India and found that biofeedback technique to some extent resembles certain procedures in the 
system of Yoga developed by Patanjali. Since then Biofeedback has been termed as Western equivalent of 
Yoga by some. The work of biofeedback by Green and Green showed that it is possible to regulate the 
activity of autonomic nervous system, which was hitherto considered beyond the voluntary control of 
humans. The experiments conducted on the great yogi Swami Rama in Menninger Foundation in this 
direction (Science Studies Yoga by Swami Rama and Rudolph Balentine) also aroused much research 
interest in the potentials of yoga leading to the establishment of The Himalayan Institute for the scientific 
study of yoga in the United States.  

Second, the studies by Olds and Milner on the self-stimulation of certain brain centers by rats, 
later termed as “pleasure center”, made these researchers to wonder whether it is possible that an 
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organism can give up even basic needs if it found a way to get “pleasure”, which is not extrinsic in origin. 
This work which was conducted in the context of understanding brain-behavior relationship also made 
some scientists to wonder whether practicing yoga has similar effects in humans on brain and nervous 
system.  

Third, the researches on Transcendental Meditation of Maharshi Mahesh Yogi in Harvard 
University by Herbert Benson lead to widespread interest on its potentialities to induce relaxation. Benson 
coined the term “relaxation response” to describe the many physiological and psychological changes that 
he and his associates recorded in TM practitioners. This study opened up many vistas of clinical 
application of meditative practices.  
 Fourth, researchers interested in the study of consciousness, approached procedures of yoga as a 
way of inducing altered states of consciousness. Dean Shapiro in one of his classic papers identified that 
meditation research has progressed in two primary directions viz., as a “self-regulation strategy” and as an 
“altered states of consciousness”.  

Since the above mentioned studies in late 1950s and 1960s, scientific study of yoga have been 
conducted across the globe in several countries and the studies on the effect of āsana, prānāyāma, dhārana 
and dhyāna are often reported under the broad heading meditation, which also includes many other 
traditional methods like vipassana, Sufi dervish dance, on the one hand, clinically oriented meditation 
methods developed by psychologists and psychiatrists. Patricia Carrington (1987) termed meditation as an 
‘umbrella concept’, which holds many varieties of ‘procedures and techniques developed with different 
intent and purpose’. Thus, in the past five decades scientific study of yoga has progressed to unravel its 
potentialities primarily as a clinical tool in reducing anxiety, stress, depression, etc., and to examine its 
effects on physiological and psychological functions. Psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive, humanistic-
existential and transpersonal perspectives have been employed in understanding the nature and process of 
meditative phenomena (Salagame, 2002). In this process yoga is Westernized and globalized and it is no 
more Indian, like English language is no more British. Just as English language has many variants like 
American, Indian, and so on, Yoga also seem to have been adapted to suit local needs and contexts and 
there are different dialects of Yoga in practice. Most of the contemporary research on yoga is carried out 
from a universalistic orientation, with a view to understand the essential mechanisms involved in different 
related procedures/techniques.  With this, yoga is often projected in the media in a limited way as 
practicing certain posture (āsana), breathing exercises (prānāyāma) and meditation (dhārana and dhyāna).  
Even many teachers and training institutions have limited yoga to some bodily exercises.   

To take a few examples from the Indian scenario, some researchers have conducted ‘controlled 
experimental studies’ in order to examine the effect of yoga techniques on certain psychological processes 
(Kumar, Kaur & Kaur, 1993; Mishra & Dube, 1999; Mohan, 1995; Mohan, Rao & Mohan, 1996; 
Penjwani, et al. 2000; Rani & Rao, 1994, 1996, 2000; Sridevi, Sitamma, & Rao, 1995, 1998; Telles, 
Nagarathna, & Nagendra, 1995). Others have utilized them as ‘intervention strategies’ in a bid to promote 
health and wellbeing (Aminabhavi, 1996;; Geeta, 1998; Janakiramaiah, et al., 1998; P.V. K. Rao, 2003; 
Sachdeva, 1994; Sujatha, 1999; Triveni & Aminabhavi, 1999; Vempati & Telles, 1999; Verma, 1996-97). 
These researchers have focused on the use of one or more of the procedures like āsana, prānāyāma, 
dhārana, dhyāna, kriya, bandha, and mudra. Primarily these activities involve regulation of breathing, 
assuming different postures and gestures, cleaning the bodily systems using water and cloth, manipulation 
of attention and concentration, and regulating thought flow. Clinically oriented studies among the above, 
have evaluated the outcome of yogic practices in relation to autonomic parameters like heart rate, blood 
pressure, respiration rate, rate of oxygen consumption; body weight; serum cholesterol; plasma prolactin; 
cortisal level; quality and amount of sleep and such other physiological and biochemical indicators.  
Generally it is reported that these parameters show improvement in the physical health status and well 
being of practitioners. In contrast, negative emotions like anxiety, depression, dysthymia, hostility, 
neuroticism, and stress have shown decrement.  Thus, studies conducted on yoga are many and varied in 
their objectives (Salagame, in press). 
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One of the main problems in evaluating the therapeutic efficacy of yoga is the lack of 
commonality in the procedures followed. “Yogic life style”, “Induced Yogic Relaxation Training”, “Yoga 
Nidra”, “Yoga Based Isometric Relaxation”, “Sudarshana Kriya”, “Yoga practice”, and “Yoga training” 
are some of the phrases used by different researchers, which involve one or more techniques. Since 
almost all researchers report improvement in the health and well being of the participants, it looks as if 
anything and everything of yoga seems to have a beneficial effect. It is difficult to assess precisely what 
are the core components or competencies of yoga that bring about such a result. Most researchers seem to 
have been rest contented with demonstrating the therapeutic efficacy of yoga, without attempting to 
understand the mechanisms underlying the relation between the procedure/practice/technique and the 
neurochemical, neurophysiological and psychological processes.  Thus, it is difficult to tell which 
techniques work with whom and when. In this matter, yoga instructors seem to have better understanding 
from their practical experience with practitioners than researchers and there is a need to develop theory 
driven research designs to study the efficacy of yoga techniques (Salagame, in press).  

However, Yoga is not just that. But modern scientific framework because of its philosophical 
assumptions and derived methodologies limits the scope of yoga.  A major problem in all of these 
researches is the failure to address the primary purpose for which Yoga was originally conceived and 
developed. Michael West (1986), after reviewing hundreds of such research on psycho physiological 
aspects of meditation conducted in the Western context exclaimed in desperation as follows. “Why has 
meditation therefore been practiced for thousands of years in a variety of cultures and religious and 
philosophical context if this is all that it accomplishes (p. 250)”. What this remark indicates is that 
researchers miss the original purpose and significance of yoga, and there is a need to go back to its 
original context (Salagame, 2002). Yoga is a total way of life for self-transformation, to become a more 
refined human being, and to develop one’s spiritual potentialities.  As a spiritual discipline Yoga helps us 
to go beyond the current understanding of mind through modern psychology, to explore, experience, and 
expand the range of our psychical potentialities and awareness.  In view of this there is a need to 
distinguish between Psychology of Yoga and Yoga Psychology. Rest of the paper elaborates on this 
distinction.  

 
Yoga Psychology  
 

Yoga has a long past. Swami Satyananda Saraswati (1997) estimated that yoga dates back to 
Tantric civilization that existed all over the world ten thousand years ago. Since then it has developed 
continuously up to modern period. During this long span of time the word yoga has been used with 
different connotations (see Apte, 1970) and different forms of yoga have come into existence.  

Yoga psychology as I have used the term here is an attempt to underscore the point that 
contemporary approaches to the study of yoga/meditation have not done adequate justice to its original 
goals. Elsewhere I have stated as follows: “contemporary thrust on meditation is like using a space ship to 
lift cargo across a ten kilometer distance! (Salagame, 2002, Jacket cover)”. The researchers have failed to 
appreciate the fact that Yoga is a voyage to an ‘inner space’ and the procedures are like space ship with 
many tiers, which help in the upward thrust. To use a space ship to lift cargo to an insignificant distance is 
to grossly underestimate its capacity. Contemporary researches have done this by primarily focusing on 
treating ailments with āsana, prānāyāma, dhārana, dhyāna, kriya, bandha, and mudrā. In a way yoga has 
become ‘body centered’.  Reason for such a development is not far to find.  
Modern psychology, though continues to be called Psychology, has become “psyche” less (soul less), 
under the weight of scientific paradigm. Psychology of Yoga as now practised is a ‘Soul less Yoga”. But 
Yoga as originally conceived was with Soul and the Yoga Psychology, in its original is a “Soul full 
Yoga”. Therefore, we need to think of a paradigm which is inclusive of Soul and it guides research which 
is “Soul centered”. Without a new paradigm, we cannot understand much of what Patanjali has said or 
what Upanishads or spiritual teachings of any other tradition are speaking about. As a matter of fact, in 
India our ancient thinkers did not focus on mental activities and processes,  so much so an independent 
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branch dedicated to the study of mind does not exist (Rao, 1960). They were more concerned with Soul 
and its liberation. Mind was discussed in the context of liberation and therefore it was part of what in 
India is popularly known as Ādhyātma, spiritual pursuit.     

In the West, an attempt to develop a new paradigm commenced about four decades ago when 
some researchers conceptualized Yoga as a technology of inducing ‘altered states of consciousness’ 
(Naranjo & Ornstein, 1971; Tart, 1969). Nevertheless, it is to be emphasized that even this approach falls 
short of what is originally understood as Yoga. In Indian intellectual tradition, Yoga is understood as a 
practical discipline and has always been referred with Sāṁkhya, which provides the theoretical basis for 
the former. According to Sāṁkhya, there are two fundamental principles in the universe Purusha, usually 
understood as the principle of pure consciousness or the intelligent principle in the universe and Prakrti, 
the principle of materiality underlying phenomenal universe. From the paradigm of Sāṁkhya, the final 
goal of Yoga is to differentiate the two and realize the Purusha, the principle of consciousness. Within 
this paradigm, Prakrti is understood of three guna viz., sattva, rajas, and tamas. These three are translated 
by many as the primordial essences or principles of illumination, energy, and inertia which in different 
proportions give rise to both mental and material phenomena. While mental phenomena are primarily 
dominated with sattva, material phenomena are primarily dominated by tamas. Therefore, mind-matter is 
a continuum, not categories as understood in the Western intellectual traditions. While Indian traditions 
accept the duality between pure consciousness and matter, there is no such conceptualization in the 
Western tradition.   

Modern psychology does not differentiate between mind and consciousness. It does not recognize 
Ātman or Purusha. In the Indian traditions these two are identical with consciousness or “pure 
consciousness” and they are distinguished from mind, manas or chitta or anthakarana (Murthy & 
Salagame, 2007). What we study in modern psychology is all about the latter, nothing about the former. 
Therefore, to study one set of process developed from a particular paradigm from another paradigm which 
does not recognize certain fundamental distinctions is a logical fallacy. The attempts to approach Yoga as 
Transpersonal Psychology, also does not fulfill the requirement of original purposes, because most 
transpersonalists fail to draw the distinction between ‘transpersonal’ and the ‘transcendental’ (Salagame, 
2010).  

This can be illustrated with the example of Patanjali’s definition of Yoga. Patanjali defined Yoga 
as chitta vrtti nirodhah, which when translated means, cessation of all the modifications of mental 
activities that include ordinary or non-ordinary cognition, affect and volition. If one can achieve this 
condition then the Seer will abide in one’s own nature (tathā drashtuhu swaroope awasthānam), which is 
the ultimate Yoga. Therefore, even to consider yoga as psychology of consciousness in the Western sense 
is incorrect. It was never meant to dwell in the ordinary or extraordinary mental states, though they do 
occur in the course of achieving the highest goal. Patanjali’s interest was not in mental phenomena, which 
are again expression of Prakrti, but to “know”, Purusha. In actuality it is Viyoga, separation of Purusha 
from Prakrti. Patanjali’s Yoga Sūtra delineates this process step-by-step, and hence it has been regarded 
as a practical manual for transformation of consciousness (Feuerstein, 1989b).  

This view can be more clearly expressed with the help of a verse (7th verse) from Mandūkya 
Upanishad, which perhaps was composed earlier to Yoga Sutra of Patanjali. This verse makes it clear that 
what is called Ātman is a ‘ground state’ and is in the backdrop of all the three states, jāgrat (waking), 
swapna (dream), and sushupti (sleep). These are states of mental activities (as in waking and dream) or 
the absence of it (as in sleep), but not “pure consciousness”. When this was brought to the attention of this 
author three decades ago, by a practitioner of Vedānta, it was a great revelation to me as a young 
researcher. It had the effect of “figure-ground reversal” in the Gestalt sense; because I had studied in 
modern psychology literature that altered state of consciousness refer to alteration in mental functioning, 
which is qualitatively different from normal waking state (Salagame, 1988, 2002). Thus, the latter was the 
frame of reference. But, when I listened to the Vedāntin who told me that even waking state is itself an 
altered state from “pure consciousness” or Turiya, fourth, as Mandūkya Upanishad puts it, it was a “bolt 
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from the blue” experience. Developing these ideas has implications for the understanding of the nature of 
human cognition and contemporary understanding of Yoga as a whole.  

 
Directions to develop Yoga Psychology 
 
 Now I will attempt to delineate a few directions in which research on Yoga Psychology as I have 
defined above can proceed. I will be citing certain views and attempts made by Indian researchers in this 
direction, with which I am familiar.  
 
Distinction between Sāmkhya and Yoga in Bhagawad-Gita  
 

Perhaps the earliest text, which deals with yoga in great detail, and provides a classification, is 
Bhagawad-Gita (BG). As Feuerstein (1989a) has recorded the chronological sequence Mahābhāratha 
epic, of which BG is a part, was composed between 300 B.C.E - A.D. 300. The life time of Patanjali who 
authored Yoga Sutra (YS) is 150 B.C.E. Therefore, there are reasons to believe that BG is earlier to YS. 
We come across at least five different usages of the word yoga in BG: (1) to designate ‘a way of salvation 
or liberation’, i.e., Yoga as contrasted with Sāmkhya;  (2) as a suffix to refer to the ‘method or means’, as 
in jñāna-yoga (also called buddhi- yoga) and karma-yoga; (3) to mean ‘action, effort and discipline’; (4) 
to refer to  a ‘state of equanimity’ and; (5)  as ‘skillful action’ (Edgerton, 1965; Rama, 1996). These 
different connotations have been utilized in Indian tradition in different texts and treatises and thus the 
meaning of yoga is context sensitive. It is interesting to note that each chapter of Bhagawad-Gita is given 
a title that ends with yoga as suffix viz., Arjunavishādayoga, Sāmkhyayoga, Karmayoga, 
Jnānakarmasanyāsayoga, Sanyāsayoga, Dhyānayoga, Jnānavijānayoga, Aksharabrahmayoga, and so on, 
the last chapter being titled mokshasanyāsayoga.    

Of primary importance is the clear distinction between the usage of the terms Sāmkhya and Yoga. 
Bhagawad-Gita makes it clear that, if one consciously chooses “to be”, after exercising discrimination 
between Self and non-Self, then he or she is free from involving in any kind of activity in the world either 
for the sake of self or for the sake of the other. There are no compulsions in the action of such a person 
and he or she has no obligation whatsoever. Further, such a person’s actions will not result in the 
accumulation of karma for the future nor do they have any consequence in the present. This is the path of 
Sāmkhya (BG, Chapter 2, Verses -49-51).  

Such a person firmly established in the awareness of True Self and being contented in one’s Self 
(ātmanyevātmanā tushtaha) is known as sthitaprajna. Such a person is said to remain equipoised both in 
the face of sorrow/suffering and in moments of pleasure and happiness. He or she has conquered desire, 
fear, and anger and of the firm intellect and is also called a muni. He or she withdraws the senses from 
external attraction and has conquered the natural tendencies of mind. He or she has not attachment to 
anyone or anything and accepts good and bad, neither congratulates nor hates (neither likes nor dislikes) 
and such a person’s awareness is said to be firm (in transcendental Reality or Self) (BG, Chapter 2, 
Verses – 54-72).  

The path of Sāmkhya involves discrimination and the path of Yoga involves action. Lord 
Krishna, who functions as a counselor to Arjuna, when the latter refuses to fight in the great war between 
two dynasties –Pandava and Kaurava in Mahābhāratha, tells that action carried out without Self-
awareness and for material gains leads to bondage, whereas actions carried out with Self-awareness and 
without attachment to the fruits of one’s action is liberating. The latter he terms as Yoga or Karma Yoga 
or Nishkāma Karma or Anāsakti Yoga. To contrast the path of discrimination with that of action, the 
former is termed in BG as jñāna-yoga (path of knowledge) or buddhi- yoga (path of intellect which 
discriminates).  

In Indian traditions, the path of knowledge involving intellectual discrimination (viveka and 
vairāgya) was later developed in the Systems like Vedānta in greater detail. However, the System known 
as Sāmkhya founded by Kapila in 600 B.C.E became the philosophical backbone for the Yoga Sutra of 
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Patanjali in later years. While the term Sāmkhya used in BG stood for a particular path, the term Sāmkhya 
used by Kapila represent a metaphysic or a paradigm. It is the latter, which is important in the context of 
Patanjali.  
              On the other hand, in BG, Lord Krishna dwells more on the path of action, Karma Yoga. One 
should note that in Indian culture the Karma Yoga of BG is given more importance than Ashtānga Yoga 
of Patanjali. A layperson in India is more acquainted with the teachings of BG than YS. Mahātma Gandhi, 
Bāla Gangādhar Tilak, and Gurudev Ranade who were prominent in Indian independence movement were 
more interested in Karma Yoga or Nishkāma Karma or Anāsakti yoga of Bhagawad-Gita than in Patanjali 
Yoga. Even Swami Vivekānanda who founded the Rāmakrishna Mission also laid greater emphasis on 
Karma Yoga or Nishkāma Karma or Anāsakti yoga.  
 
Nishkāma Karma /Anāsakti Yoga of Bhagawad-Gita 
            

Though, Lord Krishna taught about the path of discrimination  between Self and non-Self, all 
human beings are not capable of opting non-action with discrimination of Self and non-Self and all cannot 
easily conquer one’s feelings and emotions, which push them to involve in worldly activities. Bhagawad-
Gita, in 18 chapters, deals extensively with the dynamics of human action delineating the sources of 
human motivation. The major thrust of Gita is that no organism, ever born, can remain inactive and it is in 
nature’s scheme to be active. Therefore, one cannot shy away from action. On the other hand, one should 
choose to act wisely and consciously, without attachment to the fruits of one’s action. It emphasizes that 
human beings are motivated by certain emotions like desire, anger, avarice, stinginess, attachment, pride, 
and jealousy, which in contemporary Positive Psychology are referred to as negative emotions. They are 
responsible for all human misery and suffering. To free ourselves from their limiting influences is 
considered the most important aspect of the practice of Yoga. 

Edgerton (1965) notes that when Bhagawad-Gita speaks of Yoga often it means a different kind 
of ‘disciplined activity’. It is remaining in worldly life and doing one’s duty, without selfish interest. It is 
nishkāma-karma, without expecting any fruits or rewards, with an attitude of non-attachment, anāsakti. 
These are elucidated in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 of Bhagawad-Gita. Chapter 4 speaks of ‘knowledge of 
renouncing fruits’, which is known as anāsakti yoga. It is the “spiritual path that emphasizes performing 
one’s actions without becoming attached to their fruits. This is an alternative for those who do not prefer 
the path of renunciation (Rama, 1996, p.466)”.  

Thapa (1983) examined the meaning and implications of the concept anāsakti, particularly with 
the gross material phenomena and the outcomes of one’s actions delineated in the Gita. She identified the 
dimensions of the concept, traced their linkages with current motivational concepts and developed an 
instrument for assessing effort and outcome orientations as an individual difference variable.  Pande 
(1990) continued this line of interest in a major empirical work on anāsakti for her doctoral research (see 
Naidu, 2002).  Pande and Naidu (1992) note that self-realization demands disengagement of 
consciousness from desires and desires are directives of the sense, spring from the identification of self 
with the ego and its concerns of ambition, pride, attachment (āsakti) and insistence on mineness 
(mamatva). “Anāsakti means detachment of the spiritual principle, the basis of consciousness, from the 
body and the ego. Anāsakti or detachment is a means towards self-realization and it is also an end state 
because a realized soul is spontaneously anāsakta or detached” (Naidu & Pande, 1992, p.85).  The ideal of 
anāsakti embodies the principles of spiritualism as well as exhortations to pragmatism and action 
orientation (Pande & Naidu, 1992, p.91). These researchers have operationalized the concept anāsakti 
based on the descriptions of the attitudes and behavior of a sthitaprajna, which also served as the source 
for the measure of Anāsakti (Naidu & Pande, 1999). They found that anāsakti or non-attachment was a 
health-promoting attitude. Another equally important psychological finding was the existence of 
individual differences in this variable, with a leptokurtic distribution of scores. While Pande and Naidu’s 
studies revealed that anāsakti is a health-promoting attitude.  Tewari (2000) and Tewari & Srivastava 
(1998) did not find empirical support for it. Nishkāma karma is a radical departure from Western 
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thinking, in which belief in ‘internal locus of control’ (Rotter) is not only considered normal, but also held 
as an ideal. Achievement motivation is eulogized in the Western context and therefore a concept like 
anāsakti looks farfetched.  There is a need to explore this construct further.   
 
Yoga as a way of life 
 

In practicing yoga the most important aspect is awareness.  In our daily life we often function in a 
habitual way without being aware of many things about ourselves. Sigmund Freud told us that our own 
desire, emotions, wishes, thoughts, etc., about whose existence we are blissfully ignorant, guide most of 
our actions. They are there, but we are not conscious of them. This is personal unconscious in Freudian 
sense.  
But, in Indian tradition we find another explanation of unconscious. Gita considers that an ordinary 
person though he is awake is still in darkness. A verse in Bhagawad- Geeta (Chapter II, 69) says thus: A 
restrained and self-regulated person remains awake in that which is darkness (night) to all the organisms.  
Ever awakened ones see that darkness which is a wakeful state to others. Therefore, Gita is concerned 
with leading a person from unconscious to ever awakened conscious state. Taimni (1961) emphasizes that 
the ‘theory of the causes-of-affliction’ is the foundation of Patanjali’s system of Ashtānga Yoga. 
Feuerstein (1989a) observes that, “the yoga theory of the subconscious is one of the earliest models of 
depth psychology” (p. 179). This theory can be found in verse 1 to 27, (see Feuerstein, 1989b), which 
delineate the psychopathology of human condition and how one should transcend and get liberated.  Both 
Gita and Yoga Sutra trace the problems of human suffering to our desires, emotions, false identifications, 
and suggest that the only way to get over is to awaken to one’s ‘true nature’, swaroopa, which is Atman or 
Purusha. 

Awakening to one’s true nature involves what is called spiritual Self-awareness, which can be 
differentiated from psychological self-awareness. Psychological self-awareness refer to becoming 
conscious of all our interests, attitudes, values, desires, feelings beliefs, needs and so on. Some of them 
are unconscious as already mentioned. The primary aim of modern psychotherapies is to enhance 
psychological self-awareness. Spiritual Self-awareness refers to that which is described as Atman in 
Upanishads and Vedanta and Purusha in Sāmkhya and Yoga.  Whether they are same or different is a 
question that cannot be answered easily and beyond the scope of this essay.  While psychological self-
awareness is important to lead a well-adjusted and healthy life, it does not guarantee spiritual Self-
awareness.  All spiritual disciplines are aimed at realization of Self.  While Self-realization can facilitate 
the development of psychological self-awareness, the opposite is not true. While the former requires a 
vertical leap, the latter is horizontal expansion.  

Another aspect of this spiritual awareness is the extraordinary cognitive abilities. Researchers 
have not paid attention to the concept yogi pratyaksha (J. Sinha, 1958), which is direct cognition 
unmediated by sensory apparatus. Similarly the various stages of samādhi are not examined by Indian 
researchers, though there have been a few by Western researchers (see Brown, 1983). Further, Feuerstein 
notes that most yogins, like most people, “do not have an intellectual bent of mind. But yogins, unlike 
ordinary people, turn this into an advantage by cultivating wisdom and the kind of psychic and spiritual 
experiences that the rational mind tends to deny and block out”. Yet there are exceptions like Patanjali, 
Nāgārjuna, Vijnāna Bhikshu and Shankara who were also brilliant intellects besides being adepts of Yoga 
(ibid, p.168). This point seems to have been missed by many researchers, because of inherent limitations 
of their perspective.  

Haridas Chaudhari regards Ashtānga Yoga as “multidisciplinary approach to ultimate self-
realization”. He distinguished the eight aspects into three kinds of disciplines viz., ethico-religious, (yama 
and niyama), physico-vital (asana and prānāyāma) and psycho-spiritual (prathyāhāra, dhārana, dhyāna 
and samādhi (Chaudhari, 1975). It involves leading disciplined life.  Discipline in our ethics and code of 
conduct (yama and niyama) and in our bodily functioning (asana, prānāyāma and prathyāhāra), which 
facilitate disciplining the overall functioning of the mind or one pointedness (dhārana) leading to 
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meditative absorption (dhyāna) and transcendence (samādhi).  Discipline involves discriminating between 
what is right and wrong, appropriate and inappropriate, useful and useless, harmful and harmless for 
spiritual development and incorporating them to our way life.  In other words, it means to lead a self-
regulated life with constant awareness. In other words, it is an attempt at mastering one’s psycho 
physiological processes with discipline and effort.  

Rao (1995) notes that though Patanjali Yoga and Tantra are differentiated, merger of both the 
systems has resulted in such popular forms as Hatha yoga and Raja yoga. Hatha yoga refers to the 
traditional formula / discipline aimed at perfect mastery over body. The five groups of techniques being 
kriyas, āsanas, mudras, prānāyāma and bandhas are practiced in various combinations to restore health of 
body; elimination of wastes and toxins; and to develop attitudes like courage, serenity etc. On the other 
hand, ‘Raja Yoga' or ' Patanjali's aśtānga yoga' is a way of life with a set of practices for regulation of 
mental activities (yogaha chitta vrtti nirodhah-YS 1-1).  They are aimed to free consciousness from the 
processes and identifications related to the prakrti. Patanjali's first five limbs of eight-fold path are 
described as the preparatory external form of yoga and the last three limbs as internal and essential form.  

However, most contemporary researches on Yoga have given a go by to yama and niyama and 
they do not find any place in the research designs. Walsh (1999) noted that practicing only āsana, 
prānāyāma, and dhārana without following the preparatory stages can lead to negative consequences and 
may not help in realizing the full potentials. Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra in dealing with super conscious states 
and associated phenomena speaks of the link between following yama and niyama and certain siddhis, 
though their causal relations are not dealt in detail. Gita on the other hand, also emphasizes on remaining 
in a sāttvic state as the most important aspect of awakened state and yama and niyama represent such 
sāttvic behavior. Therefore, study of yama and niyama as an integral part of research design is essential.  

One such attempt was made by a doctoral student of this author, where yama and niyama were 
conceptualized as individual difference constructs with the assumption that in a population the aspects of 
these two can be found naturally as aspects of personality and they are distributed normally. An 
instrument to measure them as personality dispositions, consisting 10 sub-scales, with eight items in each 
totaling to 80 items, titled Yama – Niyama Questionnaire was developed (Kalyan Kumar, 1993). The 
questionnaire found to correlate significantly with sattva characteristics measured by a questionnaire 
developed to assess triguna (Uma, Lakshmi and Parameshwaran, 1971).  

Palsane (1998) identified the following psychological benefits of yoga: 1) Yoga helps in 
developing impulse control, cultivation of an attitude of detachment, gaining control over the excitation 
and its potential fallout, leading to maintenance of neuropsychological balance. (2) Meditation is useful in 
clarifying goals and resolving internal conflicts. (3) Motivational and attitudinal orientations involved in 
prescription of Yamas and Niyamas are intended to take care of most of the stress producing situations in 
life.  (4) It provides a rational and empirical system of thought and living, and anything that causes 
disturbances can be examined in the light of yoga. (4) In yoga, like modern psychotherapies, de-
emphasizing of ego involvement is emphasized for many abnormal conditions, anxieties and stresses. (5) 
"Freedom from bondage" in yoga signifies one's liberation from all kinds of fixations and attributes as 
well as continual feelings of freedom and knowledge. 

 
 Yoga as a holistic therapy 
 

Yoga can also be approached from a therapeutic point of view. Bhagavad-Gīta, Patanjali’s Yoga 
Sūtra and Yoga Vāsishta are the three important texts on yoga, which have a common theme, i.e., 
overcoming the human suffering that occurs due to a fundamental ignorance of the true nature of one’s 
identity or self.   Primarily all three of them elucidate how a false understanding of the nature of one’s self 
is responsible for all the existential predicaments of human beings. Both Bhagavad-Gīta and Yoga 
Vāsishta deal with this directly keeping Arjuna and Sri Rama as the central characters involved in 
existential dilemmas, and expound how one could come out of them through yoga.  
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Patanjali’s yoga can be considered as ‘cognitive-psychodynamic-behavioral and transpersonal 
psychologies all rolled into one’ at the same time. Some of the concepts like samskāra, vāsana, and 
karmāshaya, which are related to depth psychology aspects, need attention.  Most contemporary 
researchers have not paid attention to these concepts probably because they are not amenable for 
measurement. Rao, (1995) observes that the goal of all philosophies and spiritual techniques including 
Yoga Sūtra is to liberate oneself from suffering through psycho physiological discipline, knowledge, 
certain attitudes, and ways of life.  Yoga can be blended with Psychoanalytic and Rational Emotive 
Behavior Therapies or can be used as a part of an eclectic approach, provided that it does not involve any 
religion, deity etc., and only under the general framework of psychotherapy. This broad framework 
should contain only clients’ issues and needs, and should aim at the following: developing (i) a broader 
perspective of self and world; (ii) self-discipline; (iii) expanding one's awareness to control body, mind, 
feelings; (iv) emotions, thoughts and behavior; (v) developing responsibility, acceptance, congruence, and 
compassion; and (vi) an attitude of witness to life with less ego involvement and more task orientation. 
Swami Rama's works and other books by the Himalayan International Institute of Yoga Science, USA, 
can provide a conceptual framework and a set of procedures for yoga therapy (Rao, 1998).  

 
Yoga as psychology of transformation   
 

Both Patanjali’s Yoga Sūtra and Kundalini Yoga can help develop yoga as psychology of 
transformation. Most contemporary researches have focused more on the forms of yoga like Hatha Yoga, 
Raja Yoga, and Kundalini Yoga, without bothering much about yoga as the end state, samatvam, and 
stithaprajnatva, as described in BG. The ultimate concern of all forms of Yoga is the end state, not the 
technique. What is common to all of them is that “they are concerned with a state of being, or 
consciousness, that is truly extraordinary” (Feuerstein, 1989a, p.11, this is samādhi). 

Kundalini yoga is an approach to self-transformation, which is based on the understanding that 
primordial energy is located in human beings and is in a dormant state and it is possible to change its state 
from potential to kinetic through certain practices. Tradition has it that the awakened energy called 
Kundalini Shakti, progresses through a number of points, chakras, in the human being, which are being 
located in various points from the base of the spine to the crown. While modern anatomical methods 
cannot find them through laboratory dissection of the human body, many mystics vouch their experiential 
reality.  The passage of awakened energy through different chakras is said to take a systematic course of 
ascendance from bottom to top, with definite physical, physiological and psychological correlates.   

Many investigators have tried to understand the relation of chakras to physiological processes and 
structures of the gross body. Roney – Dougal (1999) has considered the pineal gland as the physical locus 
of ājnā chakra, conceived in yogic tradition as being the psychic centre of our being. She explores the 
yogic idea of ājnā chakra as the command chakra, which regulates other chakra centres. She observes that 
there are multiple references to the importance of melatonin as the ‘off switch’ for the endocrine gland's 
output of hormones, working together with the pituitary gland, which is considered to be the ‘on switch’. 
She suggests that the pineal gland is the physical aspect of ajna chakra; the thyroid of vishuddhi, the 
breasts of anāhatha; the adrenals of manipura; and the gonads of swādhistāna and mulādhāra. These 
endocrine glands are all positioned at the different chakras, and their functions go very well with the 
traditional descriptions of the chakra functions. She therefore proposes that the endocrine system is the 
physiological aspect of the yogic spiritual tradition of the chakras, and that the autonomic nervous system 
can be equated with the yogic nadis.  

This kind of reductionism is problematic. In Indian tradition, three types of body viz., sthūla 
(gross), sūkshma (subtle) and kārana (causal) are distinguished and Kundalini shakti is understood as 
primarily rooted in the latter two, with secondary manifestations in the first. Here again, many researchers 
ignore the indigenous perspectives on such phenomena and resort to reductionism. There is a necessity to 
examine the notions of three types of body, with reference to recent developments in consciousness 
studies and in the notion of energy.  
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Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga 
 

Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga is another approach for transformation, which is being explored 
only recently by researchers (Joshi & Cornellisen, 2004; Reddy, 2004).). Sri Aurobindo has synthesized 
all the different traditions of Yoga with the purpose of helping humanity in self-transformation.  
 
Conclusion 
 

As Yoga has become a worldwide phenomenon there is a need to emphasize the fact that 
contemporary trends of Yoga is reducing it to certain bodily exercises involving posture and breathing, 
which is far from what Yoga really means in its original context. While there is no doubt that there are 
many therapeutic benefits of Yoga and it also serves to enhance psychological growth as humanistically 
oriented psychologists conceived it, it should be emphasized that these are only fringe benefits of 
practicing Yoga. Further, though Yoga is defined as skill in action, in Bhagawad-Gita, it is never meant to 
be understood as a technique to achieve some temporary gain, with achievement motivation. Neither 
Bhagawad-Gita nor Patanjali Yoga Sutra defines Yoga in a limited sense in this way. Both view Yoga as 
a way of living that ultimately lead to transcendental Self-realization resulting personal transformation.  
Thus, Yoga, as understood in India, is itself a System of Psychology and there is a need to distinguish this 
from how contemporary psychological perspectives approach Yoga. If one limits only to the latter then 
one may lose the insights of the former into human nature. Therefore, there is a need to study Yoga 
Psychology as such. Both Psychology of Yoga and Yoga Psychology can be complementary in advancing 
our understanding of human behavior.   
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