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the eight limbs of yoga
If you are interested in yoga as more than just a 

physical exercise, the first concepts of yoga 
philosophy that you are likely to come across are the 

‘eight limbs’. If you have done yoga before, you will 
have practised at least one of these limbs – asana 
(posture), and maybe even also pranayama 
(breathing exercises) or dhyana (meditation). 

These eight limbs or components of yoga were 
handed down by the Indian sage Patanjali in The Yoga 
Sutras, composed around 2,000 years ago. The Sutras 
are a practical guide to help us towards the goal of 
yoga – restraining the activities of the mind in order to 
experience a point beyond meditation called 
‘samadhi’. Samadhi is a state where we are totally 
absorbed in our essential Self and this, in turn, leads 
to liberation.  

Patanjali called his eight-fold path Ashtanga yoga. 
‘Ashta’ means eight, ‘anga’ means limbs (not to be 
confused with the dynamic hatha yoga practice of the 
same name). ‘His advice is practical rather than moral,’ 

says yoga teacher lucy May Constantini, who explains 
the eight limbs, below. ‘If we want to know the Self, 
Patanjali gives us a ladder of spiritual practice – the 
eight limbs – to help structure our approach. These 
eight limbs do not need to be practised in any 
particular order but rather in response to the needs  
of each individual.’ 

1. Yama – guidelines for behaviour 
Patanjali tells us that restraint is a way to achieve the 
goal of yoga. The yamas are ways of reining in our 
behaviour – and include not stealing, being truthful, 
not harming, sexual continence and avoiding greed.

2. NiYama – practices to observe
These are purity, contentment, austerities, self-study 
and devotion to God. 

Patanjali does not have a moral agenda with yama 
and niyama. They are simply ways of living to ensure 
that we are less likely to have disturbances in our mind 

6. DharaNa – concentration
This means directing our attention to one place. 
Common points of focus can include the breath, the 
space between the breaths or an internalised mantra 
– all concentration practices that lead to meditation. 
Patanjali was not dogmatic about what your point of 
focus should be. In theory you can focus on a 
tiddlywink if that gets you to samadhi.

7. DhYaNa – meditation 
Patanjali defines dhyana as prolonging the 
contemplation of the one point chosen in dharana. 
So where dharana teaches us to concentrate, dhyana 
strengthens our focus so it can become firm enough 
to perceive the Self. 

For Patanjali, meditation means holding our 
attention on one point. There are hundreds of 
meditation techniques now practised. 

8. SamaDhi – meditative absorption 
in the Self 
By ‘absorption’ we mean that all of our attention is in 
the experience of samadhi. There’s no brain activity 
left to think about it, comment on it or complain about 
our legs going to sleep or to wonder how much longer 
we have to sit here in meditation. 

What is meant by the Self is a little trickier for us in 
a Western context. earlier ideas in The Upanishads 
described the nature of the Self as pure being, pure 
consciousness and pure bliss (saccidananda). But as 
Patanjali was an ascetic, bliss wasn’t top of his agenda. 
He was more interested in samadhi as a route to 
liberation (kaivalya) from the cycle of birth and death. 
This idea of ‘liberation’ may seem remote to us coming 
to yoga in the West and we may not share a world 
view that encompasses rebirth and liberation. But 
that doesn’t mean that we can’t enjoy the benefits of 
the yogic path Patanjali gives us. 

At the very least, through the practices of yoga, our 
goal can be to find liberation from the parts of 
ourselves that hold us back from a calm, centred, 
blissful state. 

and so can more easily achieve samadhi (meditative 
absorption, the eighth limb). If we spend our time 
lying, stealing, killing and sleeping around, we are not 
likely to find quiet and focused meditation attainable.

3. aSaNa – posture
In Patanjali’s time, this referred to a firm and 
comfortable posture for meditation. It has since 
developed into what most people refer to as ‘yoga’: a 
full hatha yoga practice to maintain a healthy body 
and calm the mind. 

4. PraNaYama – controlling the breath
We control the breath, says Patanjali, to strengthen 
our understanding of the nature of the Self. Through 
certain pranayama practices ‘the veil over the inner 
light is destroyed/And the mind becomes fit for 
dharana’ (concentration, the sixth limb).1 

Common techniques such as ujjayi breath and 
alternate nostril breathing, breath of fire and so on 
are thought to be later developments made possible 
by the advent of tantra in the 8th century. These days 
we also practise pranayama to balance the energy 
pathways (nadis) and to still the mind.  

5. PratYahara – drawing the 
senses inwards 
Patanjali defines pratyahara as withdrawing the 
senses from external objects in order gain supreme 
mastery over the senses.2 Practising pratyahara 
quietens and strengthens the mind, which makes 
samadhi possible. 

Pratyahara is the opposite of the constant sensory 
bombardment of the modern world – the ping of an 
email, the invasiveness of an advertisement, the smell 
of your favourite perfume, the background music in a 
shop – all of which draw our attention outwards. For 
meditation, we need to channel our attention the 
other way – inwards.  So when we are in a yoga class 
and we remember to focus on our own breath and 
body rather than looking around the room, we’re 
starting to cultivate pratyahara.  




