Ashtanga Yoga

Ashtanga Yoga, also known as the Eightfold Path, is a foundational
concept in yogic philosophy as outlined by Sage Patanjali in the Yoga
Sutras. It provides a step-by-step guide to achieving self-discipline, inner
peace, and ultimately, spiritual enlightenment. The word "Ashtanga"
comes from the Sanskrit words "Ashta" (eight) and "Anga" (limb),
symbolizing eight interconnected practices that lead to self-realisation.

Here’s a detailed breakdown of the eight limbs of Ashtanga Yoga:

1. Yama (Ethical Principles)

Yama consists of five moral guidelines to regulate behaviour towards
others and maintain societal harmony.

« Ahimsa (Non-violence): Avoid harm in thought, word, or action
towards any living being.

. Satya (Truthfulness): Speak and live truthfully while balancing
honesty with kindness.

. Asteya (Non-stealing): Avoid taking what is not freely given,
including material goods, time, or energy.

. Brahmacharya (Control of Desires): Practice moderation,
especially regarding sensual pleasures, to conserve energy for
spiritual pursuits.

. Aparigraha (Non-possessiveness): Let go of greed and
attachment to material possessions.

2. Niyama (Personal Disciplines)

Niyama guides personal behaviours to cultivate inner growth and
discipline.

« Shaucha (Cleanliness): Maintain purity of the body, mind, and
surroundings.
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Santosh (Contentment): Develop a sense of satisfaction and
gratitude.

Tapas (Self-discipline): Build resilience and commitment through
disciplined actions.

Swadhyaya (Self-study): Study scriptures and reflect on the self
for spiritual growth.

Ishwarapranidhana (Surrender to a Higher Power): Develop trust
and devotion to the divine.

3. Asana (Physical Postures)

Asanas are physical poses designed to strengthen the body, improve
flexibility, and prepare for meditation.

The goal is not merely physical fithess but to cultivate a stable and
comfortable body for spiritual practice.

Practising asanas with mindfulness helps integrate the mind and
body.

4. Pranayama (Breath Control)

Pranayama involves techniques to regulate the breath, control life force
energy (prana), and calm the mind.

Techniques include Nadi Shodhana (alternate nostril breathing),
Kapalabhati (cleansing breath), and Bhastrika (bellows breath).

It helps balance emotions, focus the mind, and energise the body.

5. Pratyahara (Withdrawal of Senses)

Pratyahara is the practice of turning attention inward by withdrawing from
sensory distractions.

It helps control reactions to external stimuli, making the mind more
focused and stable.

For example, during meditation, one learns to remain undisturbed
by noise or visual distractions.
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6. Dharana (Concentration)

Dharana is the practice of single-pointed focus on an object, mantra, or
thought.

« Common techniques include focusing on a flame, breath, or deity.

. It lays the foundation for deeper meditation by training the mind to
remain steady.

7. Dhyana (Meditation)
Dhyana involves a continuous and effortless state of meditation.

« Unlike Dharana, which requires effort, Dhyana is a natural flow of
concentration.

It cultivates inner peace, self-awareness, and a connection to higher
consciousness.

8. Samadhi (State of Oneness)

Samadhi is the ultimate goal of yoga, where the individual self merges
with universal consciousness.

. It represents a state of bliss, transcendence, and liberation
(moksha).

. There are different levels of Samadhi, ranging from experiencing
peace in meditation to complete unity with the divine.

Benefits of Practising Ashtanga Yoga

1. Physical Health: Strengthens the body and promotes flexibility
through asanas.

2. Mental Clarity: Calms the mind and reduces stress through
Pranayama and meditation.

3. Spiritual Growth: Guides practitioners toward self-awareness and
inner peace.
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4. Emotional Stability: Cultivates compassion, contentment, and
resilience through Yama and Niyama.

5. Holistic Discipline: Provides a structured path for personal and
spiritual development.

Modern Adaptation: Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga

Modern Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga, developed by Pattabhi Jois, is a dynamic
and physically demanding practice that integrates synchronized breath
with a progressive sequence of asanas.

« Key elements: Sun salutations, flowing sequences, and breath
control.

« Focus: Enhances physical endurance, mindfulness, and strength.

By practising the eight limbs of Ashtanga Yoga, individuals can transform
their physical, mental, and spiritual lives while contributing to the greater
harmony of society.
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