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The Concept of Dharma and Karma in 

Yoga 

 
In the philosophy of yoga, the concepts of Dharma and Karma are 

central to the practitioner's understanding of the self, the universe, and 

the path to spiritual growth. Both concepts are deeply interwoven with 

the practices of yoga and help guide individuals in their journey towards 

self-realisation, ethical living, and liberation (moksha). 

 

What is Dharma? 

Dharma is a complex and multifaceted term in Indian philosophy, and it 

has various interpretations depending on the context. In the context of 

yoga, Dharma generally refers to the cosmic law, the moral and 

ethical duties, or the righteous path that individuals must follow in 

order to live in harmony with the universe. 

Key Aspects of Dharma in Yoga: 

1. Right Action and Morality: 

o Dharma is often understood as the principle of 

righteousness, representing the moral duties and 

responsibilities that each individual must follow based on 

their nature, role in society, and circumstances. 

o In yoga, following one’s Dharma involves performing one's 

duties and actions selflessly, without attachment to the 

outcomes, as explained in Karma Yoga (the yoga of selfless 

action). 

2. Personal Duty (Svadharma): 

o In the context of yoga, Svadharma refers to one's own 

personal duty or calling, which can vary from person to 

person based on their unique qualities, life circumstances, 

and stage of life (called ashramas in Hindu philosophy). 

o Following Svadharma ensures that individuals align with their 

true nature and purpose, which brings fulfillment and spiritual 

progress. 



 

Visit Ranjanayogaclass.com 

3. Cosmic Harmony: 

o Dharma is also seen as the law that maintains order in the 

universe. By aligning one's actions with Dharma, a person 

contributes to the larger cosmic balance. 

o A key teaching in the Bhagavad Gita is that performing 

actions in accordance with Dharma, without attachment, 

leads to spiritual freedom. Krishna urges Arjuna to follow his 

Kshatriya (warrior) Dharma, even when faced with difficult 

choices, as part of a higher cosmic purpose. 

4. Yoga and Dharma: 

o In yoga, following Dharma is essential to cultivating harmony 

in one's inner and outer life. By living in accordance with 

Dharma, a yogi ensures that their actions, thoughts, and 

feelings are aligned with truth, peace, and universal 

compassion. 

o Dharma in yoga also includes adherence to the Yamas and 

Niyamas (the ethical principles outlined in Patanjali’s Yoga 

Sutras), which guide behavior toward others and the self. 

 

What is Karma? 

Karma is the law of cause and effect. It is the principle that every action 

has consequences, and the consequences of actions shape one’s future 

experiences. Karma is not just the physical action, but also includes 

thoughts, intentions, and words, all of which influence one’s karmic 

account and spiritual progress. 

Key Aspects of Karma in Yoga: 

1. Action and Its Consequences: 

o Karma translates literally as "action," but in a deeper sense, 

it refers to the accumulated effects of one’s actions, whether 

good or bad, in this life or past lives. 

o Every thought, word, and deed creates karma, which leads 

to either positive or negative outcomes. These 

consequences may manifest immediately or later, in this life 

or in future lives (reincarnation). 
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2. Karma Yoga (The Yoga of Action): 

o One of the central teachings in the Bhagavad Gita is the 

concept of Karma Yoga, or the path of selfless action. In this 

path, individuals are urged to perform their duties and 

responsibilities without attachment to the results. This means 

acting with a sense of duty, dedication, and devotion, while 

surrendering the outcome to the Divine. 

o By practicing Karma Yoga, one can purify their karma, 

detach from desires, and avoid accumulating negative 

karma. 

o Sutra 2.47 of the Bhagavad Gita: "You have the right to 

perform your prescribed duties, but you are not entitled to the 

fruits of your actions." 

3. The Three Types of Karma: 

o Sanchita Karma: This is the accumulated karma from past 

actions in past lives. It is the collective storehouse of all 

karmic actions yet to manifest. 

o Prarabdha Karma: This refers to the karma that has started 

to manifest and is responsible for the current circumstances 

in this life. It is the portion of Sanchita Karma that is ripe for 

fruition in the present life. 

o Agami Karma: These are the karmic results that arise from 

the actions one takes in the present life. They will affect 

future lives, forming part of the Sanchita Karma. 

4. Karma and Liberation: 

o The ultimate goal of yoga is to transcend the effects of karma 

by detaching from the cycle of action and reaction (samsara). 

By practicing selfless action (Karma Yoga) and purifying 

one’s mind and heart, a yogi can achieve liberation 

(moksha), which is freedom from the karmic cycle. 

o The practice of meditation, selfless service, and surrender to 

the Divine helps in dissolving the accumulated karma, 

purifying the mind, and advancing toward enlightenment. 
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The Relationship Between Dharma and Karma in Yoga 

While Dharma and Karma are two distinct concepts, they are deeply 

interconnected in the philosophy of yoga: 

1. Karma and Dharma Guide Each Other: 

o Dharma dictates what is the right action (righteous duty), 

while Karma reflects the consequences of those actions. By 

acting according to one’s Dharma, a person accumulates 

positive karma, leading to spiritual growth. 

o When an individual acts in alignment with their Dharma, they 

are said to be performing actions that contribute positively to 

their karmic account and the well-being of others. 

2. Selfless Action (Karma Yoga) and Dharma: 

o In Karma Yoga, the practitioner dedicates all actions to the 

Divine, without attachment to the results. This way, the 

person is following their Dharma (their role in the universe) 

while purifying their Karma by letting go of selfish desires 

and egoistic attachments. 

3. Karma and the Law of Dharma: 

o The law of Karma operates according to the principle of 

Dharma. If one acts in alignment with Dharma, they are less 

likely to accrue negative karma. However, if one goes 

against their Dharma, they will accumulate negative karma, 

which may create suffering in the future. 

4. Liberation from the Cycle: 

o By following Dharma and practicing Karma Yoga, a person 

can transcend the effects of karma and free themselves from 

the endless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth (samsara). This 

leads to spiritual liberation (moksha), where the soul is no 

longer bound by karma. 

 

Practical Application of Dharma and Karma in Yoga 

 Ethical Living: To live in alignment with Dharma, a yogi must 

adhere to the Yamas (ethical constraints) and Niyamas (personal 

observances). These principles guide the practitioner toward living 
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a life of honesty, non-violence, cleanliness, contentment, and self-

study. 

 Selfless Service: Practicing Karma Yoga by engaging in acts of 

kindness and service without expecting rewards purifies one's 

mind and creates positive karma. This could include helping 

others, volunteering, or dedicating one’s actions to the well-being 

of all beings. 

 Awareness and Detachment: Being mindful of actions and their 

consequences while detaching from the outcome is a powerful way 

to practice both Dharma and Karma. A yogi understands that 

actions have consequences, but they perform them with a sense of 

detachment, knowing that they are not in control of the results. 

 Meditation and Self-Reflection: Through practices like 

meditation, a yogi can gain deeper clarity on their Svadharma 

(personal duty) and align their actions with their higher purpose, 

transcending past karmic impressions and moving towards 

spiritual freedom. 

 

Conclusion 

In yoga, Dharma and Karma are essential concepts that help guide the 

practitioner toward living a righteous life, performing selfless actions, and 

eventually attaining liberation. By aligning with one’s Dharma, acting 

with awareness, and practicing Karma Yoga, the yogi purifies their mind, 

heart, and actions, gradually freeing themselves from the bondage of 

karma and progressing on the path to spiritual enlightenment. Through 

mindful action and ethical living, yoga offers a path to balance, peace, 

and ultimate liberation. 


