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The Eight Limbs of Yoga (Ashtanga 

Yoga) 

 
The Eight Limbs of Yoga, or Ashtanga Yoga, are a framework for the 

holistic practice of yoga, outlined in the ancient text Yoga Sutras of 

Patanjali. These eight limbs offer a comprehensive guide to living a 

meaningful and purposeful life, leading to spiritual growth and liberation 

(moksha). The term "Ashtanga" comes from the Sanskrit words "Ashta" 

(meaning eight) and "Anga" (meaning limbs or parts), referring to the 

eight interconnected steps of yoga. 

 

1. Yama (Ethical Disciplines) 

Yama refers to the moral and ethical guidelines for how we interact with 

the world around us. It forms the foundation for cultivating harmony with 

others and the environment. 

The five Yamas are: 

 Ahimsa (Non-violence): Practising kindness, compassion, and 

harmlessness towards all beings. 

 Satya (Truthfulness): Being honest in thought, speech, and action. 

 Asteya (Non-stealing): Not taking anything that doesn’t belong to 

you, including physical objects, time, or energy. 

 Brahmacharya (Celibacy or Right Use of Energy): Moderation in 

all aspects of life, often interpreted as conserving and wisely using 

one's energy. 

 Aparigraha (Non-possessiveness): Letting go of attachment to 

material possessions, allowing for freedom and contentment. 

 

2. Niyama (Personal Observances) 

Niyama refers to the personal disciplines or practices that guide an 

individual’s inner life and relationship with themselves. These principles 

help cultivate purity, contentment, and mental clarity. 
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The five Niyamas are: 

 Shaucha (Purity): Cleanliness of body, mind, and surroundings, 

fostering a state of inner and outer purity. 

 Santosha (Contentment): Cultivating gratitude, acceptance, and 

joy in whatever life offers. 

 Tapas (Discipline or Heat): Developing self-control, perseverance, 

and determination in spiritual practice. 

 Svadhyaya (Self-study): Reflecting on one’s thoughts, actions, 

and motivations, and studying sacred texts for growth. 

 Ishvara Pranidhana (Surrender to God): Surrendering the ego 

and dedicating the results of actions to a higher power or universal 

consciousness. 

 

3. Asana (Physical Postures) 

Asana refers to the physical postures practiced in yoga to prepare the 

body for meditation and spiritual practice. In Ashtanga Yoga, the purpose 

of asanas is not just physical fitness but to cultivate steadiness, strength, 

and ease in the body, ultimately allowing for meditation. 

Key Aspects: 

 Comfort and Stability: Postures should be performed with 

mindfulness and a sense of ease. 

 Physical Health: Regular practice of asanas helps improve 

flexibility, strength, and overall health. 

 Mental Focus: The practice of physical postures cultivates 

concentration and mental clarity. 

 

4. Pranayama (Breath Control) 

Pranayama refers to the regulation and control of breath to enhance the 

flow of prana (life force energy) throughout the body. By controlling the 

breath, practitioners can calm the mind, energize the body, and deepen 

their meditation practice. 

Types of Pranayama include: 
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 Ujjayi (Victorious Breath): A breathing technique where the breath 

is made audible, creating a calming effect. 

 Kapalbhati (Skull Shining Breath): A rapid, forceful exhalation 

followed by passive inhalation, cleansing the respiratory system. 

 Nadi Shodhana (Alternate Nostril Breathing): Balancing the flow 

of energy through the left and right nostrils, calming the nervous 

system. 

 Bhastrika (Bellows Breath): An energizing breathing technique to 

awaken prana and increase vitality. 

 

5. Pratyahara (Withdrawal of the Senses) 

Pratyahara refers to the practice of withdrawing the senses from external 

distractions and turning inward. It is the process of detaching from 

sensory input, which can help quiet the mind and prepare for deeper 

meditation. 

Key Aspects: 

 Inner Focus: Helps to reduce mental distractions and bring 

attention to the present moment. 

 Mind Control: Encourages detachment from the sensory world 

and cultivates mental discipline. 

 

6. Dharana (Concentration) 

Dharana is the practice of intense concentration on a single object or 

point of focus. This could be an external object, a mantra, the breath, or 

an image. It helps to develop mental discipline and clarity, acting as the 

precursor to meditation (dhyana). 

Key Aspects: 

 Focused Attention: Practicing concentration on a single point, 

leading to mental stillness. 

 Overcoming Mental Distractions: Helps control the restless mind 

by narrowing focus. 
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7. Dhyana (Meditation) 

Dhyana is the practice of sustained, uninterrupted meditation. It is the 

deeper state of concentration where the mind becomes fully absorbed in 

the object of focus. This state of meditation leads to inner peace, clarity, 

and a sense of unity with the self and the universe. 

Key Aspects: 

 Meditative Awareness: Experiencing a state of deep connection 

with the present moment. 

 Quiet Mind: A state of profound peace and stillness. 

 

8. Samadhi (Enlightenment or Bliss) 

Samadhi is the final stage of the Eight Limbs of Yoga, where the 

practitioner experiences a deep sense of unity with the object of 

meditation, resulting in self-realisation, liberation, and enlightenment. It 

is the state of bliss, transcendence, and ultimate freedom from the ego. 

Key Aspects: 

 Oneness with the Universe: A deep sense of connection with all 

that is, transcending the individual self. 

 Liberation (Moksha): Freedom from the cycle of birth, death, and 

rebirth, achieving ultimate peace and joy. 

 Blissful State: A profound feeling of inner contentment and 

spiritual fulfilment. 

 

The Eight Limbs of Yoga: A Holistic Practice 

The Eight Limbs of Yoga are not isolated steps but rather a 

comprehensive system that works together to bring balance to the mind, 

body, and spirit. The practice of Ashtanga Yoga is intended to lead the 

practitioner toward self-realisation, mental clarity, spiritual growth, 

and ultimately, liberation. 

By integrating the Eight Limbs into daily life, yoga practitioners can 

experience deeper mindfulness, inner peace, and lasting transformation. 

Each limb serves as a guide, helping individuals align their thoughts, 

actions, and inner state with the universal principles of yoga. 
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