Yamas and Niyamas: The
Ethical Principles of Yoga

In the practice of yoga, the Yamas and Niyamas are foundational
ethical principles that guide the behaviour of practitioners, both
towards themselves and others. These principles are part of the Eight
Limbs of Yoga outlined in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. The Yamas
and Niyamas are not just external rules but are intended to help
cultivate inner peace, compassion, and mindfulness, and ultimately
lead to spiritual growth and self-realisation.

The Yamas focus on our relationships with others and the world
around us, while the Niyamas pertain to our personal disciplines and
attitudes towards ourselves.

Yamas: The Five Ethical Disciplines

The Yamas represent the "'restraints’ or ethical guidelines for how
we interact with the world and others. They form the first limb of the
Eight Limbs of Yoga and are based on universal moral principles that
promote harmony and non-harmfulness.

1. Ahimsa (Non-Violence)

Ahimsa is the practice of non-violence in thought, speech, and action.
It is the principle of avoiding harm to others, whether physically,
emotionally, or mentally. It encourages compassion, kindness, and
understanding.

. In Action: Avoid harming others, whether through physical
violence or verbal abuse.

. In Thought: Practice loving-kindness, empathy, and patience.

. In Speech: Speak with words that are gentle, kind, and
supportive.
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2. Satya (Truthfulness)

Satya is the practice of being truthful, not only in words but also in
thoughts and actions. It means being honest with oneself and others,
aligning our actions with our inner truth.

. In Action: Act with honesty and integrity in all interactions.

« In Thought: Be self-aware and truthful in self-reflection.

« In Speech: Speak truthfully, but with compassion and
mindfulness, avoiding harmful or unnecessary truths.

3. Asteya (Non-Stealing)

Asteya means not taking what does not belong to you, including
physical possessions, time, energy, or ideas. It encourages generosity,
contentment, and respect for others’ resources.

. In Action: Do not take anything that is not freely given.

. In Thought: Avoid envy or the desire to possess what others
have.

. In Speech: Avoid stealing attention or credit from others.

4. Brahmacharya (Celibacy or Right Use of Energy)
Brahmacharya is often interpreted as celibacy or moderation in sexual
activity, but more broadly, it refers to the wise and balanced use of
one's energy. This includes focusing energy on spiritual growth and
avoiding excess or distraction in any area of life.

. In Action: Practice moderation and conserve energy in all
aspects of life (e.g., relationships, food, work, and
entertainment).

. In Thought: Focus on higher goals and direct energy towards
growth and learning.

. In Speech: Speak in ways that nurture the soul and are aligned
with spiritual values.

5. Aparigraha (Non-Possessiveness)

Aparigraha is the practice of non-attachment and non-hoarding. It
involves letting go of unnecessary material possessions and freeing
oneself from greed and the need for control. By practising aparigraha,
one cultivates contentment and trust in the abundance of life.
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. In Action: Let go of excess possessions and things that no
longer serve you.

. In Thought: Cultivate gratitude and trust that you have
everything you need.

. In Speech: Avoid greed-driven talk, such as complaining or
obsessing over desires.

Niyamas: The Five Personal Observances

The Niyamas represent the ""observances' or personal practices for
cultivating a balanced and harmonious life. These principles guide the
internal attitudes and self-discipline that lead to spiritual growth,
mental clarity, and self-awareness. The Niyamas form the second
limb of the Eight Limbs of Yoga.

1. Shaucha (Purity or Cleanliness)

Shaucha refers to both physical and mental purity. It involves keeping
the body clean, healthy, and nourished, as well as cultivating a clear,
positive, and focused mind.

. In Action: Maintain cleanliness of the body, living space, and
surroundings.

. In Thought: Cultivate purity in thoughts by avoiding negative
or harmful mental patterns.

. In Speech: Speak words that are uplifting, harmonious, and
Kind.

2. Santosha (Contentment)

Santosha is the practice of contentment and acceptance of what is. It
encourages us to find happiness in the present moment, regardless of
external circumstances. This practice is about letting go of the desire
for more and appreciating what we have.

. In Action: Practice gratitude for what you have, rather than
focusing on what is lacking.

. In Thought: Cultivate a mindset of abundance and satisfaction,
free from comparison and dissatisfaction.
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. In Speech: Express joy and appreciation for life's simple
blessings.

3. Tapas (Discipline or Inner Heat)

Tapas refers to the disciplined effort required to achieve growth,
transformation, and spiritual development. It is the inner fire that
motivates us to persevere through challenges and maintain
consistency in practice.

. In Action: Commit to daily practices of yoga, meditation, or
self-reflection, even when it is difficult.

. In Thought: Cultivate determination and resilience, pushing
through obstacles with a positive attitude.

. In Speech: Speak with the determination and focus that align
with your goals.

4. Svadhyaya (Self-Study or Self-Reflection)

Svadhyaya is the practice of self-study, which includes reflection on
one’s thoughts, behaviours, and motivations. It also involves studying
sacred texts or teachings that support one’s personal and spiritual
growth,

. In Action: Engage in practices like journaling, meditation, and
yoga to explore your inner world.

. In Thought: Reflect on your actions and thoughts regularly to
understand your patterns and make conscious choices.

. In Speech: Engage in meaningful conversations that promote
growth and insight.

5. Ishvara Pranidhana (Surrender to the Divine)

Ishvara Pranidhana is the practice of surrendering to a higher power,
the divine, or the universe. It involves letting go of the ego, trusting
the process of life, and dedicating all actions to a greater purpose or
CONSCIOUSNESS.

. In Action: Dedicate your actions to the well-being of others and

the greater good.
. In Thought: Surrender your desires and expectations to a
higher power, trusting that all is as it should be.
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. In Speech: Speak with humility and acknowledge the
interconnectedness of all beings.

Summary of Yamas and Niyamas

Yamas (Restraints)

Niyamas (Observances)

Ahimsa (Non-Violence)

Shaucha (Purity)

Satya (Truthfulness)

Santosha (Contentment)

Asteya (Non-Stealing)

Tapas (Discipline)

Brahmacharya (Moderation)

Svadhyaya (Self-Study)

Aparigraha (Non-Possessiveness)

Ishvara Pranidhana (Surrender)

Conclusion

The Yamas and Niyamas form the ethical foundation of yoga, guiding
practitioners on their journey to self-awareness, mental clarity, and
spiritual growth. By incorporating these principles into daily life,
practitioners can create a harmonious relationship with themselves
and the world, paving the way for deeper meditation, peace, and

ultimately, self-realisation.
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