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NIYAMA

The second limb of the Patanjali system is called niyama. Yama refers to something
that needs to be controlled or restrained. The prefix “ni,” or in some cases “nir,” means
without. Therefore, the five niyamas refer to conducts that need no restraint or limitation
placed upon them. Like the yamas, the niyamas are observed on the three levels of:
thought, word, and deed.

-SAUCHA-
(PURITY)

Mental Purity
(Baudhika Saucha)

The first niyama is saucha. It is translated as purity. Mental purity can be under-
stood in many ways. One would be to observe saucha in terms of an ethical or moral
framework. For example, by holding the mind to thoughts and feelings of the most
noble and ethical stature, these thoughts will inspire contentment, peace, and compas-
sion.

Another way to understand mental purity is purity of focus. If the mind is scattered
or diffused, it is no longer pure. Consider a bowl of marbles as an example. If all the
marbles in a bowl are blue except for one which is white, we would say that the bowl of
marbles is not purely blue. Mental purity does not mean our thoughts are clean or moral;
this is a religious concept. From a yogic standpoint, mental purity means that our minds
are clear and focused. Practicing saucha of the mind means sustaining focus and self-
awareness in all our mental activities.

When we reflect on the results of how our thoughts affect our experience of our
inner and outer worlds, we  begin to understand the degree to which we are or are not
employing saucha. If we indulge in thought patterns that create fear or confusion, this is
not an expression of saucha. When our thought patterns create peace and equanimity,
this is an expression of saucha.
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Verbal Purity
(Vachika Saucha)

The first step toward verbal purity is having respect for the power of words, both as
a means of communication and for the effects they can have on others. For this reason,
we should strive to let our words produce the most positive effect possible upon both
the listener and ourselves. Purity of speech can also mean the use of words in a clean and
clear fashion. Indiscriminate use of profanity, or angry and derogatory speech does
not generate peace and harmony.

Having a clear picture in the mind of what needs to be said is necessary for clear
communication. Words can only be as accurate as the mind that creates them. Reflect on
this in the context of teaching yoga. As a yoga teacher, you will need to express as clearly
as possible exactly what you want your students to do. If your thoughts and words are
not clearly articulated, students may do something ineffective or possibly harmful. As a
teacher, verbal purity needs to be cultivated for your benefit as well as for those you
teach.

Physical Purity
(Sharirik Saucha)

At the most fundamental level, physical purity can be seen as bodily cleanliness. This
refers not only to the outer body but to the inner body as well. Keeping the outer body
clean is relatively simple. The inner body requires a little more effort and awareness. In
the classical Indian model of health care, Ayurveda, it is said that cleanliness of the inner
body is the single most important aspect we can maintain for our health. It is said that
virtually all illness comes from a buildup of what is called ama, an accumulation of undi-
gested matter in the digestive tract that inhibits digestion, absorption and
elimination. Thus, Ayurveda recommends that we periodically (perhaps twice a year)
perform an inner body cleansing of some sort.

At a subtler level, sharirik saucha can be understood as purity of movement and
action. From the standpoint of asana practice, this implies cultivating structural, visceral
and pranic alignment, which produces a unity expressed through the body. Are the joints
of the limbs parallel and mutually supportive? Are all parts of the spine moving in comple-
mentary directions? Are the internal organs encouraged to function in a healthy
manner? Are all the lines of prana balanced and flowing freely? All of these things can
be considered an expression of physical purity.
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-SANTOSHA-
(CONTENTMENT)

Mental Contentment
(Baudhika Santosha)

Santosha means contentment. Baudhika santosha is a state of mind that is at peace
with the present moment. Much of what commonly goes on in the mind is not support-
ive of santosha. The mind is typically consumed with aspects of the past that cannot be
changed and visions of the future that may never exist. Because we can only live and act
in the present, these thoughts only create discontent.

This is not to discount the value of past experience or dreams for the future.  Memory
can be a great teacher. The thoughts, words, and actions of the past  have created the
present. By understanding the cause and effect relationships of our past actions, we
come to better understand the present. This understanding can help us to accept respon-
sibility for creating our experience of the present, which sows the seeds of santosha. Only
when we accept responsibility for having created our experience of the present will we
have the freedom to change our behavioral patterns and create our desired future. If we
indulge in regrets and self-recrimination, the past becomes a burden rather than a cher-
ished teacher. If we blame the outside world for our experience of life, we are enslaved.
When we accept responsibility for that which we experience, we begin to understand
that we have the freedom to create our reality.

The experience of santosha arises when we are fully in the present without being
distracted by regrets of the past or hopes for the future. At that moment we see how the
past has created the present and how the present is the seed of the future. This is not a
contradiction. It is an insight and an awareness which brings contentment.

Verbal Contentment
(Vachika Santosha)

Why do we speak? Is it out of the desire to influence others to think as we do? Do we
speak to attempt to change some element of the outer world, to mask some personal
discontent? How much of what we say really needs to be said? When we begin to em-
body baudhika santosha, we realize how little really needs to be said at all. And when
we do wish to speak, we become content with saying only what needs to be said. Super-
fluous words simply drop away.
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For many of us, silence in social situations makes us feel uneasy. When there is a lull
in conversation, people tend to feel that there is no communication or that the other
person is upset. Someone who lacks verbal santosha is unable to simply enjoy the pres-
ence of others. 

We use words to represent the tangible and give form to the intangible. But when
we become quiet inside, we experience the present for what it really is, without the
necessity of assigning language to it. Words are not reality itself; they are merely a sym-
bolic representation. Excess words dilute the intensity of our meaning. Remember that
intensity times duration equals force. When one becomes established in the state of ver-
bal santosha, words take on tremendous power and meaning because they truly em-
body the present. 

Physical Contentment
(Sharirik Santosha)

Hatha Yoga is the most effective method of developing sharirik santosha. Bodily
discontent results from imbalance. Hatha Yoga restores balance to the body-mind com-
plex. Through asana practice, we discover which muscles are either too weak or too
strong, too short or too long, and then bring them back into balance. This brings the
bones into a harmonious relationship with each other, returning the skeletal structure to
its proper and natural alignment. This in turn relieves stress on the internal organs so
they can function optimally. Now the body can work when and how it needs to work
and rest when it needs to rest--without struggle, complaint or unnecessary effort. The
body is in a state of ease and contentment rather than in a state of dis-ease. One then
experiences the joy of physical contentment.

The following three niyamas are collectively referred to in the Yoga Sutras as the
defining elements of Kriya Yoga. Book II, Sutra I reads,“Tapaha-svadhyaya Isvara-pranidhana
kriyayogah,” which translates as: Kriya Yoga is self-discipline or austerity (tapas), self-
study (svadhyaya) and attuning  our thoughts, words and deeds to our chosen concept
of the sacred (Isvara-pranidhana). Like all of the yamas and niyamas, these three should
be contemplated and practiced in the light of one another for a deeper understanding.
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-TAPAS-
(AUSTERITY)

Mental Austerity
(Baudhika Tapas)

Tapas is sometimes thought of as the heat created by the intensity of our practice.
We can use the analogy of a magnifying glass focusing sunlight. The greater the light is
diffused, the less heat it creates. The greater the degree of focus, the greater the heat that
is created. Austerity is the narrowing and focusing of the elements of our lives. Heat
without this focus can be destructive, randomly consuming anything in its path. When
focused and directed, it can be used to burn away the impurities like the intense heat
necessary to purify gold. Gold ore contains a complex mixture of materials. The purifi-
cation process removes the dross from the gold. The process of removing the dross from
our lives is austerity, and it requires self-discipline. The heat created in this process is
tapas.

Intent is required to focus the mind. The greater the tendency for the mind to wan-
der, the greater the intent or desire required to keep it focused. This friction between the
mind’s desire to indulge and wander and our intent to keep it focused is the heat of
tapas. Thinking of this as a niyama is an interesting subject. Most people are not moti-
vated to do anything without desire. Our desires direct us toward what we need to do to
find balance. For example, when we are in need of food, we have the desire to eat. But
this does not mean we should indiscriminately eat as much as possible. We need to
understand the purpose of the desire and use the wisdom gathered by our observance
of yama and niyama to guide us to balance. Like all of yoga, tapas seeks to find “just
enough.” It is easy to go to extremes, letting ourselves  lean to one side or the other. The
austerity of tapas requires us to minimize excess in either direction and to rest in a state
of balance.

Tapas is a very powerful, motivating force. We need to acknowledge our desires. They
are a source of great energy. When we try to repress them, their heat remains present
and seeks some form of expression. It is by acknowledging our desires that we have the
opportunity to focus their energy to some healthy end. All of the yamas and niyamas
help to provide parameters for a balanced expression of tapas. The word “enthusiasm”
is from the Greek word “entheos” which means to be in, or inspired by, the divine. Tapas
creates enthusiasm for life.
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Verbal Austerity
(Vachika Tapas)

Verbal tapas implies a great respect for the power of the spoken word. Can we be-
come focused enough in our minds to know exactly what needs to be said? It necessi-
tates the mind being emptied of extraneous chatter. When this is achieved, our words
express the focus of our mind. An old proverb says, “Speak only when it is an improve-
ment on silence.” We need to become focused and quiet enough inside to listen to life. As
we do this, our words will have the power to penetrate to the heart of a situation. Reflect
on the concept of sutra, which means the most concise thread of words possible to ex-
press an idea. Excess words only diffuse communication.

Economy of words is a blessing for a yoga teacher. We need to be able to give the
appropriate instructions in a reasonable amount of time. When a student can only hold
a posture for a very limited length of time, we need to minimize our own agenda and
understand what the student needs to hear at that moment.

Physical Austerity
(Sharirik Tapas)

Physical tapas can be expressed through the qualities of the physical body as well as
the qualities of our physical environment. We can look at the quantity and quality of the
items in our living environment as an expression of our inner world. The things we have
also have us. How many of our possessions are truly necessary for our health and
happiness? How many exist because of habits that have outlived their usefulness?

Think of this concept in terms of how it relates to the physical body. Is the actual
mass of your body too much or too little to function at its best? Do the various patterns
of muscular tightness and use still have relevance or can they be released?  In the prac-
tice of asana, heat is created in the body. This is part of the process of removing the
obstructions in the body. 

There is a style of asana practice called Vinyasa, in which each asana flows into the
next without interruption. This style of practice can create substantial heat. Care must be
taken to use this powerful technique wisely. Excess internal heat can dry out the visceral
body, and if the practitioner is already too thin, tight or dry, this may not be the best style
of practice. However, if one tends towards lethargy or being overweight, Vinyasa can be
of great value. It is also a good idea to learn the details of the asanas before practicing
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them in a Vinyasa format. Even though Vinyasa incorporates movement, it does not
need to be practiced quickly. The breath should be the standard by which one’s pace is
judged. One’s practice of Vinyasa should be adjusted to maximize the quality of the
breath.

Reflect back on the yamas of non-stealing (asteya) and non-greed (aparigraha). They
are particularly important techniques for the actualization of tapas.

-SVADHYAYA-
(SELF-STUDY)

Mental Self-Study
(Baudhika Svadhyaya)

Svadhyaya means self-study. It has been said that life is the best teacher. Svadhyaya
is the technique of learning from life experiences. By disciplining and focusing the mind
through yama and niyama, we develop a certain degree of objectivity. We begin to ob-
serve the thought process as something we do and something we have, rather than as
something we are. From the vantage point of an observer, we can begin to study our
thought patterns. We can stand back and observe what is going on in our
minds, eventually developing enough self-discipline and detachment from our mind to
discern which thoughts are relevant and healthy and which are not. Through this pro-
cess of reflection and self-study, we can determine how our mind has been affected by
our life experiences and how our thoughts affect our life. With this knowledge we can
begin to evaluate how to best utilize the content and qualities of our mind as tools for
self-discovery. If the mind is clear and disciplined, it can be our greatest asset. If not, it
will be our greatest challenge.

In yoga, emotions are considered to be a part of the mind. Some schools of psychol-
ogy consider emotion a more primary experience than thought. Some of them would
say that in order to get at the truth of an experience we need to observe it from a non-
intellectual or even unstructured emotional perspective. This suggests that when we
stop trying to structure and control our experiences, we will stop distorting them. But
emotions seem to have greater intensity and duration than thoughts do, and therefore
they have a greater force upon us, and they are often more self-destructive.
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The Yogi seeks to see life as it is, not as she wants it to be. Yoga suggests that neither
an intellectual nor an emotional perspective alone will yield true perception. Intellect
and emotion must temper each other. The two must be balanced for true insight and
intuition to develop.

Verbal Self-Study
(Vachika Svadhyaya)

Verbal self-study is about being a good listener. It is about listening to ourselves. By
slowing down the momentum of our thought processes, we not only cultivate a more
concise style of speech but we also have enough space in our mind to actually listen to
and evaluate what we are saying. As we begin to listen to our choice of words, we begin
to understand what is really motivating our speech. It can be quite enlightening. By
evaluating our language as objectively as we can, we gain insight into the predisposi-
tions of our mind and emotions. The more repetition and intensity we give to specific
words or ideas in our speech, the greater the likelihood that there is a lesson to be learned
there.

Physical Self-Study
(Sharirik Svadhyaya)

Your body is an expression of what is going on in your mind. Think back to the body
you had as a very small child. If this is difficult to do, refresh your memory by watching
a small child, observing how it lives in its body and in the world. Now reflect on the life
experiences you have had that have transformed your body from that of a child to its
current status. As you work through your asana practice, what you are actually doing is
working through the body memories of everything you have thought and experienced
from childhood to the present.

Imagine how much we can learn about ourselves as we work back through the
body memories towards balance. It is not unusual to experience emotional responses in
asana practice. As we begin to release the gripping in the body, the mental and emo-
tional patterns that created the gripping in the first place may be relived. As we request
muscles to work in ways that are no longer familiar, the things that were being avoided
may resurface. This is a desirable and necessary part of the process of reintegration.
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The physical body is a vehicle or tool for experiencing, focusing and learning about
the consciousness which dwells within it. Our body can provide an astonishingly accu-
rate window into what is really going on in our consciousness. We need to be willing to
look through that window. The mind holds an image of who we think we are, but this
image is often distorted. There needs to be a sincere desire for unfoldment in order to
progress on the path of yoga. If not, the progress itself will become an obstacle. We begin
finding all kinds of reasons not to practice when we start to see things about ourselves
that do not fit comfortably into our self-image. We need to develop a willingness to look
at every aspect of ourselves, past and present, and to learn from it in order to experience
who we really are. This needs to be done with patience, wisdom and compassion.

-ISVARA PRANIDHANA-
(ATTUNEMENT TO LIFE)

We will consider all three levels of Isvara pranidhana together. Most cultures have
at some time developed a concept of divinity. It ranges from a concept of God, Reality or
enlightenment, to a sense of the noblest expression of a human. Whatever our personal
or cultural reference point, Isvara pranidhana suggests that we learn to evaluate all of
our thoughts, words and deeds in the light of how they can reflect this concept. Isvara
pranidhana is often described as attuning our thoughts, words and actions to this most
noble, sacred concept.

We practice all of the other yamas and niyamas to enable ourselves to experience
Isvara pranidhana. They are guidelines and practices that help us to fully express our
humanity. As we cultivate this feeling of attunement to the Divine, it motivates us more
and more to embody and ultimately become one with the sacred — which is life.
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