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Introduction to Book  1 
 

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali are in themselves exceedingly brief, less than ten pages of large type in the 
original. Yet they contain the essence of practical wisdom, set forth in admirable order and detail. The 
theme, if the present interpreter be right, is the great regeneration, the birth of the spiritual from the 
psychical man: the same theme which Paul so wisely and eloquently set forth in writing to his disciples in 
Corinth, the theme of all mystics in all lands. 

We think of ourselves as living a purely physical life, in these material bodies of ours. In reality, we 
have gone far indeed from pure physical life; for ages, our life has been psychical, we have been centered and 
immersed in the psychic nature. Some of the schools of India say that the psychic nature is, as it were, a 
looking-glass, wherein are mirrored the things seen by the physical eyes, and heard by the physical ears. But 
this is a magic mirror; the images remain, and take a certain life of their own. Thus within the psychic realm 
of our life there grows up an imaged world wherein we dwell; a world of the images of things seen and heard, 
and therefore a world of memories; a world also of hopes and desires, of fears and regrets. Mental life grows 
up among these images, built on a measuring and comparing, on the massing of images together into 
general ideas; on the abstraction of new notions and images from these; till a new world is built up within, 
full of desires and hates, ambition, envy, longing, speculation, curiosity, self-will, self-interest. 

The teaching of the East is, that all these are true powers overlaid by false desires; that though in 
manifestation psychical, they are in essence spiritual; that the psychical man is the veil and prophecy of the 
spiritual man. 

The purpose of life, therefore, is the realizing of that prophecy; the unveiling of the immortal man; the 
birth of the spiritual from the psychical, whereby we enter our divine inheritance and come to inhabit 
Eternity. This is, indeed, salvation, the purpose of all true religion, in all times. 

Patanjali has in mind the spiritual man, to be born from the psychical. His purpose is, to set in order 
the practical means for the unveiling and regeneration, and to indicate the fruit, the glory and the power, of 
that new birth. 

Through the Sutras of the first book, Patanjali is concerned with the first great problem, the 
emergence of the spiritual man from the veils and meshes of the psychic nature, the moods and vestures of 
the mental and emotional man. Later will come the consideration of the nature and powers of the spiritual 
man, once he stands clear of the psychic veils and trammels, and a view of the realms in which these new 
spiritual powers are to be revealed. 

At this point may come a word of explanation. I have been asked why I use the word Sutras, for these 
rules of Patanjali's system, when the word Aphorism has been connected with them in our minds for a 
generation. The reason is this: the name Aphorism suggests, to me at least, a pithy sentence of very general 
application; a piece of proverbial wisdom that may be quoted in a good many sets of circumstance, and 
which will almost bear on its face the evidence of its truth. But with a Sutra the case is different. It comes 
from the same root as the word 'sew,' and means, indeed, a thread, suggesting, therefore, a close knit, 
consecutive chain of argument. Not only has each Sutra a definite place in the system, but further, taken out 
of this place, it will be almost meaningless, and will by no means be self-evident. So I have thought best to 
adhere to the original word. The Sutras of Patanjali are as closely knit together, as dependent on each other, 
as the propositions of Euclid, and can no more be taken out of their proper setting. 

In the second part of the first book, the problem of the emergence of the spiritual man is further dealt 
with. We are led to the consideration of the barriers to his emergence, of the overcoming of the barriers, 
and of certain steps and stages in the ascent from the ordinary consciousness of practical life, to the finer, 
deeper, radiant consciousness of the spiritual man. 
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1. OM: Here follows Instruction in Union. 

Union, here as always in the Scriptures of India, means union of the individual soul with the Over soul; 
of the personal consciousness with the Divine Consciousness, whereby the mortal becomes immortal, 
and enters the Eternal. Therefore, salvation is, first, freedom from sin and the sorrow which comes 
from sin, and then a divine and eternal well-being, wherein the soul partakes of the being, the wisdom 
and glory of God. 

 

2. Union, spiritual consciousness, is gained through control of the versatile psychic nature. 

The goal is the full consciousness of the spiritual man, illumined by the Divine Light. Nothing except 
the obdurate resistance of the psychic nature keeps us back from the goal. The psychical powers are 
spiritual powers run wild, perverted, drawn from their proper channel. Therefore our first task is, to 
regain control of this perverted nature, to chasten, purify and restore the misplaced powers. 

 

3. Then the Seer comes to consciousness in his proper nature. 

Egotism is but the perversion of spiritual being. Ambition is the inversion of spiritual power. Passion is 
the distortion of love. The mortal is the limitation of the immortal. When these false images give place 
to true, then the spiritual man stands forth luminous, as the sun, when the clouds disperse. 

 

4. Heretofore the Seer has been enmeshed in the activities of the psychic nature. 

The power and life which are the heritage of the spiritual man have been caught and enmeshed in 
psychical activities. Instead of pure being in the Divine, there has been fretful, combative. egotism, its 
hand against every man. Instead of the light of pure vision, there have been restless senses nave been re 
and imaginings. Instead of spiritual joy, the undivided joy of pure being, there has been self-indulgence 
of body and mind. These are all real forces, but distorted from their true nature and goal. They must be 
extricated, like gems from the matrix, like the pith from the reed, steadily, without destructive violence. 
Spiritual powers are to be drawn forth from the psychic meshes. 

 

5. The psychic activities are five; they are either subject or not subject to the five hindrances (Book II, 3). 

The psychic nature is built up through the image-making power, the power which lies behind and 
dwells in mind-pictures. These pictures do not remain quiescent in the mind; they are kinetic, restless, 
stimulating to new acts. Thus the mind-image of an indulgence suggests and invites to a new indulgence; 
the picture of past joy is framed in regrets or hopes. And there is the ceaseless play of the desire to 
know, to penetrate to the essence of things, to classify. This, too, busies itself ceaselessly with the mind-
images. So that we may classify the activities of the psychic nature thus: 

 

6. These activities are: Sound intellection, unsound intellection, predication, sleep, memory. 

We have here a list of mental and emotional powers; of powers that picture and observe, and of powers 
that picture and feel. But the power to know and feel is spiritual and immortal. What is needed is, not 
to destroy it, but to raise it from the psychical to the spiritual realm. 
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longer demi-god, nor myth, nor shadow, but the ever-present Redeemer, working amid men for the life 
and cleansing of all souls. 

 

27.  In the internals of the batik, other thoughts will arise, through the impressions of the dynamic 
mind-images. 

The battle is long and arduous. Let there be no mistake as to that. Go not forth to this battle without 
counting the cost. Ages have gone to the strengthening of the foe. Ages of conflict must be spent, ere 
the foe, wholly conquered, becomes the servant, the Soul's minister to mankind. 

And from these long past ages, in hours when the contest flags, will come new foes, mind-born children 
springing up to fight for mind, reinforcements coming from forgotten years, forgotten lives. For once 
this conflict is begun, it can be ended only by sweeping victory, and unconditional, unreserved 
surrender of the vanquished. 

 

28. These are to be overcome as it was taught that hindrances should be overcome. 

These new enemies and fears are to be overcome by ceaselessly renewing the fight, by a steadfast, 
dogged persistence, whether in victory or defeat, which shall put the stubbornness of the rocks to 
shame. For the Soul is older than all things, and invincible; it is of the very nature of the Soul to be 
unconquerable. 

Therefore fight on, undaunted; knowing that the spiritual will, once awakened, shall, through the effort 
of the contest, come to its full strength; that ground gained can be held permanently; that great as is the 
dead-weight of the adversary, it is yet measurable, while the Warrior who fights for you, for whom you 
fight, is, in might, immeasurable, invincible, everlasting. 

29. He who, after he has attained, is wholly free from self, reaches the essence of all that can be known, 
gathered together like a cloud. This is the true spiritual consciousness. 

It has been said that, at the beginning of the way, we must kill out ambition, the great curse, the giant 
weed which grows as strongly in the heart of the devoted disciple as in the man of desire. The remedy is 
sacrifice of self, obedience, humility; that purity of heart which gives the vision of God. Thereafter, he 
who has attained is wrapt about with the essence of all that can be known, as with a cloud; he has that 
perfect illumination which is the true spiritual consciousness. Through obedience to the will of God, 
he comes into oneness of being with God; he is initiated into God's view of the universe, seeing all life 
as God sees it. 

 

30. Thereon comes surcease from sorrow and the burden of toil. 

Such a one, it is said, is free from the bond of Karma, from the burden of toil, from that debt to works 
which comes from works done in self-love and desire. Free from self-will, he is free from sorrow, too, for 
sorrow comes from the fight of self-will against the divine will, through the correcting stress of the 
divine will, which seeks to counteract the evil wrought by disobedience. When the conflict with the 
divine will ceases, then sorrow ceases, and he who has grown into obedience, thereby enters into joy. 

 

31. When all veils are rent, all stains washed away, his knowledge becomes infinite; little remains for 
him to know. 
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The first veil is the delusion that thy soul is in some permanent way separate from the great Soul, the 
divine Eternal. When that veil is rent, thou shalt discern thy oneness with everlasting Life. The second 
veil is the delusion of enduring separateness from thy other selves, whereas in truth the soul that is in 
them is one with the soul that is in thee. The world's sin and shame are thy sin and shame: its joy also. 

These veils rent, thou shalt enter into knowledge of divine things and human things. Little will remain 
unknown to thee. 

 

32. Thereafter comes the completion of the series of transformations of the three nature potencies, 
since their purpose is attained. 

It is a part of the beauty and wisdom of the great Indian teachings, the Vedanta and the Yoga alike, to 
hold that all life exists for the purposes of Soul, for the making of the spiritual man. They teach that all 
nature is an orderly process of evolution, leading up to this, designed for this end, existing only for this: 
to bring forth and perfect the Spiritual Man. He is the crown of evolution: at his coming, the goal of all 
development is attained. 

 

33. The series of transformations is divided into moments. When the series is completed, time gives 
place to duration. 

There are two kinds of eternity, says the commentary: the eternity of immortal life, which belongs to 
the Spirit, and the eternity of change, which inheres in Nature, in all that is not Spirit. While we are 
content to live in and for Nature, in the Circle of Necessity, Sansara, we doom ourselves to perpetual 
change. That which is born must die, and that which dies must be reborn. It is change evermore, a 
ceaseless series of transformations. 

But the Spiritual Man enters a new order; for him, there is no longer eternal change, but eternal Being. 
He has entered into the joy of his Lord. This spiritual birth, which makes him heir of the Everlasting, 
sets a term to change; it is the culmination, the crowning transformation, of the whole realm of change. 

34. Pure spiritual life is, therefore, the inverse resolution of the potencies of Nature, which have 
emptied themselves of their value for the Spiritual man; or it is the return of the power of pure 
Consciousness to its essential form. 

Here we have a splendid generalization, in which our wise philosopher finally reconciles the naturalists 
and the idealists, expressing the crown and end of his teaching, first in the terms of the naturalist, and 
then in the terms of the idealist. 

The birth and growth of the Spiritual Man, and his entry into his immortal heritage, may be regarded, 
says our philosopher, either as the culmination of the whole process of natural evolution and 
involution, where 'that which flowed from out the boundless deep, turns again home'; or it may be 
looked at, as the Vedantins look at it, as the restoration of pure spiritual Consciousness to its pristine 
and essential form. There is no discrepancy or conflict between these two views, which are but two 
accounts of the same thing. Therefore those who study the wise philosopher, be they naturalist or 
idealist, have no excuse to linger over dialectic subtleties or disputes. These things are lifted from their 
path, lest they should be tempted to delay over them, and they are left facing the path itself, stretching 
upward and onward from their feet to the everlasting hills, radiant with infinite Light. 
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