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THE YOGA SUTRAS
GIRINDRASEKHAR BOSE

Preface

1. The Yoga-sutras of Patanjali have been translated into
different languages. The innate tendency of the human mind to
believe in mystic and super-normal experiences has endowed the
Yoga-sutras with a peculiar interest for the general public. The
opinion that occult powers can be attained by the practice of special
physical and psychological methods has been widely current in India
from time immemorial. The Yoga-sutras give directions in general
terms how these powers may be acquired. It is not only in India,
the birth place of yoga, that eagerness to know its details is to be
noticed but in the European countries and in America also quite a
large number of people seem to be attracted to it. The interest of
the public in yoga is growing daily as will be evident from the
numerous popular works that have appeared on this subject during
the last ten years. Yogic practices as a method of physical culture
have also found favour in the eyes of many. The popular interest
has its repurcussion in the minds of learned men as well. Indian,
European and American scholars have vied with one another in
expounding the system of yoga as described by ancient Indian
writers.

2. The Yoga System of Patanjali is one of the six philosophical
disciplines that have found universal recognition in India, the other
five systems being the Purva-mimamsa of Jaimini, the Uttara-
mimamsa or the Vedamta of Badarayana, the Nyaya of Gotama,
the Vaisesika of Kanada and the Samkhya of Kappila. The philo-
sophical systems of India, unlike those of the West, are not concerned
merely with intellectual questions. All of them aim at the practical
solution of the problem of suffering and misery. Each system has its
special practices which are supposed to confer on the aspirant
eternal freedom from all sorts of pain and bondage. This state,
which is claimed to be attainable by every aspirant, if not in this
life certainly in some future birth, has been variously described as
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kaivalya or isolation, mukty or liberation, realization of self, realiza
tion of the biggest entity or brahma, etc. The Yoga Sy;tema h ;
thus a philosophical as well as a practical bearing. The final ai:
of yoga is kaivalya or isolation.
be acquired by the yogi is not to be considered as an end in itself, in
fact .such powers have been regarded by the Yoga-sutras as hindrances
to liberation. The Yoga-sutras, being a philosophical exposition
naturally contain polemics along with directions for special practices. '
3. The immense antiquity of yoga is beyond question. There
seems to have been current in India several distinct systems of yogic
practice differing in details from one another before Patanjali What
P.atanjali, the author of the Yoga-sutras, did was to prepare a ;:ompen-
dium of the yogic teachings prevalent during his time. He was
careful not to miss any useful instruction from any of the schools of
yoga. A complete system of yoga as propounded in the Suéras thus
arose out of a synthesis of the teachings of the different school. It is
therefore no wonder that the Yoga-sutras contain certain repetitions
afad it is for this reason again that the Swufras have sometimes used'
different technical terms for the same concept. The evidence of the
existe.nce of different schools of yoga is to be seen in the puranas, the
upanisads, the Bhagavadgita and some other works. '
4, There is no correct English equivalent of the term sutra
Most _of the scholars are inclined to translate sutra as ‘aphorism"
Al?hor1sm is a short pithy maxim cr a definition. The sutras are some'
thx.ng more than this. A sufra is an abridged authoritative philoso-
phical or a scientific statement. The composer of a sutra tries his
best‘to eliminate all non-essential words and letters and aims at the
maximum condensation possible. Although this leads to occasional
difficulties in arriving at the real meaning which the author intended
Fo convey in the sutra the advantage of this system of expression is
immense. In the first place the necessity of avoiding all non-essential
material will be obvious when we consider the fact that the sutras
were composed at a period when duplicators and printing machines
were unkx-mwn. As there were institutions for teaching the different
philosophical systems in those days and as the tradition of each system
was more or less continuous the interpretation of the sufras did not
crezfte .any.insurmountab]e difficulties. It seems that from the wvery
beginning interpreters and annotators have been at work to explain
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the sutras in what have been called bhysyas and tikas. It is an
advantage to the student as well as to the teacher, that the sequence
of thought in the sutras can be easily followed as one can rapidly go
through the whole course of the exposition. It is easy also to
memorize the sutras for the purpose of reference and for comparison
with relevant sutras from other systems of thought. The modern
scholar finds it indispensable to have a bibliography, an index of
reference and an alphabetical arrangement of important words at hand
before he is able to tackle any important scientific or philosophical
work : the Indian pandit on the other hand does not require these
aids as the sutras-literature can be casily scanned and even learnt by
heart. The sutras may be compared in their usefulness to the notes
that a student prepares to g0 through hurriedly for the purpose of
refreshing the memory just before his examination.

5. It is sometimcs possible to explain a group of sutras, e. g., the
Vedanta-sutras, from a variety of standpoints. If any explanation
that is offered is found to be consistent throughout and if it forras a
definite system it is regarded as a bhasyas. The different bhasyas of
the same suiras do not agree with one another. Under such
circumstances it is difficult to find out what exactly the composer of
the sutras intended to convey to his reader. This is a disadvantage
that comes out of too much condensation, or it may be that the
original authoritative material, which the sufras were derived, was
not of a homogeneous order and the composer of the sutras purposely
framed them in such a way as not to exclude the possibility of
different types of explanation corresponding to the different stand-
points of the original schools of thought.

6. Unfortunately the tradition that kept the sufras alive has
disappeared at the present time and in spite of the help that one gets
from the existing commentaries and notes one is often at a loss to get
at the real meaning of some sutras. This is particularly true with
reference to the Yoga-sutras. The Yoga-sutras abound in many
technical terms and although some of these have been explained in
the sutras themselves and some in the commentaries a few have been
left untouched. Apparently the commentators thought that the
expressions were so well-known as to need no explanation. This fact
makes it difficult for the modern reader to follow the sutras in all

places. The profusion of technieal terms in the Yoga-sutras indicates






