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An Understanding of the Nature of 

Consciousness/ Self ThroughUpaniṣadic 

Dialogue 

Dr. V Sujata Raju  

Abstract: Consciousness has been the fundamental concept of Indian philosophical 
thought. The earliest and significant analysis of the three states of consciousness is found 
in the Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka and the ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ads. Complying upon these Upanis ‹adic 
references, I would like to begin my paper with an analysis of the states of Consciousness 
in these two Upanis‹ads. The paper brings out the nature of Consciousness/Self based on 
the dialogues/ interlocution in Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka, ChÅndogya and MÅn‹d‹âkya Upanis ‹ads. 

The understanding of the nature of consciousness gets revealed from the dialectical 
enquiry between the seeker and the seer. The seer knowing the eligibility of the seeker’s 
intense desire to realize its true nature proceeds to unfold the nature of consciousness 
through the rigorous examination of the three states of Consciousness namely: wakeful, 
dream and deep sleep. Though the three states are universally experienced by all human 
beings differently but the Self/Consciousness that underlies them is unchanging in all the 
three states. The dialogues between AjÅta±atru and GÅrgya, sage YÅjñavalkya and king 
Janaka in the Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka Upanis ‹ad;between Indra and Prajāpati,UddÅlaka Ärun‹i and 
his son ÷vetaketu in ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad have been investigated for an understanding of 
the true nature of Consciousness. 

Key words:Consciousness, Self, Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka Upanis ‹ad, ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad, 

MÅn‹d‹âkyaUpanis ‹ads 

Introduction:The study of Consciousness and the examination of the three states 
of Consciousness are found in the three principal philosophical treatises viz., the 
Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka, ChÅndogya andMÅn‹d‹âkyaUpanis ‹ads. The discussion of ‘Consciousness’ 
is emphasized in these Upanis ‹adswhile explaining the real nature of the Self/ ātman. The 
ātman, though usually translated as ‘Self’ does not refer to the empirical self, the ‘I’. In 
the Upanis ‹ads both ātman and Consciousness refer to pure Consciousness, a kind of 
trans-empirical Consciousness, it is not only different from the empirical Consciousness 
but also is the source/ substratum of the latter. In the present paper, I have used the terms 
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‘Self’, ‘ātman’, ‘Brahman’, ‘Consciousness’, ‘pure Consciousness’ are synonyms. The 
Upanis ‹adic tradition holds that the Self/Consciousness is the continuously present, 
metaphysical substratum i.e., distinct from the three states namely wakeful, dream and 
deep sleep. Consciousness is non-dual, pure witness of the manifestations, alternations, 
displacement of three states of Consciousness. It is unattached and unaffected by the 
three states. The single cognition ‘I am That’ persists throughout all the states of 
Consciousness. 

Self/Consciouness in Br ‹hadÅran ‹yaka Upanis ‹ad 

Discussions about the three states of consciousness occur twice in the 
Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka Upanis ‹ad. The first one occurs in the form of a dialogue between 
AjÅta±atru and GÅrgya in the chapter two as a prelude to the discussion of 
Consciousness.AjÅta±atru asks GÅrgya a significant question: ‘where does a person 
(purus ‹a) who possesses consciousness (vijñÅnamaya) go during sleep and from where 
does he come back’? (BU II.i.16)1 

GÅrgya could not answer this question. AjÅta±atru then takes GÅrgya to a person 
who is asleep and points out that: ‘when this person/being is asleep, it (being) absorbs, at 
that time, the functions of the organs through its own consciousness, and rests in the 
Supreme Self (ÅkÅ±a) that is in the heart. When this being absorbs them, it is called 
svapiti. Then the organ of smell is absorbed, the organ of speech is absorbed, the eye is 
absorbed, the ear is absorbed, and the mind is absorbed’ (BU. II.i.17)2. The literal 
meaning of the word svapiti is ‘merged (apiti) in its own Self (svam)’. In dream, the mind 
and the senses are not restrained and a person moves as he pleases, he becomes a great 
king or a noble Brahmin as it were: or attains, as it were, high or low states. Just as a 
great king, takes his citizens with him, and moves about in his domain as he pleases, so 
does the Self takes breath etc. with him and moves about in this body as he pleases (BU. 
II.i.18)3. In deep sleep, however, a person knows nothing: he moves through the seventy-
two thousand nerves (channels) called the hitÅ and rests in the pericardium. In this state, 
one rests like a youth or a king/emperor or a Brahmin who has reached the maximum 
(atighni)of bliss(BU II.i.19)4. 

In another well-known dialogue, found in the Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka Upanis ‹ad, a brilliant 
discourse on the nature of Self/Consciousness is given by Sage YÅjñavalkya. This section 
brings out the nature of Self as the Light of all lights and this Light requires no other light 
to illumine It (svayamjyoti).  In this dialogue between YÅjñavalkya and king Janaka, the 
king desires to know the source of illumination that makes it possible for human beings 
to function in this world. YÅjñÅvalkya initially informs the king that it is the light of the 
sun. This answer, however, does not satisfy the king. He further asks: when the sun has 
set what light does a person have? YÅjñÅvalkya informs him that it is the light of moon. 
This reply does not satisfy the king either. He queries further: with the setting of the sun 
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and the moon, what light does a person have? YÅjñÅvalkya then replies: ‘it is the light of 
fire’. The king persists in questioning and asks what happens when the sun and the moon 
have both set, when the fire has gone out? YÅjñÅvalkya informs him that it is the vac or 
the word (the speech) also provides the light and enables us to perform our activities. The 
king finally asks: what is the source of light when the vac is also at rest? YÅjñÅvalkya 
replies: ‘The Self serves as his light. It is through the light of the Self that, he sits, runs 
around, does his work and returns. The Self is its own light; it is self–effulgent, it is self-
luminous’(BU IV.iii.6)5. 

YÅjñÅvalkya then goes on to describe the different states of consciousness.  In the 
waking state, a person moves and functions on account of external physical light. In this 
state, the eyes and the other organs, which are outgoing in their tendencies, are helped by the 
external light of the sun, moon etc. A person lives and moves in the world utilizing the 
physical light. So, we see that in the waking state a light extraneous to his body, which is an 
aggregate of parts, serves as the light for him. Just as a person sits, moves, goes out, works 
and returns in the waking state, even so he sits, moves, and does various activities in the 
dream state. The physical light from the sun that one is familiar in waking is absent in dream 
state. However, a person who performs various activities in dream must be helped by some 
other light. What, then, is the light for him? When a person wakes up from deep sleep, he 
remembers his sleep experience and claims that he slept in peace and knew no object. There 
must have been some light in deep sleep with the help of which a person is able to experience 
peace/happiness. Therefore, there should be some internal light operating in the dream and 
deep sleep states. The central question is ‘What is that light?’ 

Let us suppose that two persons are trekking in jungle and they get separated at a 
particular point where there is neither the sun nor the moon, not even the stars, to give 
them direction/light at that time. When one of them shouts calling the name of the other 
person, the latter hears his voice and guesses the direction from which the sound comes 
for the purpose of locating him.  Sound, which is the object of hearing, stimulates the ear, 
i.e., the auditory sense, and activates the mind of the person who hears the sound. In this 
situation, we say that speech serves as the light. One may ask: ‘How can speech be called 
a light, for it is not known to be such’? YÅjñÅvalkya answers this question. He says that, 
since a man lives and moves in the world helped by the light of speech, therefore it is a 
well-known fact that speech serves as a light. ÷aÙkara in his commentary on the text says 
that what is true of speech is equally true of other organs. The mention of the light of 
speech includes odour, etc. For, when odour and the rest also help the nose and other 
organs, a man is induced to act, or dissuaded from action, and so on. Thus, they also help 
the body and the organs (BU IV. iii. 5)6.  ÷aÙkara elucidates in his commentary on BU 
IV.iii.67 how the Self or Consciousness serves as the light. He says: By the word ‘Self’ is 
meant that light which is different from one’s body and organs, and illumines them like 
the external light provided by the sun, moon etc. but is itself not illumined by anything 



�����, 2023 
����
�� ���
��� • ISSN 2277-5854 78 

 ��� 12 �� 2  

else. A human being in the absence of all physical lights does not lose the knowledge of 
his own existence/presence. The Self is different from the body, the senses, and the mind 
etc. In fact, the physical (external) lights such as the sun, moon and fire are illumined by 
the light of the Self. If there were no Consciousness who can illumine or establish the 
presence of physical lights? All lights require Consciousness to prove their presence. The 
Self on the other hand being non-material is not illumined by any light, or by any sense 
organs like the eye etc. 

Janaka, now continuing with the discussion asks the question ‘which is the 
Self’among the organs of the individual (BU IV.iii.7)8. In other words, Janaka wants to 
know about which exactly is the self in the body which comprises of sense organs etc. 
The Self per se, is non-relational (asaÙgo hi ayaÚpurus ‹ah‹) declares YÅjñÅvalkya (BU 
IV.iii.15-16)9. One does not know its non-relational nature because of the functioning of 
the internal organ called the intellect. The ever asaÙga Self wrongly identifies itself with 
the intellect and becomes almost difficult to differentiate one from the other. 
YÅjñÅvalkya uses the significant expression, ‘vijñÅnamaya’, in his answer to Janaka’s 
question, to highlight the association of the Self with the intellect in all our cogitations. 
÷aÙkara in his commentary explains the meaning of the expression, ‘vijñÅnamaya’ and 
also thefunction of the intellect which is the adjunct or the conditioning factor of the Self. 
To quote ÷aÙkara:  

‘VijñÅnamaya’meansidentified with the intellect; the Self is so called because of 
our failure to discriminate its association with its limiting adjunct, the intellect, for it is 
perceived as associated with the intellect, as the planet Rahu is seen with the sun and the 
moon. The intellect is the instrument that helps us in everything, like a lamp set in front 
amidst darkness. It has been said, ‘it is through the mind that one sees and hears’ (BU 1. 
v.3). Every object is perceived only as associated with the light of the intellect, as objects 
in the dark are lighted up by a lamp placed in front; the other organs (such as the visual 
sense) are but the channels for the intellect (÷BonBUIV.iii.7)10.  

YÅjñÅvalkya further explains how the Self, though different from the intellect, 
assumes the likeness of the intellect. 

The intellect is that which is illumined, and the light of the Self is that which 
illumines, like light. We cannot distinguish the two because light is pure that it assumes 
the likeness of that which it illumines. When it illumines something coloured, it assumes 
the likeness of that colour. For example, when it illumines something green, blue, or red, 
it is coloured like them .Similarly the Self, illumining the intellect, illumines through it 
the entire body and organs …. Therefore, through the similarity of the intellect, the Self 
assumes the likeness of everything. Therefore, it cannot be taken apart from anything else 
like a stalk of grass from its sheath, and shown in its self-effulgent form (÷B on BU 
IV.iii.7)11. 
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Hence YÅjñÅvalkya says: ‘Assuming the likeness of the intellect,……. It thinks, as 
it were, and shakes, as it were’ (BU IV.iii.7)12. The truth is that it is devoid of agency of 
any kind, devoid of cogitations of all types. Then, how can we know its non-relational 
nature, that is to say, that it is not really connected with any object which is transcendent 
to it? Its non-relational nature becomes partially manifest as a person moves from the 
waking to the dream state, giving up everything which he claims as his own in the 
waking state. This is how YÅjñÅvalkya puts it: 

‘Being identified with dream, it transcends this world – the forms of death’ (BU 
IV.iii.7)13. 

It is difficult to understand when YÅjñÅvalkya says that the Self identifies itself 
with dream and again what are the forms of death without the help of ÷aÙkara’s lucid 
commentary. The dream objects are nothing but the modifications of the mind as in the 
case of the waking state; the Self which illumines the mind in dream becomes one with it, 
and is not experienced as separate entity. The following is ÷aÙkara’s explanation: 

The Self seems to become whatever the intellect which it resembles becomes. 
Therefore, when the intellect turns into dream, i.e., takes on the modification called 
dream, the Self also assumes the form; when the intellect wants to wake up, it too does 
that. Hence the text says: ‘Being identified with dream’, revealing the modification 
known as dream assumed by the intellect, and thereby resembling it, ‘it transcends this 
world’, i.e., the body and the sense organs, functioning in the waking state. Since the Self 
stands revealing by its own distinct light the modification known as dream assumed by 
the intellect, it must be Self-luminous, pure, and devoid of agency and action with its 
factors and results… Death has no other forms of its own; the body and the sense organs 
are its forms. Hence the Self transcends those forms of death, on which actions and their 
results depend (÷B on BU IV.iii.7)14. 

As in the case of the waking state, in dream also, the Self or Consciousness is not 
the agent of any action, but appears to be an agent when it illumines the modifications of 
the mind. The truth is that the objects which appear during waking Consciousness 
disappear in dream consciousness: similarly, those which appear in dream Consciousness 
disappear in waking consciousness. Just as the Self is not bound by the objects which it is 
conscious of through the functioning of the mind in the waking state, even so it is not 
bound by anything which it is conscious of through the modifications of the mind in 
dream; so it is able to discard and disown them when it comes back to the waking state. 
The implication here is that the Self is really non-relational though it appears to be 
relational in these states. The Upanis ‹ad also confirms this by the example of the 
mahÅmatsya the great fish (BU IV.iii.18)15. Just as a great fish swims from one bank to 
another of a river without being affected by the current of the water, even so the Self 
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moves from the waking state to dream and then back to the waking state without being 
affected or touched by the objects, gross or subtle as the case may be, in these two states. 

The principal passages of dream state have been explained in BU. IV. iii. 9-14 as 
follows: 

‘And there are only two states for that person (the individual Self): the one here in 
this world, the other in the next world. The third, the intermediate, is the dream state. 
When he is in that intermediate state, he surveys both states: this and the next world. 
Now, whatever support he may have for the next world, he provides himself with that and 
sees evils, sufferings and joys’ (BU. IV. iii. 9). 

‘And when he dreams, he takes away a little off (the impression of) this all–
embracing world (the waking state), himself makes the body unconscious, and creates a 
dream body in its place, revealing his own brightness (jyotih‹) by his own light –and he 
dreams. In this state the person becomes Self-illumined’ (BU. IV.iii.9). 

In dream one experiences all diverse phenomena of the waking state and also the 
subject–object relationship. While dreaming, the man sees the functioning of the sense 
organs and also such external lights as the sun and moon, which illumine objects in the 
waking state. Then how can it be said that in the dream state the man himself becomes 
the light? The answer given by YÅj ‹‹‹ñ‹‹avalkya’s is as follows: 

‘There are no (real) chariots, nor animals to be yoked to them, nor roads there, but 
he creates the chariots, animals, and roads. There are no pleasures in that state, no joys, 
no delights, but he creates the pleasures, joys, and delights. There are no pools, tanks, and 
rivers, but he creates the pools, tanks, and rivers. He indeed is the agent’ (BU. IV.iii.10). 
To this the following verses refer: 

‘The effulgent infinite being (purus ‹a), who travels alone, makes the body 
insensible in the dream state but himself remains awake, and taking with the luminous 
particles of the organs, watches those that are asleep. Again he comes to the waking state’ 
(BU. IV. iii.11). 

‘The effulgent infinite being (purus ‹a) who is immortal and moves alone, preserves 
the unclean nest (the body) with the help of the vital breath (prÅn‹a) and himself moves 
out of the nest. He the immortal being goes wherever he likes’ (BU. IV. iii. 12). 

‘In the dream state, the luminous one attains higher and lower states, creates many 
forms. He seems to be enjoying himself in the company of women, now as if happy with 
laughter, now as if seeing things in terror and of fear’ (BU. IV. iii.13). 

‘Everyone sees his sport, but none sees him’. ‘So one should not, they say, 
suddenly wake up a man sound asleep. Hard to cure him if he does not find the right 
organ. Others, however, say that the dream state of a man is the same as the waking state, 
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because what he sees while awake, that only he sees in dream. In the dream state the Self 
(purus ‹a) itself becomes the light’ (BU. IV.iii.14).  

In the deep sleep state consciousness passes into a state in which there are no 
dreams, no desires, and no pleasure. The Upanis ‹ad gives an example of a hawk with a 
view to show what and how we learn about the nature of the Self or Consciousness 
through the state of sleep. It says:  

As a hawk or a falcon flying in the sky becomes tired, folds its wings and goes to 
his nest to rest, the Self in this (deep sleep) state is free from pain, does not lack anything, 
and does not know anything; there are no desires, no dreams (BU IV.iii.19). All 
distinctions are lost in sleep. One knows neither what is without nor what is within. 
YÅjñÅvalkya explains this experience with the help of an analogy: just as a man, when 
embraced by his beloved wife, does not know anything within or without, even so the 
empirical Self (person), when embraced by the all-knowing Self knows nothing within or 
without. That truly is his form in which desires are all appeased, in which the Self alone 
is his desire, in which he has no desire and no sorrow to approach him. The Self sees 
nothing in sleep because it alone is. There is a perfect quietude (saÚprasanna). It is bliss 
(BU. IV.iii.21).  It is said:  

‘While one does not see anything there, one sees everything there. Seeing, one sees 
not: for there cannot be any absence of the sight of the seer, immortal as it is.There is no 
other/ second for him to see, no other distinct from him’(BU. IV.iii.23). 

In this state, though the Self does not see with the eyes, it is an undeniable seer. 
The character of seeing is intrinsic to the Self; the Self can never lose this characteristic 
just as fire cannot lose the characteristic of burning. The Self sees by its own light, it is 
the ultimate seer; there is none other for the Self to see.  The above quoted passage 
clearly brings out the nature of Self as Light meaning that the ever-present Consciousness 
which is its svarupa (nature) and not a vi±es ‹an‹a (adjective) 

÷aÙkara in his commentary on BU. III.iv.2 explains the case of seeing/vision by the 
visual sense which is supported by both the mind and consciousness. To quote ÷aÙkara: 

‘Seeing is of two kinds, ordinary and real. Ordinary seeing is a function of the mind 
as connected with the visual sense; it is an act, and as such it has a beginning and an end. 
But the seeing that belongs to the Self is like the heat and light of fire; being the very 
essence of the Witness (Self), it has neither beginning nor end. The ordinary 
seeing/vision, however, is related to the objects seen through the eye, and of course has a 
beginning. The eternal seeing of the Self is metaphorically spoken of as the witness and 
although eternally seeing, is spoken of as sometimes seeing and sometimes not 
seeing’(÷B on BU III.iv.2)16. 

In deep sleep the Self’s identity with all (sarvÅtma-bhÅva) is realized. He who 
knows thus the significance of the experience of deep sleep knows the truth. There is a 
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total loss of one’s individuality here. All individual cognitions as well as the distinctions 
of good and evil based on such cognitions are dissolved in the state of union with Self. 

‘In this state a father is not a father, a mother is not a mother, world is not world, 
gods are not gods and the Vedas are not the Vedas. In this state a thief is not a thief, a 
murderer not a murderer, an outcaste not an outcaste, a lowly born not a lowly born, a 
monk is not a monk, an ascetic is not an ascetic. He is untouched by good deeds and 
untouched by evil deeds, for he is then beyond all the sorrows of the heart’ (BU 
IV.iii.22)17. 

The Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka Upanis ‹ad in a series of passages IV.iii.23-3018
, denies the 

association of Consciousness with every activities including the knowing even though it 
continues to be an eternal Witness. It says the Witness, though seeing then, does not see; 
though smelling then, does not smell (for the smelling of the smeller is never lost); 
though tasting then, does not taste; though speaking then, does not speak; though hearing 
then, does not hear; though thinking then, does not think; though touching then, it does 
not touch; though knowing then, it does not know (for the knowing of the knower is 
never lost), because there is nothing to be seen, smelt…, and known even though its 
presence is there in the Witness. It has always the power of revelation; but there are no 
objects to be revealed by it since the mind and the organs do not function in this (deep 
sleep) state. Its paradoxical language is intended to show, by recapitulating the 
knowledge situation we are familiar with, that in deep sleep state there is no trace of 
knowledge situation whatsoever. We are able to make such a claim because of the Self 
which is the Witness to the absence of the knowledge situation.   

In BU. IV.ii.2 YÅjñÅvalkya speaksof Indha-Indra who is the person in the right 
eye. Though he is Indha, people call him by the indirect name Indra; for the gods are 
fond of indirect names and hate to be addressed directly. The person in the left eye, 
VirÅja (or VirÅta), is his wife. Their meeting place is the space within the heart (BU. 
IV.ii.3). The Self consisting of Indha and VirÅja is the eater of finer food than is the 
bodily Self. The prÅn‹as are his quarters (‘the eastern quarter is his eastern breaths; the 
southern quarter is his southern breaths’ etc). ‘This Self is That which has been described 
as ‘not this, not this’. It is imperceptible, for It is never perceived; indestructible, for It 
never decays; unattached, for It is never attached; unfettered, for It never feels pain and 
never suffers injury...’ (BU. IV.ii.4). 

÷aÙkarasees in this section of the Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka a reference to the four pÅdas of 
the Self, the first three which are non-absolute forms in the three states of consciousness, 
and the fourth which is the real Self, the Tur≠ya–Åtman. Indha or sarira–Åtman what is 
called Vi±va byGaud‹apāda and Vai±vÅnara by the MÅn‹d‹âkya Upanis ‹ad. The Self which 
eats the finer food (praviviktaharatarah) is Taijasa. The Self whose quarters are the 
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prÅn‹as (sarve prÅnah‹) is PrÅjña. What is referred to as Caturtha or TuriΩya in the 

MÅn‹d‹âkya is here indicated by the words ‘not this, not this’ (sa esa neti neti). 

We find thus an appealing account of Consciousness which lays the foundation for 
all future understanding. Consciousness is self-revealing, self-luminous, never unfolded 
by any senses but which illumines all the senses and all the physical lights. It is the 
witness whose nature is “sight” which can never be lost. Nothing can dismantle this; 
nothing can wipe it out or nothing can erase it. Consciousness is the light that illumines 
the wakeful, dream and the deep sleep; everything has a resolution (laya) in 
Consciousness but not the witness of all resolutions. This is an extra ordinary unfoldment 
on Consciousness. Herein, we see with clarity the non- intentionality of Consciousness. 

Self/Consciousness in ChÅndogyaUpanis ‹ad 

As enumerated in the ChÅndogyaUpanis ‹ad (8.7-12) there is the exposition of three 
states and the Self which remains in and through the states free from all blemishes. This 
teaching is in the form of a dialogue wherein PrajÅpati figures as the preceptor and Indra 
and Virocana as the pupils. PrajÅpati, the teacher delineates the nature of the Self thus: 
“The Self, is free from evil, free from old age, free from death, from sorrow, hunger and 
from thirst. That is to be regarded as the Self whose desires come true, and whose 
thoughts come true. That is the Self one should seek, that is the Self one should desire to 
know. He who has known this Self, has realized that Self, attains he all the worlds, his 
desires are fulfilled” (ChU 8.7.1)19. 

The gods (devas) and the demons (asuras) both heard these words, and they desired 
to know the knowledge of immortal Self. Both Indra (representing gods) and Virocana 
(representing demons or asuras) decided to approach PrajÅpati independently as envoys 
on the mission of learning from him knowledge of the Self. Being thus approached, 
PrajÅpati asked both of them to observe celibacy (brahmacarya) for a period of thirty-
two years so as to get prepared for initiation into the sacred knowledge. And at the end of 
this period of celibacy they approachedPrajÅpati for instruction about the Self. PrajÅpati 
said, “The person that is seen in the eye, that is the Self/atman, that is the immortal, that 

is the fearless, that isBrahman”. The implication of this statement is that the 
primeval/fundamental principle which is responsible for seeing and knowing is the Self. 
Indra and Virocana took “the person that one sees in the eye” to mean the image reflected 
in the eye. To confirm their understanding, they asked PrajÅpati, “But, then, Lord, who is 
this one that is perceived in water and this one that is perceived in a mirror”? PrajÅpati 
replied, “the same one, indeed, is perceived in all these” i.e., only the seer in the eye is 
the Self. From this they drew the corollary that the reflection of the body which is seen in 
media like water and mirror is the Self. When they informed PrajÅpati of what they had 
inferred from his teaching, PrajÅpati said, “Look at yourself in a pan of water; and then 
come and tell me what you do not understand of the Self” So they looked into a pan of 
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water and reported that, ‘we see, sir’ said they, ‘this entire Self of ours, a perfect likeness 
of it, down to the very hairs and nails’. 

PrajÅpati directed them to look again in the pan of water after adorning themselves, 
putting on their best cloths and cleaning themselves. They followed the instruction, 
beautified themselves, looked at their charming reflections, and went away satisfied, 
thinking that the reflection and the body which was reflected constituted the Self. 
PrajÅpati did not correct them at that stage, for he wanted to test them and give the true 
doctrine only to him that had proved his fitness through enquiry.  

Reaching back to demons(asuras), Virocana told them of the experience which 
they not only appreciated but accorded the status of being the central creed of their lives. 
“The body is the Self” he declared, “the Self (i.e., body) alone is to be worshiped here on 
earth, the Self (the body) alone is to be served. It is only by worshipping the Self here and 
serving the Self that one gains worlds, this and the next” According to him Self is the 
reflected image of the body seen in a mirror in the waking state. Thus, in view of 
Virocana, Consciousness (i.e., Self) is that which is identified with the body in the state 
of wakefulness. 

Though at first this doctrine seemed to satisfy Indra, very soon he realized its 
serious defect. “This Self” (in the shadow), he thought, ‘is well adorned when this body is 
well adorned, is well dressed when the body is well dressed, clean when the body is 
clean’. So, this (reflection in the water) will be blind when this body is blind, sick when 
this body is sick, crippled when this body is crippled, and will perish when this body 
perishes. Indra saw nothing good in this doctrine. 

Indra went back to PrajÅpati and apprised him of his difficulty. On having 
completed another course of celibacy for thirty-two years, PrajÅpati said to him, ‘He who 
moves about happy in dreams, he is the Self. That is the immortal, the fearless. That is 
Brahman’. Then Indra went away with tranquil heart. But even before he had reached the 
gods he saw this danger. ‘It is true’, he thought, ‘that when this body becomes blind, the 
Self does not become blind, when this body becomes sick, it does not become sick, when 
this body getting tainted with faults, it does not get so tainted….” Although the Self is not 
affected by the defects of the body in dreams, it is not killed when this body is killed, nor 
one-eyed when it is one-eyed, yet they kill it, as it were; they chase it, as it were. It 
becomes conscious of pain, as it were; it weeps, as it were. Indra was not satisfied in this 
doctrine too” (ChU 8. 10. 1-2)20

. Indra lived with PrajÅpati for another thirty-two years. 
Then PrajÅpati said to Indra: 

“When one is fast asleep, all composed (samasta), and serene (samprasanna), and 
knows no dreams, that is the Self, that is the immortal, the fearless, that is Brahman” (Ch 
U 8.11.1)21. 
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However, Indra himself comes to reject this view. Thus, the Upanis ‹ad says: then, 
even before reaching the gods, he (Indra), saw this danger, “In truth, this one (the Self in 
the state of deep sleep) does not exactly know, ‘I am this’. Nor does it know these beings. 
It has therefore reached utter annihilation (vinÅ±a)” Indra feels that if there are no objects 
of which we are conscious, even the subject becomes destroyed. So, Indra approached 
PrajÅpati once more. PrajÅpati asked him again to pass through another course of 
celibacy but now only for five years before he got fully prepared for receiving the final 
lesson into the real nature of Self/Consciousness. On Indra’s coming back well prepared, 
PrajÅpati told: 

“Mortal indeed, is this body, in the grip of death. But of the immortal Self, the 
bodiless, is this the abode. In the grip of pleasure and pain is surely the embodied, no 
release from these is possible for it. The unembodied these cannot touch, neither pleasure 
nor pain” (ChU. 8.121.1)22.  

The purpose of PrajÅpati’s teaching in the ChÅndogya, as of YÅjñavalkya’s 
analysis of the three avasthÅs, in the Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka, is to exhibit the true nature of the 
Self, as free from the defects due to the association with the objects of the states of 
waking, dream and sleep. 

In another dialogue in the ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad (6.8 and 6.8.1) must be considered 
in order to complete the analysis of the teachings about the state of deep sleep. Ärun‹i 
known as UddÅlaka said to his son ÷vetaketu, “Learn from me, my son, the true nature of 
sleep (svapanÅnta). When a person has entered into deep sleep, he becomes united with 
Pure Being (sat), he has gone to his own Self. That is why they say he is in deep sleep 
(svapiti); it is because he has gone (apita) to his own (svam)”.  

÷aÙkara in his commentary on 6.8.1 says: svapna is the process of seeing. anta 
means center. So, svapnÅnta (svapna-anta) means the core of the process of seeing, 
which is deep sleep. SvapnÅnta may also mean the essence of the process of dream. This 
means that man in deep sleep, attains his Self. When a mirror is taken away, the 
reflection of a therein attains, so to say, the man himself. The Supreme deity too has 
similarly ‘entered’ the mind, breath and speech as a man ‘enters’ a mirror. In this (deep 
sleep) state the Self returns to his true nature. Thus, people say that he sleeps (svapiti), 
since at that time he returns to his own Self (svam apita bhavati)23. 

During the waking state one becomes tired from various experiences in the shape of 
happiness and sorrow, attachment and aversion, delusions and other thoughts. In deep 
sleep all the senses are drawn in by the prÅn‹a (breath), which alone ‘lies awake in the 
nest of the body’. As the fatigue of the waking state can not be shaken off by any other 
means than withdrawal into one’s own Self, an analogy is given to explain that the Self in 
deep sleep realizes Brahman. 
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“Just as a bird tied to a string flies from one direction to another but, finding no 
place of rest, comes back finally to rest where it is tied, so also the mind, my son, flies 
from one direction to another but finding no place of rest comes back finally to rest in 
breath, for mind is tied to breath” (6.8.2)24 

The ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad (6.8.1) says that in the state of deep sleep the person has 
become “full” “complete” “perfected” or “serene” (sampanna), and that he has “gone to 
his own” (svamapita). The term “sampanna” is also used in ChÅndogya 8.11-12 in a way 
which clearly precludes its meaning “being” (sat). The Upanis ‹ad in 6.8.2 goes on to say 
that in the state of deep sleep the mind rests upon the breath (pran‹a), and this is clearly 
not regarded as the ultimate or highest state. Because in 6.8.6-725 it says: 

“When a man is dying, his speech merges into his mind, his mind into breath, his 
breath into fire (tejas) and fire into the highest divinity (parasyam devatayam) i.e. Being. 
That which is the finest essence that all this has as its Self. That is reality (satya). That is 
the Self. You are that (tattvam asi), ÷vetaketu”  

The ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad in 6.8, 8.6 and 8.11-12 analyze the deep sleep state 
which is internally consistent and also incompatible with the interpretation of the 
MÅn‹d‹âkya Upanis ‹ad i.e.,the deep sleep state of the Self (PrÅjña) with IΩ±vara. For it 
would appear to make no sense to associate the state in which one “does not know 
himself” and in which one has “gone to destruction” with the Omniscient, Omnipotent 
IΩ±vara which is described in 6thverse of MÅn‹d‹âkya Upanis ‹ad. According to the 
ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad, the state of deep sleep is simply one of the three states of the 
embodied Self, and not a particularly desirable one at that.26 

The names of the Self in the three states (Vi±va, Taijasa and PrÅjña)employed in 
the MÅn‹d‹âkya Upanis ‹ad and the Gaud‹apādakÅrikÅ are not found in the Br ‹hadÅran‹yaka 

andChÅndogya Upanis ‹ads; but the Upanis‹adic essence is the same. The 
ChÅndogyaUpanis ‹ad calls the Self of the waking state Åks ‹ipurus ‹a (8.7.4) or caks ‹usa-

purus ‹a (8.12.4), meaning ‘the person that is seen in the eye’. ÷aÙkara in his commentary 
on the ChÅndogya Upanis ‹ad refers to it by the terms chayÅpurus ‹a (8.12.4) and chayÅ-
Åtman (shadow- Self) as well (8.8.2). For the dream state (Taijasa) in MÅn‹d‹âkya he 
assigns the name svapnÅtman, the dream Self (8.10.1) and for PrÅjña the name 
sus ‹uptastha (8.11.1-2). The Self is the same in these three states. The ChÅndogya 

Upanis ‹ad describes the Caturtha or Tur≠ya of the MÅn‹d‹âkya as uttama purus ‹a (8.12.3), 
the supreme Self. Its nature may be well understood by realizing the significance of the 
state of deep sleep. As the ChÅndogya puts it, everyday we have this precious experience, 
without knowing its meaning, ‘as people who do not know the exact spot where a 
treasure of gold has been hidden in the earth, walk over it again and again without finding 
it, so all these creatures day after day go into the supreme Self and yet do not find it, 
because the true knowledge of the Self veiled by ignorance (8.3.2). 
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Conclusion: Thus, it has been established that Consciousness is not an object of 
knowledge, as it is free from all conditioning adjuncts (upādhis). It has neither generic 
nor specific characteristics because it is one without the a second. Self-luminosity is the 
defining principle of Consciousness. It is described in the Upaniṣads as prakāśa eka raśa, 
meaning that which has light/knowledge as its only essence. Consciousness is described 
as ‘the light of lights’(jyotisām jyotiḥ) as the ultimate presupposition of all knowledge. 

Consciousness is trans-empirical, trans-relational and beyond discourse, image and 
symbol. It is sleepless(anidram), dreamless (asvapanam), nameless, formless, ever 
effulgent and omniscient. It has neither antecedent nor consequent(apūrvam aparam), 
neither outside nor inside (abāhyam anantaram), neither birth, nor motion (ajaṁ, 

achalam). Being subtlest of the subtle, the Self/Consciousness remains ever unaffected, 
unqualified, untouched by the phenomenal universe. Consciousness is not in contact with 
objects nor is it in contact with the appearances of objects. Therefore, it is not born, nor 
things perceived by it are born.  

Consciousness is ever pure, ever conscious and ever free (nitya-śuddha-buddha-

mukta). It is peaceful (śānta), the auspicious (śiva), and the non-dual (advaita), Self. It is 
the essence of the knowledge of one’s Self (ekātmapratyasāra). Knowing the Self is like 
perceiving Consciousness in Consciousness.  
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The Significance of Sacrifice in Hinduism 

Dr. Monica Prabhakar 

Abstract 

One distinctive feature of the ancient Vedic period and the Epic Period in 
comparison to the later ages is the significance attached to sacrifice. In the Vedic times, 
men composed mantras in admiration of the various manifestations of nature. They 
deified the various spectacles of nature, and worshipped them giving the designation of 
Indra or Varuna, or Agni or the Marutas. This worship took the form of sacrifice. 
Oblationsof different kinds were made to these deities. Gradually with time and 
unfortunate invasions into the culture of India the Vedic ritualistic tradition got lost. In 
the name of Hinduism infinite divisions creeped into the social fabric of India. As a 
result, Vedic ceremonialsand sacrifices got replaced by insignificant, improper and 
unscientific practices.  The purpose of my paper is to go back in time and understand the 
significance and importance of sacrifice in the culturally vibrant Hindu Society. 

Introduction 

From the beginning of the world till today Man has always been afflicted with his 
unquenchable desires, his greed and his acquisitiveness.The materialistic attitude is the 
cause of Dukkha that has penetrated into him and like a rudderless ship he wanders not 
knowing the purpose of his life. All he needs is the correct vision to see the path of peace 
and happiness. And this he can attain by realizing that he is a dependent rational animal. 
His existence and survival are part of the social fabric and environment to which he 
belongs.  

The Ṛg Veda (X,117) statesHe who nourishes neither the god nor a friend, he who 
eats alone, accrues sin.This miserly man can never find happiness. His selfish 
accumulation is indeed his death. He gets swallowed by his own hunger. However, the 
respite comes when he turns his attention from matter to divinity. And it comes about 
through the practice of dāna or sacrifice. Dāna means giving up what is held dear for the 
sake of the divine who remains present in all, all the time. The Bhagavadgītā also says 
“The good people who eat what is left from sacrifice are released from all sins but those 
wicked people who prepare food for their own sake – verily they eat sin”(III.13) 
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Tyāga or giving up what is dear is the essence of dāna and dāna is an essential 
component of Dharma. By practicing dharma, one enjoys a complete life on the planet 
earth. The ancient Hindu scriptures have declared the significance of performing 
sacrifices as they are considered as having a divine origin.  The idea behind their 
performance is to make an appeal to the deitiesto grant the good of all-- universal good.  

The sacrificial practices are sometimes wrongly identified as violent acts against 
animals that are sacrificed. But I must clarify that animal sacrifice existed only among a 
particular cult of sacrificers called the Nirūḍhapaśubandha. TheNirūḍhapaśubandha 

yāga, however are outside the scope of my paper.  

Tyāga Embedded in the notion of Dāna 

Kaṭha Upaniṣad emphasises the importance tyāga which culminates in getting to 
that transcendent level where there is realization of the identity between atman and 
Brahman. Thisis beautifully explicated in the journey of Nachiketa from the feeling of 
remorse for what his father did and the acquisition of knowledge through his dialogue 
with Yama.  

Vājasravasa, father of Nachiketa performed a great sacrifice to attain the highest. 
The sacrifice demanded that he should distribute his possessions wholeheartedly and to 
the best of his ability to the men of wisdom. His son Nachiketa, who was about 15 or 16 
years old witnessed that his father was not doing his job honestly. He was distributing 
stuff but only that which he did not require for himself.  He was for example giving away 
cows but the ones which were old and diseased and thus of no use to anybody. Nachiketa 
realized that whole sacrifice would be fruitless if the promise of sacrifice was not kept. 
So, he went to his father and said, ‘I am your greatest possession, to whom will you give 
me?’ the father did not answer. So, he repeated the same question again and again. Now 
the father in extreme anger said, ‘I give you to Yama, to death’. Nachiketa believing what 
his father said went to pretaloka, abode of death. Yama was not there that time so 
Nachiketa waited for three days and three nights. He did not get any food to eat or 
anything to drink. And when Yama returned, he saw this young boy waiting outside his 
home.  

He was sad to see the state of Nachiketa. For if a guest remains unattended, the 
virtues and the good fortune of the host are all lost. Yama therefore asked Nachiketa to 
make three wishes so that he could retrieve his virtues and luck. In answer to this 
Nachiketa made the first wish in which he asked for his father’s peace of mind. His wish 
was granted. In his second wish Nachiketa asked Yama about that sacrifice by which 
humans could attain heaven. This wish too was granted by Yama. In his third wish 
Nachiketa wanted to know about the mystery of death. Yama did not want to answer as 
he was unsure about the mental qualifications of Nachiketa. So, he tested Nachiketa by 
giving him various kinds of temptations. He used many techniques to dissuade him from 
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asking the question of death. But ultimately, he gave in to the steadfastness of the 
spiritual seeker in Nachiketa. Yama said to him that the knowledge of what happens after 
death is far more valuable than anything in the world. And that knowledge is the 
knowledge of Brahman.  

The Upaniṣad says that Brahman cannot be known by him who is devoid of the 
strength of character or who is not careful in his thoughts and who has no spirit of tyāga 
or renunciation along with his knowledge.The Divine Self which is hidden in all beings 
can be seen only by those men of keen vision with their sharp one-pointed 
intellectthrough the mahāvākya ‘Tat Tvam Asi’ or ‘thou art that’which means there is no 
distinction between jivātma and paramātma. 

Tyāga embedded in the notion of Yajña 

Vedic religious practices differ radically from the religious practices followed by 
other religions like Buddhism, Jainism, Christianity, Islam, Judaism etc. except for 
praying and worshipping, that are common to all. However, the form of prayer and 
worship that is prescribed in the Mantras and Brahmanasof the four Vedaspertains to the 
performance of Yajña.  

Yajña comes from the root ‘yaj’ which means ‘to worship’. Although difficult to 
translate but the closest English word for it is ‘Sacrifice’. It is the act of relinquishing. It 
is aboutgiving up one’s ownership of something for the sake of gods. Yajña is either done 
on an occasion or it is performed daily, sometimes it is optional while at other times 
obligatory. The nature and value of the offering is not important. The offerings may vary 
fromelaborate ones like an animal; the juice of the Soma-plant to moderate ones like rice 
cake;pulses; mixed milk; to the modest ones like butter, flour, and milk.These offerings 
are made to a ritually lit fire. 

The ĪśāUpaniṣad begins with the announcement “the entire universe is pervaded by 
the Paramātman. One must protect oneself from attachment and enjoy everything with 
the spirit of renunciation. Only by accomplishing a Sacrifice such as the Agnihotra 
should one wish to live for a hundred years.” (1.2) What this means is that Supreme God 
resides in each and every particle of this universe. Everything belongs to Him. One eats 
what He bestows, drinks what He dispenses, uses and operates with what He provides. 
Man can enjoy the material world only by understanding that the apparent possessions 
are unreal.Wisdom lies in detachment and in yajña.Yajñaconsecratesall our consumptions 
in this world because we live with the realization that all that we eat, drink, use and 
possess are the leftovers of God. 

The Bhagavadgītā also prescribes a transformation of all our duties, social and 
moral and even our way of living into an uninterrupted inner worship and sacrifice. 
Performance of sacrifices leads to the purification of mind and body as well as the 
upliftment of inner Self which is permeated by the divine. In chapter IV Sri Kṛṣṇa 
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distinguishes four kinds of Yajña performed by people in accordance with theirsvabhāva, 
motivations, karmas, occupations, goals, and samskāras. They are: 

a. Sacrifice of one’s own wealth (DravyaYajña): In ancient times grains were 
offered in sacrifice as they signified material wealth. Offering of this material 
wealth to another meant putting āhūti in the fire and kindling it by improving the 
life of the other. 

b. Sacrifice ofausterities (Tapo Yajña): This is about sacrificing physical comforts. 
As an āhūti the sacrificer offers one’s own body. He kindles the Yajña fire by 
working tirelessly for the well-being of another. 

c. Sacrifice of breathing (Yoga Yajña): This sacrifice is superior to both the material 
and physical sacrifices. As in this sacrifice the āhūti pertains to one’s spiritual 
practice through which the sacrificer kindles the fire by facilitating the spiritual 
upliftment of another. 

d. Sacrifice of knowledge (Jñāna Yajña): This is the highest form of sacrifice. In this 
sacrifice the āhūti is ones avidyāinto the fire of wisdom. By this offering one 
attains Self-realization and radiates with bliss. Such a realized Self then works for 
the Spiritual unfoldment of others. 

In chapter VIII of the Bhagavadgītā in answer to Arjuna’s query about the truth of 
sanyāsa (renunciation) and tyāga (relinquishment), Sri Kṛṣṇa distinguishes three types of 
tyāga: sāttvika, rājasika and tāmasika. And he says that it is only the sāttvika tyāgawhich 
is about doing one’s prescribed duty simply for the sake of duty without any streak of 
attachment to the fruits is commendable. Adherence to sattvic tyāga is the trait of a true 
yogi.  

And this is the greatest contribution of the Bhagavadgītā. It propagates the idea that 
all work can become worship if the fruits of the action are dedicated to God. And in this 
idea is embedded the intention that renunciation and liberation can come from doing 
one’s socially prescribed duties with detachment. 

One may also noticethe ideaof sacrifice that is expounded in the Kauṣītakī 
Upaniṣad. In ancient times, sages in their complete and unbroken mindfulness, performed 
Agnihotra sacrifice in their own life-force inside their bodies. While speaking, they 
would offer their breath as an oblation to the Speech deity; and in their silence, they 
would offer the gift of Speech to the Breathdeity. In this way they would not spend a 
single moment without sacrifice. The Bhagavadgītā also brings home the same point as 
mentioned earlier whatever one does, whatever one eats, whatever one gives, whatever 
one strives for, offer it to God. One cannot give up actions, but one can sacrificially offer 
the results of the action to God.   
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Performance of Yajñas Rooted in Hindu Society 

The Sacrificial practice is an ecological cycle which involves the act of sacrifice 
through smoke that goes to the clouds brings rain which nourishes of the soil. Nourished 
soil produces grains and grains transform into food which sustains human beings, who 
again perform further sacrifices. This is the Vedic idea. 

As many as four hundred sacrifices are mentioned in the Vedas. Of these Aupasana 
sacrifice is prescribed for all varṇas. The fire of this sacrifice is meant to keep away all 
evil spirits and afflictions. Other sacrifices are however not mandatory for all the varṇas. 
It is important to note that not all sacrifices are to be performed by brahmins. But the 
three fires to which a brahmin is supposed to offer daily oblations are the domestic, 
theancestral and the heavenly. With the domestic,one purifies one’s food.With the 
ancestral, oneacquiesces to one’s debts to the forefathers.And with the heavenly, one 
offers gifts to the divinities.  

There is significance of fire rites for the brahmacāris also in the Vedic tradition. 
The scriptures state that the brahmacāris in the gurukul must perform fire rites daily. The 
performance of fire rites involves the collection of three faggots, already discarded by the 
tree. The three faggots represent pṛthvi (earth), dyauh (sun) and antarikṣa (cosmos).  Fire 
also has three forms namely, agni, angira and jātaveda. While offering oblations the 
brahmacāris must chant simultaneously four mantras. The first mantra is addressed to 
agni, the second and third to angira and the fourth to jātaveda. It is most appropriate 
when the brahmacāris offer oblations to the three fires with three faggots three times.    

As a matter of fact, the act of initiation also is linked to the act of performing fire 
rites. Witness:  

He (Satyakāma), having approached Haridrumata Gautama, said, ‘I shall live as a 
celibate with you, the worshipful one. Therefore, I have come to you, the venerable 
one.’…  To him he (Haridrumata Gautama) said, … ‘Fetch faggots, my boy for the fire 
rites’. Having said this, he initiated him. (Ch. UP. IV.5) 

Through these fire rites, the celibate sheds his ego before his guru and offers 
himself completely to him. The guru on his part like a mother conceives, keeps him in his 
womb until the disciple acquires knowledge. 

The three Faggots have another significance too. The first faggot represents 
sacrifice of one’s body. The pupil offers his body in the form of the first faggot into the 
fire, he in return enables himself to get enlightened about the physical realm. The second 
faggot represents sacrifice of one’s mind. When the pupil offers his mind in the form of 
the second faggot, he enables himself to get enlightened about the subtle and the mental 
realm. The third faggot represents the inner self. When the pupil offers himself in the 
form of the third faggot, he enables himself to get enlightened about the spiritual realm. 
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And thus, with these sacrifices his physical, mental and spiritual upliftment becomes 
possible. 

Conclusion 

The Vedic scriptures regard Agni, the fire god as the eternal messenger between 
human beings and divinity. Performing fire rites brings equilibrium in nature, general 
well-being and enhances the quality, value and extent of life.It is quite unfortunate that 
the western world regards the early Vedic religion as unrefined, covetous, materialistic, 
appalling, violent, animistic worship of natural forces etc. As a matter of fact, the 
principles of life, godliness and reverencefor all elements surrounding us is present in 
every layer of Vedic, Puranic and Tantric literature and practice, from antiquity to 
modernity. And there is nothing unphilosophical about the so-called polytheism and 
idolatry of the Vedic, Puranic, Tantric traditions. The worship of thousands of deitiesis 
not antitheticalto there being only one Supreme Being—ekam sat—whoenables the other 
divinities to shine.Large number of deities assure divinification of the universe, of 
omnipresence of the spark of life and consciousness even in the meanest, and the most 
material thing.Researchers in Western Universities with crooked thought process without 
themselves ever performing or participating in a Vedic prayer or a yajña arbitrarily 
imagineit to be fruitless and a sign of primitiveness. Infact, Vedic sacrifices permeate the 
life of man, starting at the stage of conception and ending in cremation. That is why 
cremation is called the last sacrifice:antyeṣṭi.The dead offers back all that it took from the 
universe—earth, water, fire, air and ether.   
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Abstract  

Wellness is a general sense of well-being in psychological and social domains - the 
opportunity to be and to do what most need and value. It is the state or condition of being 
in good psychological and social health. Psychosocial wellness (PSW) is a superordinate 
construct that includes psychological well-being, as well as social and collective well-
being. Yogic practices are known to play a significant role in the effective management 
of psychosocial illnesses (PSI). Patañjali Yoga Sūtra (PYS) provides a practical 
philosophy and applied science of life with all the necessary concomitant processes, 
tools, and techniques to enhance and develop PSW. The PYS explains the distractions of 
the mind, their symptoms, and methods to overcome them. The PSW concepts available 
in PYS offer very sound guidelines for harmonious material life and also a solid 
launching pad for higher, spiritual, transcendental life. Similarly, these concepts are 
associated with synchronizing the mind and body with the Self. The present study shows 
that the PSW concepts of PYS are holistic in nature. They may be interpreted under the 
frame of mental health and can be used in modern psychotherapeutic processes for 
managing PSI. It may be suggested that Yoga practitioners may develop these therapeutic 
aspects of PSW in curative, preventive, and promotive ways in relation to wellness. 

Keywords  

Yoga, wellness, illnesses, mental health, psychosocial domain 

Introduction 

Wellness is the state or condition of being in good physical and mental health 
whereas illness is a disease or sickness affecting the body or mind. Psychosocial wellness 
(PSW) is a superordinate construct that includes psychological well-being, as well as 
social and collective well-being.[1] The term PSW is used in this study as an umbrella 
term comprising the experience of psychological, emotional, cognitive, spiritual, 
existential, relational, familial, and social functioning of a person. In clinical practice and 
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research, the PSW is measured on the basis of the above components, and with the degree 
to which supportive care needs are experienced. Similarly, PSW is also frequently 
conceptualized and measured as a whole in terms of 'quality of life'[2], or 'health-related 
quality of life'[3]. The PSW is defined as a state of good health-related quality of life that 
is free from depression and behavioural or emotional or social problems.[4]  

Yoga practices may play a significant role in the treatment and prevention of 
psychosocial illnesses (PSI).[5] The Patañjali Yoga Sūtra (PYS)[6] provides a practical 
philosophy and applied science of life with all the necessary concomitant processes, 
tools, and techniques of PSW for the management of PSI. The PYS explains the 
distractions of the mind, their symptoms, and methods of PSW to overcome them. The 
concepts of PSW available in PYS offer very sound guidelines for harmonious material 
life and also a solid launching pad for higher, spiritual, transcendental life. These 
concepts are associated with synchronizing the mind and body with the Self. The Yoga 
practitioner can develop these concepts in curative, preventive, and promotive ways in 
relation to wellness. There are many PSW concepts available in PYS that are parallel to 
and resemble concepts that are present in psychology and sociology. The Citta as 
described in PYS is said to be comprised of the conscious, subconscious, and 
unconscious. The PYS believes that self-realization can take place only when the Citta 
Vṛttis (mental modifications) cease their activities. 

An understanding of the concept of trance in PYS was reported by Chowdhary and 
Gopinath through a thematic analysis of the book Four Chapters on Freedom by Swami 
Satyananda Saraswati.[7] Many Yoga therapists have limited training in Research Literacy 
skills, which negatively impacts inter-professional communication and collaboration, as 
well as further advancement of Yoga therapy research and practice. Therefore, it was 
proposed to include Research Literacy skills and Evidence-Informed Practice based on 
PYS in the training of Yoga therapists.[8] A theoretical-hermeneutic study was conducted, 
in which PSW concepts of PYS were interpreted from the standpoint of mental health. It 
was revealed that the values found in the texts can enrich the existing practices of Yoga 
for Primary Health Care (PHC) users (who suffer from afflictions inherent to life) by 
providing ideas and guidelines that promote a sense of liberation from suffering. Such 
values and ethical principles of PSW discussed in PYS can be incorporated into the 
discussions in PHC and psychosocial care, such as the reduction of iatrogenic disorders 
and unnecessary medication (quaternary prevention). Similarly, these concepts of PSW 
may also contribute to the stimulation of empathy and participation of users in care, with 
their subjective repositioning, multiplying autonomous ways of managing to suffer, and 
building networks of psychosocial support. Furthermore, these values of PSW discussed 
in PYS may be present in various domains of PHC, which might provide a broader 
understanding of what 'the practice of Yoga' means.[9] A descriptive review focusing on 
trends of treatments required for postoperative coronary artery bypass graft surgery 
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(CABG) patients to improve their quality of life was reported by Eraballi and Pradhan.[5] 
In this study, the sources of literary research to understand the concepts of coronary 
artery disease according to Indian scriptures were Ayurveda texts, Bhagavad Gita, and 
PYS. As per new research techniques, surgery, physiotherapy rehabilitation, and Yoga 
are serving CABG patients' medical and psychological health better.[10] Furthermore, it 
was reported that the meditation technique of PSW discussed in PYS increases the 
membrane potential of neurons and other body cells and reduces the activity of the 
amygdala and cortical areas.[11] 

Concepts of PSI in PYS 

According to PYS, the concepts of PSI are:  

1.  Antarāya (the nine obstacles or disturbances which distract and trouble the 

mind) 

 PYS lists nine obstacles or Antarāyas (PYS I/30).[6] They are (1) Vyādhi (disease), 
(2) Styāna (dullness), (3) Saṁśaya (doubt), (4) Pramāda (carelessness), (5) Ālasya 
(laziness), (6) Avirati (a highly stubborn attachment or liking), (7) Bhrāntidarśana 
(false perception), (8) Alabdhabhūmikatva (failing to attain stages of practice), and 
(9) Anavastitatva (inability to maintain). It is observed that nearly all Antarāyas 
(PSI) listed by Patañjali are due to the inherent unsteadiness of the mind which cause 
Vikṣepa (distractions) and hinder the progress of the Yogī in the practice of Dhāraṇā 
(PYS III/1), Dhyāna (PYS III/2), and Samādhi (PYS III/3). These Antarāyas are the 
nine obstacles presented as Cittavikṣepāḥ which distract and trouble the mind and 
prevent clear perception. 

2.  Vikşepasahabhuva (the accompanying symptoms of PSI) 

 The PYS deal with the five types of Vikşepasahabhuva (PYS I/31),[6] the 
accompanying symptoms of PSI: (1) Duḥkha (sorrow), (2) Daurmanasya (mental 
distress), (3) Añgamejayatva (tremor of the body), (4) Śvāsa (irregular inhalation) 
and (5) Praśvāsa (irregular exhalation). These are the symptoms of a distracted 
condition of the mind and they do not appear when the mind is calm and peaceful. 

3.  Kleśa (the root cause of all the PSI) 

 The PYS presents the concept of Kleśa, the root cause of all the PSI (PYS II/3):[6] (1) 
Avidyā-ignorance (PYS II/5), (2) Asmitā-egoism (PYS II/6), (3) Rāga-attachment 
(PYS II/7), (4) Dveṣa-aversion (PYS II/8), and (5) Abhiniveśa-clinging to life (PYS 
II/9). These are the five pains, the fivefold tie that binds us down. Avidyā 
(ignorance) is the mother of all the rest and is the only cause of all our misery. (PYS 
II/4) 
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4.  Kliṣṭa Vṛttis (painful modifications) 

 There are five classes of Vṛttis (modifications, PYS I/6),[6] some are painful (Kliṣṭa) 
and others are not painful (Akliṣṭa). They are (1) Pramāṇa (right knowledge, PYS 
I/7), (2) Viparyaya (indiscrimination, PYS I/8), (3) Vikalpa (verbal delusion, PYS 
I/9), (4) Nidrā (sleep, PYS I/10) and (5) Smṛti (memory, PYS I/11). These Kliṣṭa 
Vṛttis (Painful modifications) are also part of PSI as it is recommended to be 
controlled (PYS I/12) by Abhyāsa (practice, PYS I/13,14) and Vairāgya (non-
attachment, PYS I/15) that leads to enhancement of PSW (Tadā draṣṭuḥ svarūpe 
avasthānam- the draṣṭā or seer or Puruṣa rests in his own unmodified state, PYS I/3). 

Concepts of PSW for managing PSI in PYS  

To manage PSI effectively, Patañjali explains the following concepts of PSW in 
PYS:[6]  

1.  Abhyāsa (tatra sthitau yatno-‘bhyāsaḥ) - continuous struggle to keep the Vrttis 
perfectly restrained is practice or Abhyāsa. (PYS I/13) 

2.  Vairāgya (dr   ̥ṣṭa-anuśravika-viṣaya-vitr     ̥ṣṇasya vaśīkāra-saṁjṇā vairāgyam) - that 
effort, which comes to those who have given up their thirst after objects either seen 
or heard and which wills to control the objects, is non-attachment or Vairāgya. 
(PYS I/15) 

3.  Praṇavajapa (taj-japaḥ tad-artha-bhāvanam) - the repetition of Praṇava and 
meditating on its meaning is the way to attain Samādhi. (PYS I/28) 

4.  Eka-tattva-abhyāsaḥ - the practice of a single subject. (PYS I/32) 

5.  Cittaprasādanam - Maitrī karuṇā mudito-pekṣāṇāṁ-sukha-duḥkha puṇya-apuṇya-
viṣayāṇāṁ bhāvanātaḥ citta-prasādanam - the mind becomes peaceful 
(Cittaprasādanam) by practicing friendship over happy, kindness over unhappy, 
gladness over good and indifference over evil. (PYS I/33)  

6.  The concept of pracchardana vidhāraṇābhyāṁ vā prāṇasya - or by throwing out 
and restraining the breath. (PYS I/34) 

7.  The concept of viṣayavatī vā pravṛttiḥ utpannā manasaḥ sthiti nibandhanī - or 
by fixing the mind on a single modification generated by the sensory objects. (PYS 
I/35) 

8.  The concept of viśokā vā jyotiṣmatī - or by the meditation on the effulgent one 
which is beyond all sorrow. (PYS I/36) 

9.  The concept of vītarāga viṣayaṁ vā cittam - or by meditation on the heart that has 
given up all attachment to sense objects. (PYS I/37) 

10.  The concept of svapna nidrā jñāna ālambanaṁ vā - or by meditating on the 
knowledge that comes in sleep. (PYS I/38) 
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11.  The concept of yathābhimata dhyānāt vā - or by meditation on anything that 
appeals to one as good. (PYS I/39)  

12.  Kriyāyoga (PYS II/1) - The Yoga of action with awareness or practical Yoga 
(Kriyāyoga) is: Tapaḥ (austerity or mortification), Svādhyāya (self-study), and 
Īśvarapraṇidhāna (surrendering fruits of work to God).  

13.  Vivekakhyāti (Vivekakhyātiḥ aviplavā hānopāyaḥ) - the means of destruction of 
ignorance is the unbroken practice of discrimination. (PYS II/26) 

14.  Aṣṭāṁga Yoga: The PYS offers eight-limbed model, Aṣṭāṁga Yoga: Yama 
(Ahiṁsā, Satya, Asteya, Brahmacarya, Aparigraha), Niyama (Śauca, Saṅtoṣa, 
Tapaḥ, Svādhyāya, Īśvarapraṇidhāna), Āsana, Prāṇāyāma, Pratyāhāra, Dhāraṇā, 
Dhyāna and Samādhi. (PYS II/29) 

15.  Pratipakṣabhāvanā: It is cultivating positive thoughts every time a negative 
thought enters the mind. Pratipakṣa means opposite and Bhāvanā means 
emotion/sentiment. (PYS III/34)  

16.  Saṁyama (Trayam ekatra saṁyamaḥ) - when Dhāraṇā, Dhyāna, and Samādhi 
practiced in regard to one object is Saṁyama. (PYS III/4) 

17.  Janmauṣadhi-mantra-tapaḥ-samādhi-jāḥ siddhayaḥ - the subtler attainments 
come with birth or are attained through herbs, Mantra, austerities, or Samādhi. 
(PYS IV/1) 

18. Kaivalya: Puruṣa-artha-śūnyānāṁ guṇānāṁ-pratiprasavaḥ kaivalyaṁ svarūpa-
pratiṣṭhā vā citiśaktiriti - the ultimate goal of Yoga, the isolation of Puruṣa from 
Prakṛti. In other words, it is absolute consciousness established in its own self. 
(PYS IV/34)  

Patañjali refers Yoga as "Kriyā Yoga" (PYS II/1):[6] the "Yoga of action with 
awareness". It clearly explains how to apply Patañjali's profound philosophical and 
psychosocial teachings in everyday life, in any situation with unique methods of practice 
(Abhyāsa- PYS I/13) and non-attachment (Vairāgya- PYS I/15). Until now, many 
practitioners have treated it as a philosophical reference, and have largely ignored its 
implications for PSW. They have also ignored the fact that it is also an esoteric work and 
that only initiates, with sufficient prior experience, can grasp its deeper meaning. These 
aspects of PSW discussed in PYS may be useful to understand and apply the preventive, 
promotive, and curative aspects of Yoga in the present life. Yogic practices in the form of 
PSW as mentioned in PYS are being extensively used as therapeutic ingredients, alone or 
as adjuncts to other therapies in a variety of disorders, both physical and mental.[5,10] 
There is strong evidence to suggest that PSW concepts discussed in PYS are beneficial in 
several lifestyle disorders.[11]  
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Samādhi (one of the concepts of PSW discussed in PYS) is the altered state of 
consciousness or trance state of Yoga. Its psychosocial relevance is Sat-Cit-Ānanda: 
truth-consciousness-bliss. This relates to a different realm of experience which is possible 
to describe only by metaphors and paradoxes.[12] According to PYS, Samādhi is the goal 
of Yoga. It can be defined as the pointless point of consciousness beyond which nothing 
else remains. (Tadeva arthamātranirbhāsaṁ svarūpaśūnyam iva Samādhi, PYS III/3)[6] It 
is the deepest level of consciousness where even the sense of individuality does not 
remain. Similarly, Samādhi comes through years of training and thus is more natural and 
would involve long-term changes in the brain that can sustain the state closest to pure 
awareness and not affected by the modulations and activity of the mind. [13] 

The mental modifications (Citta Vṛttis- PYS I/6) that influence the perception of 
reality as explained in the PYS; and the PSW techniques allow access to processes below 
the threshold of awareness, which helps in the restricting of non-conscious cognitions. 

The PSW concepts described in the PYS for therapeutic benefits induce relaxation, 
which is effective in reducing anxiety. It also promotes ego strengthening through the 
repetition of positive suggestions to oneself that get embedded in the unconscious mind. 
These then exert an automatic influence on feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. This 
enhances one's self-confidence and self-worth. The PSW concepts discussed in PYS 
facilitate divergent thinking, it maximizes awareness among several levels of brain 
functioning. They have a direct impact on the focus of attention and concentration.[14] 
They also help in directing attention to wider experiences such as feelings of warmth, 
feeling happy, feeling of contentment, and a general feeling of well-being.[15] They serve 
to expand these experiences in the present, past, and future. These facilitate the 
reconstruction of dysfunctional realities. The PSW concepts discussed in PYS are holistic 
in nature. They are related to mental health promotion and can be used in modern 
psychotherapeutic processes.[16] The PSW concepts discussed in PYS are related to the 
conceptualization of consciousness, altered state of consciousness, and the therapeutic 
benefits and the therapy process.[7] The PSW concepts discussed in PYS are closely 
linked to faith and hence it makes sense to make use of the traditional therapeutic 
modalities in the modern therapeutic paradigm. [17] The PSW concepts discussed in PYS 
are aimed at reducing the modulations of the mind and removing the seeds or impressions 
in the memory which cause the mind to go into the modulations again and again. Through 
consistent practice of the PSW concepts discussed in PYS, the modulations of the mind 
get more and more restrained, which results in better concentration, an increase in joy, 
and the feeling of oneness with the world. Understanding the modulations of the mind as 
specified in the PYS can help us detect a true resting state which would be free of 
imagination, mind wandering, and other modulations. In such a state the overall default 
mode network activity would be reduced as compared to the ‘normal’ resting state and 
explicit intrinsic processing paradigms.[18] 
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The PSW concepts discussed in PYS may be interpreted under the frame of mental 
health.[9] The values found in the scripture can enrich the currently existing PSW 
practices. Similarly, Yama and Niyama (two important PSW concepts proposed by 
Patañjali) deal with the values and ethical principles that the person must establish with 
himself and with the social environment for the development of greater mental 
tranquillity. They generate transformations not only in the individual but also at the social 
level.[9] 

The concepts of Heya, Heyahetu, Hāna, and Hānopāya for enhancing PSW 

Patañjali coins four terms to enhance the PSW i.e. Heya, Heyahetu, Hāna, and 

Hānopāya.[6]  

Heya (PYS II/16): It is the pain to be removed which has not yet appeared but is 
bound to appear in the future. 

Heyahetu (PYS II/17): It is the misidentification between the ‘seer’ and ‘seen’. 
The PYS considers that our life span, family in which to be born, and enjoyment in the 
world depend upon Kleśa. This Kleśa is the root cause for the storehouse of our Karma 
(PYS II/12, 13). 

Hāna (PYS II/25): An approach to remove the pain (PSI) is possible. 

Hānopāya (Vivekakhyātiḥ aviplavā hānopāyaḥ, PYS II/26): Patañjali presents a 
method called Vivekakhyāti (the unbroken practice of discrimination and the means of 
destruction of ignorance) if followed; one can attain freedom from pain (PSI) forever.  

Relevance of PSW concept in the present life  

The concepts of PSW as discussed in PYS are beneficial in managing several 
lifestyles PSI such as depression, anxiety, psychosis, phobia, etc.[5,9,10] Many health 
practitioners are completely knowledgeable about these PSW concepts and do apply 
these aspects in their own life but very few are using these strategies for personal 
transformation. Therefore, it is highly recommended to use PSW aspects discussed in 
PYS for personal transformation. 

Conclusion 

The PSW concepts discussed in PYS are holistic in nature. They may be interpreted 
under the frame of mental health and can be used in modern psychotherapeutic processes. 
Similarly, they are related to the conceptualization of consciousness, altered state of 
consciousness, and the therapy process. Furthermore, these PSW concepts may also be 
useful in the modern therapeutic paradigm. It may be suggested that Yoga practitioners 
may develop these therapeutic aspects of PSW in curative, preventive, and promotive 
ways in relation to wellness. 
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