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Limb 1 

The 8 Limbed Path to Happiness. 

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras is the first real “how to” manual for yoga. It is a short book of less 
than 200 sutras, or “threads” that describe how to live as a yogi. The second sutra 
describes the ultimate goal of yoga: “the restraint of the modifications of the mind-
stuff is yoga.” This basically means that if you can control your mind, you control 
everything, and yoga is the discipline that helps you do that. 

The Sutras are like a teacher’s manual, and contain the description of the 8 limbed 
path, the basic yoga blueprint for getting through life and toward enlightenment. All 
forms of yoga today consider the 8 limbs to be fundamental and auxiliary. Auxiliary 
means each limb is equal and necessary. You don’t move from one to the next, 
dropping each one as you move along the path; you practice each limb 
simultaneously and continuously.   

The 8 limbs are not laws or commandments. They are guidelines for living. However, 
success with your yoga practice will be easier if you try to live according to Patanjali’s 
suggestions. Together, the first 2 limbs are similar to the 10 Commandments and the 10 
principles of Buddhism.  

Every religion on earth has these basic moral and ethical constructs; 
they are the foundation of any spiritual practice: 

“Be good and do good.” 

The First Limb is actually 5 things called “yamas”, which are the moral disciplines and 
restraints. Yamas are guidelines for the way we relate to people and things outside of 
ourselves. They lead to internal purification through moral training, and are said to be 
the hardest to master. We live in a world with plenty of easy excuses, but the simple 
truth is, if we are not working on being kind, we are not advancing spiritually.  
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The Yamas 

Ahimsa (ah-HIM-sah): Be non-violent in thought, word, and deed. Besides the obvious 
– don’t injure others physically, or with words - Ahimsa also means don’t think violent 
thoughts. Violent thoughts have serious repercussions on the mind and body. Thoughts 
pervade your entire being and are difficult to control. In yoga theory, we are energy, 
and our thoughts can be sensed on an energetic level. People sense what you are 
thinking, so learning to transform your negative thoughts is more effective than trying 
to hide them. This is equally true of the negative, violent thoughts we habitually inflict 
on ourselves. “I am fat, I am ugly, I can’t do anything right.” Ahimsa is more than simply 
not doing violence. The “ah” syllable implies the opposite of violence – to be kind, 
thoughtful and considerate in every aspect of relating to the world around us. 
Accountability and integrity make it easier to practice non-harming. If you know what 
is important to you and stick to it, or don’t promise – even to yourself – things you can’t 
deliver, you don’t get into the cycle of recrimination. 

Satya (SAHT-ya): Be truthful in thought, word and deed. Make the truth the central 
focus of life. However, don’t allow your practice of truthfulness to conflict with your 
practice of non-violence. Telling someone they are weak in their postures may be 
truthful, but if we are truly practicing non-violence, then we are also practicing 
compassion and kindness. If telling the truth will be hurtful, say nothing. 

Asteya (ah-STAY-yah): Don’t steal. Again, the syllable “ah” implies not just the 
negative of “steya” – or stealing. It is the opposite of stealing. Take nothing that does 
not belong to you. This is not simply about shoplifting and robbing banks. This means 
not taking credit for someone else’s work. It means not interrupting or stealing another 
person’s center of attention. Not taking advantage of another person who has 
entrusted something to you. Not doing something for your child and stealing his 
chance to do it for himself. It includes ALL forms of gossip, no matter how “well 
meaning.” It also means non-coveting. Yearning for things you don’t have is a form of 
stealing; having more than you need is stealing from those who have less. Practicing 
this concept gives us freedom from the bondage of cravings for things in the material 
world, which also applies to the fourth yama, Bramhacharya. 

Bramhacharya (BRAH-mah-CHAR-yah): Practice abstinence and virtue. The word 
means, “to control the movement of truth.” Lust, desire, and cravings for the trappings 
of the material world – sex, power, chocolate, or fancy yoga pants - are aspects that 
obscure the truth. This doesn’t mean no sex. Yoga culture believes 1 of the 4 major 
stages of life is “householder” – taking a spouse and raising children. It simply means 
don’t get lost from the path toward truthfulness by sexual distraction, or any other 
addictive distraction. Don’t give in to every moment of wanting. Developing the 
strength to control our lusts and desires helps us to see the truth more clearly. At the 
heart of this yama is a restraint from desire itself. No matter its object, desire keeps us 
from seeing the truth. To master our desires is to gain self-awareness. 
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Aparigraha (ah-PAR-ree-GRAH-hah): Don’t be greedy; it brings only emptiness. That is 
the feeling we have after a little shopping spree for things we don’t need. It’s the 
realization that the “thing” we had to have doesn’t measure up to the wanting we felt 
before we had it. Non-greed means living simply within our means, acquiring only the 
tools we need to achieve our goals, not being tied down by so much stuff. This yama 
includes taking more than we have earned, having too many possessions, 
unnecessary thoughts, too much talking, not enough listening, envy and jealousy of 
others, taking center-stage all the time and ignoring the value of others around you. 
All are forms of greed. Remember that taking unearned rewards comes with 
obligations that may be difficult to repay. 

Assignment 
When you read about each of the yamas, what pops up in you? List a couple of 
thought patterns or actions that are obstacles for you now. 

Focus on the yamas in your daily life. Try to notice when you fall into a pattern of 
harmful thoughts or actions, when you lie or steal; pay attention to your desires. Can 
you change the thought? Detach from the desire? Everything is possible with practice. 
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