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The 8 Limbs of Yoga: 

Guidelines for recognition and abidance as our true Self

1. Yamas  (guidelines for cultivating harmonious relationships and environments)
The Yamas are 5 human principles that we can reflect on and if we feel inspired we could try our best to integrate them into our daily life. Try not to think of them as rules; more just as a support in cultivating healthy, loving relationships and in creating a harmonious environment around us.

Ahimsa: Non- harming. Practice of loving- kindness to ourselves and to others. Including compassionate speech.

Satya: Kind truthfulness. Being honest and truthful (in a kind way) with all aspects of ourselves, in all of our relationships and in all of our dealings. 

Asteya: Non -stealing. The practice of not taking what is not ours.

Brahmacharya: Using our energy (including sexual) in a conscious way and focusing on what is really important to us in our life.

Aparigraha: The practice of not getting overly attached to anything (apart from our true self!)

2. Niyamas  (good human qualities to bring forth to support us in our practice)

The Niyamas are 5 good qualities we could aim to cultivate. They help us to develop the right conditions for our spiritual practice, contemplation and integration.

Saucha: Cleanliness of our body (inner and outer), our mind and our environment.

Santosha: Being content with where we are in our life and with our current life situation as it is (while still performing actions that help to maintain and enhance it).
Tapas: Having a healthy, joyful discipline and strong enough willpower to remain focused in our daily enquiry and meditation practices.

Svadhyaya: Study and contemplation of spiritual teachings to support us in cultivating knowledge and awareness of our own inner life and experience of reality. Through Self enquiry we gain recognition of our own essential being, the true source of lasting peace and contentment.

Isvara Pranidhana: Trust in the knowledge that in essence we are already pure, absolute consciousness. This Niyama also involves gradually bringing our life into alignment with our understanding and the intention of our heart. It connects with the practice of selfless service (Karma Yoga).

The Yamas and the Niyamas are guidelines which offer suggestions for living a healthy and conscious life. At first we are encouraged to reflect upon them and incorporate them into our daily life and practice as and when we can and where we feel it is right for us. Over time, as our understanding deepens, we may find that the Yamas and Niyamas may become our natural intuitive preferences and spontaneous choices and actions  rather than something to which we are aspiring.
3. Asana  (physical postures)
Asanas are the postures practised in yoga. They support us in developing awareness in and beyond the physical body and for going deeper into our meditation practices. A regular sustained daily posture practice will improve our health, increase physical and emotional strength and flexibility. 

4. Pranayama  (balancing of life force energy in the body-mind)
Breathing techniques that help to purify, balance and awaken the energy or life force in the body. These have a cleansing and calming effect on our physical, emotional and mental health. They also help us to heal and transform any old pain or stress from the past associated with the belief of separation that have been held in the body. This helps to enhance our life force energy and increases awareness of our true being.

5. Pratyahara  (looking within for happiness, peace and fulfilment)
When we know for ourselves that the true source of lasting peace, joy and fulfilment is within us (actually is us) we gently move away from trying to find fulfilment externally (where it is not) and start to look within (where it is). Through the practice of meditation and self enquiry we temporarily withdraw our senses from external distractions and focus on revealing the true wealth that is already within.  This is the meaning of pratyahara. This doesn’t mean that we have to withdraw from our ordinary daily life in any kind of permanent way. On the contrary, the more fulfilment we feel from the true source within, the more we actually enjoy, appreciate and celebrate everything in our life.

6. Dharana  (concentration/ mindfulness)
This is the practice of what is now commonly known as mindfulness meditation. It is the training of our awareness to be able to remain focused and concentrated on one object, whether that be our breath, a mantra, contemplation or whatever we are presently doing. This doesn’t mean we have to try and stop thoughts or still our minds. Through developing the ability to remain present and focused, we find that the mind naturally becomes quieter, and we become more effective in our self enquiry and meditation practices.

7. Dhyana  (Self enquiry & meditation)

Concentration and self enquiry naturally leads to abiding as pure awareness itself. This is the practice of Dhyana (meditation).

8. Samadhi  (Self recognition & abidance | Happiness & Inner peace)
In Samadhi we are knowingly aware of ourselves as unbounded, pure awareness, the experience of which is lasting happiness and inner peace. This is our most basic nature and is ever- present at all times, just often clouded by the busyness of our minds, misperceptions, tensions in the body and identification with feelings of separation. This experience gradually reveals itself through the practice of the other 7 limbs. It can feel to be transitory in the beginning but, with continued practice, it becomes our experience more and more of the time, until it is ever present, effortless and lived and expressed in every moment of our daily life.

“Our true home is our own being”

Edward Harpin

