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Unit 2.1. The Four Paths of Yoga and Core Yogic Practices

BVoc Yoga & Naturopathy - Semester 1

Theoretical Subject 1: Basics of Yoga

Unit 2.1. The Four Paths of Yoga and Core Yogic Practices

2.1 General Introduction to the Four Paths of Yoga
(Rajayoga, Hathayoga, Mantrayoga & Layayoga)

Yoga is a family of complementary disciplines that cultivate ethical clarity, somatic stability, respiratory regulation,
sensory governance, concentrated attention, and insight. The four paths below emphasize different gateways while
sharing the same horizon of steady awareness and freedom.

2.1.1 Rajayoga (The Royal Path)

Rajayoga is the classical psychology of Yoga articulated in Patafjala Yoga Sutra. It trains the mind through the eight
limbs (astanga)—yama, niyama, asana, pranayama, pratyahara, dharana, dhyana, samadhi—so that awareness is
disentangled from mental fluctuation.

Key sutras: “gnrfysagtatRna:” (YS 1.2) — Yoga is the stilling of mind-waves.

Orientation: ethical life » posture —» breath —» senses — focused attention — effortless meditation.

Use-case: students and professionals seeking emotional regulation, concentration, and balanced action.

2.1.2 Hathayoga (The Force/Steadfast Path)

Hathayoga develops psycho-physiological tools—satkarma (cleansings), asana, pranayama, mudra, bandha, nadi-
Sodhana—to stabilize the system for meditation. Classical handbooks include Hatha Yoga Pradipika, Gheranda
Samhita, Siva Sambhita.

Orientation: body-breath-energy refinement leading to mental steadiness.

Use-case: rehabilitation, stamina, autonomic balance, and preparation for deeper meditation.

2.1.3 Mantrayoga (The Path of Sacred Sound)

Mantrayoga purifies and focuses the mind through sabda (sound)—particularly Om (pranava).

Key sources: Mandukya Upanisad 1 — “32 seaeal< 58 999 (Om is the all-pervading syllable); Yoga Stutra 1.27-28 —
“TET TG TG : | aeaTIeqa TaH 1” (Om is the expression of ISvara; repeat it and contemplate its meaning.)

Orientation: mantra-japa, listening (japa-dhyana), meaning-contemplation; harmonizes emotion and attention.
Use-case: anxiety modulation, devotional focus, accessible entry to meditation.

2.1.4 Layayoga (The Path of Dissolution/Absorption)

Layayoga dissolves mental activity into nada (inner sound) or kundalini-prana processes, culminating in
laya—absorption. Hatha texts describe nada-anusandhana (inner sound-attention) and mudra-bandha sequences as
bridges to stillness.

Orientation: subtle attention leading from prana-movement to silence.

Use-case: advanced interiorization for practitioners already grounded in ethics, posture, and breath.
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2.2 Principles of Yoga and Core Yogic Practices
(Asana, Pranayama, Satkarman, Bandha & Mudra, Dhyana)
2.2.1 Asana (Posture)

Classical touchstone: “ferg@am@1” (YS 2.46) — An asana is steady and easeful.
Asana stabilizes the musculoskeletal system, optimizes breath mechanics, and prepares the nervous system for subtle
practices. The hallmark is mindful positioning with non-violent intensity—effort sufficient to awaken, not to agitate.

Functional families with examples (illustrative):

Family Purpose Examples Typical effects
Standing & foundational Grounding, axial alignment Tadasana, Virabhadra variations Postural integrity, balance

Forward folds Parasympathetic shift, posterior Pascimottanasana, Janu Sirsasana Calming, hamstring
chain length hygiene
Backbends Ventral opening, spinal extension Bhujangasana, Setu Bandha Vitality, chest expansion

Rotational mobility, visceral Digestive tone, spinal

Twists Ardha Matsyendrasana
squeeze-release health
. . . - - . - Gait comfort, low-back
Hips & lateral lines Pelvic mobility Baddha Konasana, Trikonasana case
!nvers!ons & semi- Venous return, baroreflex training Viparita Karani, Sirsasana* Clrculgatory and focus
inversions benefits

*Advanced inversions require progressive preparation; contraindicated in uncontrolled hypertension, glaucoma, acute
cervical issues, or pregnancy (as advised).

Practice principles: neutral spine awareness, joint centration, breath-synchronized movement, symmetrical workload,
mindful exit and rest (Savasana).

2.2.2 Pranayama (Breath Regulation)

Classical touchstone: YS 2.49 — With posture established, pranayama is the pause/modulation in the flow of inhalation
and exhalation.

Pranayama refines tidal volume, rate, and rhythm, influencing autonomic balance (vagal tone) and attentional
bandwidth.

Method (basic) Description Indicative effect Gentle ratios*
Dirgha/Dirgha Long, even breaths Calms, lengthens exhale 1:1 - 1:2
Nadi-sodhana Alternate-nostril Balances arousal, focus  4-0-4-0 - 6-0-6-0
Bhramari Soft humming on exhale Soothes limbic reactivity Free breathing with hum

Ujjayi (soft) Gentle glottal narrowing Breath awareness, pacing Even inhalation-exhalation

*Ratios are indicative starting points; progress gradually and remain pain-free, panic-free, strain-free. Avoid breath holds in
pregnancy, acute cardiac/pulmonary conditions, or uncontrolled hypertension unless medically guided.

2.2.3 Satkarman (Six Purificatory Acts)

Hatha manuals describe six cleansings to remove excess, improve mucosal health, and prepare for pranayama and
meditation:

9ifa (Dhauti) cleansing of Gl/upper tract « sfeq (Basti) colonic cleansing » sfd (Neti) nasal cleansing « J1e& (Trataka)
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steady gazing « it (Nauli) abdominal churning « &uTeraTfa (Kapalabhati) cranial lightening (skull-shining) breath work.

Student perspective: in modern curricula, jala-neti and trataka are commonly taught; others require specialized
supervision. The intention is hygiene and readiness, not extremity.

2.2.4 Bandha & Mudra (Neuromyofascial Locks & Seals)
Bandhas modulate pressure systems and prana-flow; mudras integrate attention, breath, and posture.

Practice Brief description Indicative effect
Mula Bandha Gentle pelvic-floor lift Pelvic stability, upward prana cue

Abdominal lift under the ribcage (usually on

exhale/empty) Visceral massage, diaphragmatic recoil

Uddiyana Bandha

Jalandhara Bandha Chin lock with cervical elongation Carotid/baroreflex input, focus
Maha Mudra / Maha Bandha / . . o
Maha Vedha Integrated lock-seal sequences Deep steadiness, interiorization
Viparita Karani Mudra Gentle inversion seal Venous return, calming

Bandha-mudra work is incremental; correct joint stacking, breath timing, and contraindication screening (e.g.,
pregnancy, hernia, glaucoma) are essential.

2.2.5 Dhyana (Meditation)

Rajayoga culminates in dhyana—uninterrupted flow of attention—preceded by dharana (placing attention) and fulfilled
in samadhi (absorption).

Practical doorway: stable seat, soft breath, chosen support (mantra, breath, compassionate feeling), and a friendly
attitude to distraction.

Gita lens: “gica IT 34~ (BG 2.48) — Equanimity is called Yoga—the affective signature of maturing practice.

2.2.6 “Dose-Response” Snapshot (integrative)

Daily/weekly input Typical outcomes over a semester
20-30 min asana + 6-8 min breath + 5-10 min relaxation, 5 days/week Postural ease, better sleep onset, steadier mood
Add 8-12 min nadi-sodhana or bhramari, 4-5 days/week Reduced reactivity, improved study focus
Add 10-15 min seated dhyana, 4+ days/week Clarity, equanimity, sustained attention

2.3 Distinction Between Yogic Asana and Non-Yogic Physical Practices

While many movement arts build strength and mobility, yogic asana is distinguished by inner orientation, breath-led
pacing, and ethical-meditative integration.

B Non-Yogic Physical Practices (e.g.,
Dimension Yogic Asana calisthenics, competitive sport, generic
exercise)

Steadiness & ease (YS 2.46); preparation for
pranayama-dhyana

Central: movement synchronized with
smooth, mindful breathing

Primary aim Performance, metrics, external goals

Breath Often secondary to speed/intensity
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Non-Yogic Physical Practices (e.g.,
Dimension Yogic Asana calisthenics, competitive sport, generic

exercise)

Tones parasympathetic activity; cultivates Often sympathetic-dominant (arousal)

samatva
Attention style Interoceptive (felt sense), non-competitive  Exteroceptive, competitive/comparative
Sequencin From grounding — peak — neutralize - Warm-up - workload - cool-down (rest not
q 9 Savasana contemplative)
Progress markers Suallty of attention, ease, breath-posture Load lifted, speed, reps, time
armony
Ethical/reflective frame Embedded in yama-niyama Not intrinsic to the modality

Risk logic

“Minimum effective dose,” non-violence to

h Higher thresholds; performance trade-offs
tissues

Synthesis: Asana is exercise-plus—it conditions the body while tuning the breath and quieting the mind, so that
subsequent pranayama and dhyana become natural.

Unit Summary

The four paths—Rajayoga, Hathayoga, Mantrayoga, Layayoga—offer complementary gateways to the same summit:
steady awareness and freedom from sorrow. Core practices form a continuum: ethics-informed asana stabilizes the

body;

pranayama steadies the breath and the autonomic milieu; satkarman, bandha-mudra refine the terrain;

dhyana matures attention into equanimity. Yogic asana is distinguished from ordinary exercise by its breath-led,
inward, non-competitive character and its preparatory role for meditation.

Key Terms

Astanga - eight limbs of Rajayoga

Satkarman - six purificatory acts (dhauti, basti, neti, trataka, naull, kapalabhati)
Bandha/Mudra - neuromyofascial locks and psycho-energetic seals
Nadi-sodhana - alternate-nostril-balancing breath

Bhramari - humming breath technique

Nada-anusandhana - inner sound-attention (Layayoga)

Pranava (Orh) - mantra-symbol; ‘@& a=«: qua:” (YS 1.27)

Self-Assessment

MCQs

1.

Rajayoga primarily focuses on:
a) Ritual offerings b) Eight-limbed mind training c¢) Only breath retention d) Competitive fitness

. The pair that best describes Hathayoga is:

a) Logic & debate b) Cleansing-breath-mudra integration c¢) Pure devotion d) Scriptural recitation only

. Mandukya Upanisad associates ultimate significance with:

a) Fire ritual b) Om (pranava) c) Pilgrimage d) Fasting

. In Yoga Sutra 2.46, asana is described as:

a) Fast and effortful b) Steady and comfortable c) Painful but strengthening d) Aerobic by design

. A distinctive marker of yogic asana compared to generic exercise is:

a) Higher heart-rate zones b) External competition c¢) Breath-led, interoceptive pacing d) Emphasis on trophies
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Answer key: 1-b, 2-b, 3-b, 4-b, 5-c
Short Answer

1. Outline how pranayama influences the autonomic nervous system and learning readiness.
2. List the satkarman and describe when two of them are appropriate in modern practice.
3. Differentiate bandha and mudra with one example of each and their indicative effects.

Reflective Prompts

1. Design a personal 30-minute routine that integrates one element each from Rajayoga, Hathayoga, and
Mantrayoga, and explain your intention for each part.

2. Recall a recent stressful situation and describe how a breath-led asana + brief dhyana sequence might have
changed your response.

End of Unit 2.1. The Four Paths of Yoga and Core Yogic Practices
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