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Unit 3.4. Concept of Yogic Diet

Theoretical Subject 1: Basics of Yoga

Unit 3: Foundations of Hatha Yoga — Texts, Principles, and Practice

Unit 3.4: Concept of Yogic Diet (Ahara)

3.4.1 What is a “Yogic Diet”?

A yogic diet is not a fad menu but a discipline of eating that supports clarity of mind, steadiness of practice, and
harmony of body-breath-mind. In the Hatha tradition it is called mitahara—measured, wholesome nourishment taken
with awareness, suited to one’s constitution, season, activity, and sadhana schedule. Yogic eating is less about
prohibitions and more about quality, quantity, timing, and attitude.

Bhagavad Gita 6.17
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For one of balanced food and recreation, balanced in action, and balanced in sleep and waking, Yoga
becomes a destroyer of sorrow.

Chandogya Upanisad 7.26.2
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From purity of food arises purity of mind; from purity of mind, firm remembrance (clarity).

These touchstones frame diet as integral to mental steadiness—the very aim of Raja/Hatha Yoga.

3.4.2 Philosophical Basis: Gunas, Prana, and Food

Yoga and allied traditions read food through the lenses of the gunas—sattva (clarity, lightness), rajas (activity,
stimulation), and tamas (inertia, heaviness)—and the vitality called prana.

e Sattvic foods are fresh, naturally sweet or mild, moderately unctuous, and prana-rich; they stabilize attention
and brighten mood. Gita 17.8: “oq:@caaa R agq@s fataay=r: T&r: femyr: ferr gam: smerr: arfcastmr: 12
Foods dear to the sattvic: juicy, unctuous, stable (wholesome), heart-pleasing—promoting longevity, purity,
strength, health, happiness.

e Rajasic foods (very hot, pungent, sour, salty, excessively dry) agitate and over-stimulate, useful sparingly for
cold/sluggish states but disturbing in excess (cf. Gita 17.9).

e Tamasic foods (stale, overripe/decayed, reheated many times, devoid of freshness) dull the mind and burden
digestion (cf. Gita 17.10).

Prana is supported by freshness, seasonality, minimal processing, clean water, sunlight-grown produce, and
calm eating. The how of eating is as important as the what.
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3.4.3 Mitahara: The Four Pillars

Pillar Principle Practical expression
. Fresh, seasonal, minimally processed; mostly plant- Whole grains/millets, legumes, fresh vegetables, fruits,
Quality ) ) . g 4
forward; clean fats nuts/seeds; ghee/quality oils in moderation
.. Leave space—traditionally: ~% solids + % liquids Eat to comfortable satiety; avoid post-meal heaviness or
Quantity .
+ Y4 empty sleepiness

Main meal at midday; light early dinner; practice on a
relatively empty stomach

Sit to eat; minimal screens; chew well; stop before
fullness

Timing Align with practice and circadian rhythm

Attitude Mindful, grateful, unhurried; non-violence to self

3.4.4 Sattvic-Rajasic-Tamasic: A Practical Table

Category Typical examples Effect on practice When to emphasize / limit

Fresh fruits, soaked nuts, soaked/sprouted

legumes, whole grains/millets, steamed/sauteed Clear, calm alertness; easy Emphasize routinely; base of
veg, milk/curd/buttermilk (if suitable), ghee, tender breath daily diet

coconut, herbal infusions

Excess chilli, very sour pickles, strong coffee/tea,
Rajasic fried snacks, onions/garlic (contextual), very salty

Sattvic

Use sparingly for

Drivei&/ieatj'Can agitate; cold/sluggish states; reduce

foods light sleep near evening/practice
- . Stale/reheated multiple times, deep-fried leftovers, Dullness, inertia; Avoid/minimize; never near
Tamasic . - X
alcohol, highly processed foods, very heavy sweets breath/heaviness practice

Note: Context matters (constitution, climate, work). For some, mild onion/garlic or spices used judiciously
aid digestion without disturbing mind-state.

3.4.5 Yogic Diet and the Practice Day

Before asana/pranayama

e Practice empty or near-empty stomach: ideally 3-4 hours after a main meal; 1.5-2 hours after a light snack.

e |f needed, take a light sattvic bite 45-60 minutes prior (e.g., ¥2 banana, a few soaked raisins/almonds, warm
lemon-honey water*).
*Avoid heated honey; add to lukewarm water only.

After practice

e Rehydrate with plain water or tender coconut.
e Within 45-90 minutes: simple, warm, unhurried meal—e.g., khichdi with ghee, steamed veg, buttermilk or plant-
based probiotic; or whole-grain porridge + fruit + seeds.

Evening wind-down

e Prefer a light early dinner (soups, steamed veg + lentils/grain).
e Avoid heavy, spicy, or very sweet late-night foods that disturb sleep and next-morning breath.
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3.4.6 Designing a Sattvic Plate (lllustrative)

Component Role Examples
Whole grains/millets (Y2-%; plate) Slow energy; grounding Rice, wheat, barley, ragi, jowar, oats
Legumes/plant protein (¥ plate) Satiety, tissue repair Moong/masoor/toor, sprouts, paneer/tofu
Vegetables (Y5-Y2 plate) Micronutrients, fibre, prana 2+ cooked varieties; 1 small raw salad (daytime)
Good fats (1-2 tsp) Absorption, steadiness Ghee, sesame/groundnut/mustard oil, coconut
Fermented/probiotic (small) Gut balance Buttermilk/lassi, homemade curd, kanji
Seasonal fruit (small) Lightness, anti-oxidants Fresh, not after heavy night meals

Salt, spices, and sourness in moderation; taste should be pleasant but not over-stimulating.

3.4.7 Seasonal & Individualization Clues (Yoga-Ayurveda Interface)

e Summer/ overheating - emphasize cooling foods (cucumber, gourds, coconut water, coriander, ghee in
moderation); reduce chilli, vinegar, deep-fry.

e Winter/ low energy - include warming spices (ginger, cumin, black pepper), soups, porridge, sesame, slightly
richer fats.

o Sedentary study phase - lighter lunches (veg + millet + dal), brisk walk; avoid heavy sweets post-lunch.

e Intense physical phase - ensure adequate complex carbs and proteins; still keep meals simple and
digestible.

3.4.8 Fasting & Cleansing: The Yogic View

Yogic traditions value upavasa (fasting) as rest for the senses and gut—aids pratyahara and attention. In modern
routine:

e Gentle options: fruit-only breakfast; early dinner with 12-13 h overnight fast; one light day (soups/khichdi)
weekly.

e When to avoid/modify: pregnancy, uncontrolled diabetes, eating disorders, acute illness—seek medical
guidance.

e Intention: clarity and regulation, not punishment or display.

3.4.9 Incompatible & Unwise Combinations (Viruddhahara - practical
cautions)

Combination Why avoid (traditional rationale) Safer alternative
Milk + sour fruits/ferments Curdlings/indigestion Milk alone; fruit alone; buttermilk with meals
Milk + fish Opposing qualities Keep dairy and fish separate meals
Equal parts ghee + honey Considered incompatible Unequal proportions; use separately
Heated honey Hard-to-digest Add honey only to lukewarm liquids
Curd at night Heaviness/phlegm SPFr)eafrei:rrK;)I;lxttermiIk by day; if at night, spice lightly & use

These reflect digestive comfort and respiratory clarity, both crucial for pranayama/dhyana.
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3.4.10 Mindful Eating (Ahara-Sarhskara)

Sit to eat; a few calm breaths before the first bite.

Chew well; place the spoon down between bites.

Stop before heaviness; a short quiet post-meal sit (left-side then right-side lying briefly can aid digestion).
Offer the meal mentally (gratitude); attitude shapes assimilation.

3.4.11 Sample 7-Day Sattvic Menu (Indicative)

Day Breakfast Lunch Dinner
Warm lemon-lukewarm water; ragi Rice + moong dal tadka + mixed veg x 1 .
porridge + dates; fruit + salad + buttermilk Veg KeRdi + sautéed greens
Tue Oats + nuts/seeds + banana Jowar roti + chana masala + veg Millet upma + veg soup
Wed Poha with peanuts + coriander Rice + sambar + veg thoran :ICoeong soup + steamed veg + small
Thu Idli + coconut chutney Barley khichdi + curd (day) + salad Vegetable stew + red rice
Fri  Sprout salad + fruit (daytime) Lemon rice + mixed veg + raita Mung dal cheela + mint chutney
Sat Dalia (broken wheat) + raisins Chapati + lauki-chana + salad Tomato-carrot soup + quinoa
Sun Upma + buttermilk (day) Vegetable pulao + raita + cucumber Light khichdi + ghee; early dinner

Adjust for allergies, constitution, climate, and preferences (e.g., vegan swaps for dairy).

3.4.12 A Simple Flow (Diet —» Breath -» Mind)

Fresh, measured, timely meals
i

Easeful digestion - steady energy - clear breath
d

Calm autonomic tone - stable attention
8

Smoother asana—pranayama - deeper dhyana

Unit Summary

A yogic diet (mitahara) is a measured, mindful way of eating that cultivates sattva and supports prana. Classical
sources link food purity with mental clarity and balance with freedom from sorrow. Practically, this means fresh,
seasonal foods; moderate portions; circadian-friendly timing; and a calm attitude. Sattvic foods steady attention; rajasic
and tamasic foods are used cautiously according to context. Fasting is gentle and purposeful. Avoiding incompatible
combinations protects digestion—vital for pranayama and meditation. Above all, how we eat—gratefully, unhurriedly, and
in measure—transforms food into support for Yoga.
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Key Terms

Mitahara — measured/wholesome diet
Sattva-Rajas-Tamas — qualities of clarity-activity-inertia
Prana — vital energy; linked to freshness and breath
Viruddhahara — incompatible food combinations

Upavasa — fasting (sense-rest/digestive rest)
Ahara-Samskara — mindful preparation and attitude to food

Self-Assessment

MCQs

1. The term mitahara primarily indicates:
a) High-protein intake b) Measured, wholesome eating c¢) Zero-fat diet d) Raw-food only
2. According to Gita 6.17, Yoga becomes a destroyer of sorrow for one who'is:
a) Renouncing all activity
b) Balanced in food, recreation, action, sleep and waking
c) Fasting daily
d) Eating only once at night
3. Sattvic foods are best described as:
a) Stale, reheated, heavy
b) Very hot, very sour, over-salty
c) Fresh, mildly flavored, moderately unctuous
d) Deep-fried and sugary
4. A practical expression of quantity in yogic eating is:
a) Eat to maximum fullness
b) Skip hydration with meals
c) ~% solids + ¥ liquids + %2 space
d) Grazing all day
5. Which pairing is commonly listed under viruddhahara cautions?
a) Rice + dal
b) Milk + sour fruits/ferments
c) Vegetables + ghee
d) Whole grains + legumes

Answer key: 1-b, 2-b, 3-¢, 4-c, 5-b
Short Answer

1. Explain how food quality and eating attitude influence breath and attention during practice.
2. Outline a pre-practice and post-practice nourishment plan for a morning sadhana.
3. List three rajasic items and suggest sattvic substitutes that maintain taste but reduce agitation.

Reflective Prompt

For one week, keep a simple Ahara-Sraddha journal: what you ate, how you ate, breath/mood in practice afterward.
Identify one change that most improved your steadiness.

End of Unit 3.4: Concept of Yogic Diet
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