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The study of human consciousness and the systematic transcendence of the mind find their most authoritative 

expression in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. Among the myriad of interpretations available to the modern scholar, 

Swami Satyananda Saraswati’s Four Chapters on Freedom stands as a definitive technical manual. This text 

provides not just a translation, but a deep-dive commentary into the 196 aphorisms (sutras) that constitute the 

bedrock of Raja Yoga. By bridging the gap between ancient Sanskrit metaphysics and modern psychological 

frameworks, this work offers a structured methodology for achieving Kaivalya, or absolute liberation.

The Structural Framework of the Yoga Sutras

The Yoga Sutras are organized into four distinct sections, or Padas, each addressing a specific stage of the

practitioner's journey. Understanding the hierarchy of these chapters is essential for grasping the holistic

engineering of the consciousness that Patanjali proposes. The text is not merely a philosophical treatise; it is a

procedural document designed to be applied through rigorous practice (Abhyasa) and detachment (Vairagya).

1. Samadhi Pada: The Psychology of Consciousness

The first chapter focuses on the definition of Yoga and the nature of the mind. Patanjali defines Yoga as "Yogas 

chitta vritti nirodhah"—the cessation of the modifications of the mind. From a technical perspective, this involves 

the stabilization of the Chitta (the collective mind-stuff) into a state of equilibrium. Swami Satyananda emphasizes 

that the Vrittis (mental fluctuations) are not merely thoughts but energy patterns that obscure the true nature of the 

Purusha (the Seer or pure consciousness).

2. Sadhana Pada: The Methodology of Practice

This chapter serves as the operational guide for the seeker. It introduces Kriya Yoga  (the yoga of action) and 

Ashtanga Yoga  (the eight-fold path). The focus here is on the systematic removal of the Kleshas(afflictions) that

bind the individual to the cycle of suffering. The technical objective is to refine the instrument of the body and mind

to withstand the higher frequencies of spiritual energy.

3. Vibhuti Pada: The Expansion of Psychic Power

The third chapter details the internal limbs of Yoga—Dharana (concentration), Dhyana (meditation), and Samadhi 

(absorption). When these three are applied simultaneously to an object, the process is called Samyama. The text 

describes various Siddhis(extraordinary powers) that arise from this practice. Swami Satyananda warns that while

these powers are metrics of progress, they are also potential distractions from the ultimate goal of freedom.

4. Kaivalya Pada: The State of Absolute Liberation

The final chapter explores the philosophical implications of liberation. It discusses the nature of time, space, and 

the mechanism of karma. It explains how the Gunas(the three qualities of nature: Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas) finally

recede into their source, leaving the Purusha in its pristine state of isolation (Kaivalya).

Technical Analysis of the Chitta Vrittis



To master the mind, one must first classify its movements. Patanjali identifies five primary categories of Vrittis, 

which can be either Klishta (painful/afflicting) or Aklishta(non-painful/non-afflicting). This classification is critical for

the practitioner to distinguish between constructive mental processes and those that generate further bondage.



Vritti Type Sanskrit Term Technical Definition Cognitive Function

Right Knowledge Pramana Accurate perception based 
on direct observation, 
inference, or testimony.

Validation of external 
reality and logic.

Wrong Knowledge Viparyaya Misconception or false 
understanding not based 
on the actual form of the 
object.

Cognitive dissonance and 
error.

Imagination Vikalpa Mental constructs based 
on words without a 
corresponding physical 
object.

Conceptualization and 
abstract thought.

Sleep Nidra The mental modification 
that relies on the absence 
of content.

Unconscious processing 
and rest.

Memory Smriti The retention and retrieval 
of past experiences without 
alteration.

Neural recall and pattern 
recognition.

Core Mechanics of Ashtanga Yoga

The Ashtanga Yoga  system outlined in the Sadhana Padais a comprehensive protocol for psychophysiological

transformation. It is structured to move from the external environment to the innermost core of the individual. This

progression can be analyzed as a series of constraints and optimizations applied to the human system.

The External Limbs (Bahiranga Yoga)

•  Yama: Ethical constraints (Ahimsa, Satya, Asteya, Brahmacharya, Aparigraha) that optimize social 

interactions and prevent psychic energy leaks.

•  Niyama: Internal observances (Saucha, Santosha, Tapas, Svadhyaya, Ishvara Pranidhana) that cultivate 

personal discipline and purify the subconscious.

•  Asana: Physical postures designed to create a stable and comfortable seat for meditation, balancing the 

nervous system.

•  Pranayama: The regulation of Prana (vital energy) through breath control, which directly influences the state 

of the mind.

•  Pratyahara: The withdrawal of the senses from external objects, bridging the gap between external and 

internal practices.

The Internal Limbs (Antaranga Yoga)

The transition to the internal limbs marks the beginning of the higher meditative states. Here, the practitioner works 

directly with the Drashta (the Observer).

1.  Dharana: Fixing the mind on a single point or object. This is the first stage of focusing the scattered energy of 

the Vrittis.

2.  Dhyana: An uninterrupted flow of awareness toward the object of concentration. The distinction between the 

observer and the object begins to blur.

3.  Samadhi: The state where the object of meditation shines forth alone, as if the mind were empty of its own 



form.

The Five Kleshas: Mechanisms of Affliction

According to Swami Satyananda’s commentary, the root cause of human suffering lies in the Kleshas. These are

innate psychological afflictions that drive the cycle of Karma. Identifying and neutralizing these afflictions is the

primary objective of Kriya Yoga.



Klesha Sanskrit Name Operational Mechanism

Ignorance Avidya The foundational error of mistaking 
the non-eternal for the eternal, the 
impure for the pure.

Egoism Asmita The identification of the power of 
consciousness (Purusha) with the 
instrument of perception (Chitta).

Attachment Raga The habitual longing for pleasurable 
experiences and the environments 
that produce them.

Aversion Dvesha The habitual repulsion from painful 
experiences and the environments 
that produce them.

Clinging to Life Abhinivesha The instinctive fear of death and the 
desire for self-preservation, rooted in 
deep-seated samskaras.

Practical Implementation: The Path to Samadhi

Implementing the teachings found in Four Chapters on Freedom requires a systematic approach. The transition 

from a state of mental chaos (Kshipta) to a state of one-pointedness (Ekagra) is achieved through a specific

technical workflow.

Phase 1: Stabilization (Kriya Yoga)

The beginner starts with Kriya Yoga: Tapas (austerity), Svadhyaya (self-study), and Ishvara Pranidhana

(surrender). This reduces the grossness of the Kleshas. Tapas involves physical and mental practices that build

willpower and burn off impurities. Svadhyaya involves the study of sacred texts and the monitoring of one's own

thoughts. Ishvara Pranidhana is the alignment of the individual will with the universal consciousness, which reduces

the friction caused by the ego.

Phase 2: Formalization (Ashtanga)

The practitioner then integrates the eight limbs. The first five limbs are preparatory. For example, Pranayama is 

used to regulate the autonomic nervous system, moving the practitioner from a sympathetic (fight/flight) state to a 

parasympathetic (rest/digest) state, which is conducive to meditation. Pratyaharais the critical technical gate—it is

the moment when the sensory inputs are decoupled from the internal processing units.

Phase 3: Deep Concentration (Samyama)

Once the senses are withdrawn, the mind is directed toward Dharana. The technical challenge here is distraction. 

Patanjali provides several methods for stabilizing the mind, such as meditating on the breath, on a light, or on the 

feeling of "Om." When Dharana becomes effortless, it matures into Dhyana. Eventually, the mind enters Samadhi,

where the subjective identity of the practitioner is temporarily suspended, and the essence of the object is known

directly.

Field Guide to Overcoming Obstacles (Antarayas)



The journey toward freedom is not linear. Patanjali identifies nine Antarayas(obstacles) that manifest as mental

distractions. Recognition of these obstacles is the first step in troubleshooting the meditative process.

•  Vyadhi: Physical illness or disease that disrupts practice.

•  Styana: Mental laziness or lack of inclination toward spiritual work.

•  Samshaya: Doubt or indecision regarding the efficacy of the practice or one's own capability.

•  Pramada: Carelessness or negligence in following the prescribed discipline.

•  Alasya: Physical heaviness or lethargy (excess Tamas).

•  Avirati: Lack of control over sensory desires; slipping back into old habits.

•  Bhranti Darshana: False perception or hallucination; believing one has achieved a level of progress that is not 

real.

•  Alabdha-bhumikatva: The inability to attain a particular stage of concentration despite effort.

•  Anavasthitatva: The inability to maintain a state of concentration once it has been reached.

Solution: Patanjali suggests the practice of Eka-Tattva Abhyasa (concentration on a single principle) and the 

cultivation of Maitri (friendliness), Karuna (compassion), Mudita (gladness), and Upekshanam(indifference) toward

pleasure, pain, virtue, and vice respectively to stabilize the mind-stuff.

Comparing Samadhi States: Sabija vs. Nirbija

A critical technical distinction in the Samadhi Pada is between Sabija Samadhi (Samadhi with seed) and Nirbija 

Samadhi(Samadhi without seed). This distinction determines whether the practitioner is merely in a state of deep

absorption or has reached the ultimate state of liberation.



Feature Sabija Samadhi (Seed) Nirbija Samadhi (Seedless)

Object of Focus Relies on a gross or subtle object 
(e.g., sound, light, concept).

No object; awareness is resting in its 
own nature.

Samskaras (Impressions) Latent impressions still exist and can 
cause a return to normal 
consciousness.

All latent impressions are burned or 
neutralized.

State of Mind Highly concentrated and refined, but 
still a mental modification.

Transcendence of the mind entirely; 
the Chitta dissolves.

Result Knowledge of the subtle laws of 
nature and psychic powers.

Kaivalya; absolute freedom from the 
cycle of birth and death.

The Role of the Bihar School of Yoga Commentary

Swami Satyananda Saraswati, the founder of the Bihar School of Yoga, brings a unique perspective to the Yoga 

Sutras. Unlike purely academic commentaries, his approach is deeply rooted in Tantric and Practicalyoga. He

views the sutras as a map of the human psyche. His commentary provides the "how-to" for modern individuals who

are often overwhelmed by sensory stimuli and intellectual clutter.

The text Four Chapters on Freedom is particularly valued for its clear transliteration and word-for-word translation, 

which allows the reader to engage directly with the Sanskrit vibration. However, the real value lies in the extended 

commentary that explains how a sutra written thousands of years ago applies to the psychological stresses of the 

21st century. Satyananda’s explanation of Vairagya(dispassion), for instance, is not about running away from the

world, but about developing a "mature perspective" where the mind is no longer enslaved by its own preferences.

Psychological Parallels and Scientific Synthesis

Modern cognitive science and psychology are increasingly finding parallels with Patanjali’s framework. The concept 

of Neuroplasticity aligns with the idea of Samskaras (mental grooves). By repeatedly practicing a specific state of 

focus (Dhyana), the practitioner is essentially rewiring the neural pathways of the brain. The cessation of the Vrittis

can be viewed as the reduction of the "Default Mode Network" (DMN) activity, a phenomenon observed in

advanced meditators using fMRI technology.

Furthermore, the Kleshas map closely to the evolutionary biological drives for survival and reproduction. Raga and 

Dveshaare the reward and punishment circuits of the brain. By practicing Yoga, an individual learns to intervene in

these automatic feedback loops, moving from a stimulus-response mode of living to a state of conscious action.

Synthesizing the Path to Liberation

The journey through the four chapters concludes with the realization that the mind, though a brilliant tool, is 

fundamentally different from the consciousness that perceives through it. The liberation described in Four Chapters 

on Freedom is not a mystical destination but a functional shift in reality. It is the moment when the Gunas(the

building blocks of nature) stop performing for the Purusha, and the observer realizes it was never actually bound by

the play of the mind.

For the technical practitioner, this text serves as an audit of the self. By systematically working through the 196



sutras, one cleanses the instrument of perception, removes the historical baggage of the subconscious, and

optimizes the human system for the highest possible state of being. The freedom promised by Patanjali is the

freedom from the limitation of being merely a biological machine, opening the door to a state of being that is

eternal, conscious, and blissful (Sat-Chit-Ananda).

In conclusion, the study of Four Chapters on Freedomis more than an intellectual exercise; it is an engineering

project for the soul. By adhering to the precise instructions of Patanjali and the practical insights of Swami

Satyananda, the seeker can navigate the complexities of the mind and emerge into the light of pure awareness.

The text remains an indispensable resource for anyone serious about understanding the mechanics of human

consciousness and the potential for total psychological liberation.
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