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SUTRA 2:3  

अिव$ाि'ताराग+ेषािभिनवेशाः 5ेशाः ||३||  

avidyāsmitārāgadveṣābhiniveśāḥ kleśāḥ ||3||  

avidyā, ignorance; asmitā, false sense of self-identity; rāga, attachment; dveṣa, aversion; 
abhiniveśāḥ, fear of death; kleśāḥ, afflictions  

Ignorance, false sense of self-identity, attachment, aversion, and fear of death 

are the afflictions. 

The five afflictions—ignorance, false sense of self-identity, attachment, aversion, and 
fear of death—are the ultimate source of our sorrow. All five are well established in our 
mind. As long as we are in their grip we will inevitably experience one or more of the nine 
obstacles: disease, mental inertia, doubt, carelessness, sloth, inability to withdraw from 
sense cravings, clinging to misunderstanding, inability to reach samadhi, and inability to 
retain samadhi (YS 1:30). These obstacles breed pain, mental agitation, unsteadiness in 
our limbs and organs, and disturbances in our inhalation and exhalation (YS 1:31). The 
nine obstacles and five debilitating conditions accompanying them engulf us in shoka, 
sorrow and grief saturated with worry, fear, and a sense of powerlessness. The entire 
range of sorrow—from disease to a crippling sense of powerlessness—originates in the 
kleshas, the five afflictions, and is sustained by them.  

The subtlest and the most potent affliction is avidya, ignorance. We know nothing 
about the intelligence that constitutes our core being, yet we identify ourselves as the 
proprietor of intelligence—that is avidya. Our unwillingness to explore ourselves as a force 
of intelligence, and our strong desire to maintain our ownership of that intelligence, is 
avidya. From time immemorial we have been nurturing the samskara of our unwillingness 
to discover our true identity and striving to preserve the identity we believe to be true. 
Avidya is the subtlest and most deeply seated of all our mental impressions—no other 
samskara is as strong. Asmita, the discrete sense of I-am-ness; raga, attachment to that 
which pleases us; dvesha, aversion to that which displeases us; and abhinivesha, the fear 
of losing our possessions—most importantly, our self-identity—are all extensions of 
avidya.  

We are made of the basic constituents of primordial nature—sattva, rajas, and tamas. 
These are the gunas, the fundamental principles of light, movement, and inertia, 
respectively. Their mutually supportive functions have made us what we are today 
(Sankhya Karika 13). Sattva keeps the higher purpose of life in full view of our 
consciousness. Because of sattva, we are intuitive, perceptive, and discerning. Rajas feeds 
our attachment to worldly objects—we want to possess and consume. Because of rajas, 
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we are ambitious and active. Tamas makes us slothful, uninspired, and fatalistic. Because 
of tamas, we feel dull and confused.  

The awakening of the five afflictions brings a fourfold result: it accelerates the powers 
of the three gunas—sattva, rajas, and tamas; it lays the foundation for change; it connects 
the currents of cause and effect; and it brings our actions to fruition (Vyasa on 2:3).  

Which guna will be energized when the afflictions awaken, and to what degree, 
depends on the nature of our afflictions. In other words, our afflictions stir the basic 
constituents of our mind, awakening some desires and repressing others.  

As soon as our afflictions stir the basic constituents of our mind, an atmosphere of 
excitement is created. We are filled with a desire either to take an action or to refrain from 
it. We are aware of our intention. We make a decision and that decision is in conformity 
with our afflictions.  

In response to our intention and the willpower invested in materializing it, the forces of 
cause and effect begin to connect. The intelligence that pervades every nook and cranny 
of our mind connects the chain of cause and effect and arranges it in proper sequence, 
thus setting the stage for our previous actions to bear fruit. The process of deciding to 
achieve our goal and gathering the forces of our will and determination to materialize 
what we have decided to achieve is extremely subtle. As we have seen, avidya is our 
subtlest and most potent samskara. Once it is stirred, the three forces of nature—sattva, 
rajas, and tamas—are awakened. This awakening lays the foundation for change in both 
the inner and outer worlds. The subtle forces of our mind and senses and the tanmatras, 
the essential properties of matter, automatically begin to arrange the chain of cause and 
effect in the proper sequence.  

At this stage, the samskaras relevant to achieving our goal have become fully active. 
Under the influence of these fully awakened and active samskaras, we are determined to 
achieve our goal and are convinced of the urgency. The samskaras that make this goal so 
urgent and compelling have momentarily suppressed other samskaras that could have 
made us doubt the urgency of this goal. Our actions are fully aligned with our samskaras, 
and in response, all our faculties—ego, intellect, senses, brain, and nervous system—are 
suffused with the power of action. We employ all our resources to succeed.  

Now all five afflictions are working in concert. Ignorance, the false sense of self-
identity, attachment, aversion, and fear begin feeding each other and consuming us. At 
this point our karma vipaka, karmic fruition, emerges. Because the process of karmic 
fruition is extremely subtle, we call it destiny, but destiny is actually the creation of our 
mind working under the influence of the afflictions. The afflictions themselves are the 
creation of the mind. Even though it is painful at the core, our attachment to those 
afflictions is as strong as a stingy person’s attachment to his wealth.  

If the five afflictions are so well established in each of our minds, why do they not 
affect all of us equally? Furthermore, why at various times and places are we more 
affected by one affliction than another? Patanjali answers this question in the next sutra. 
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SUTRA 2-4  

अिव$ा 7े8मु;रषेा ं=सु?तनुिविABोदाराणाम ्||४||  

avidyā kṣetramuttareṣām prasuptatanuvicchinnodārāṇām ||4||  

avidyā, ignorance; false understanding; kṣetram, field; uttareṣām, in regard to upcoming 
ones; prasupta, dormant; tanu, attenuated; vicchinna, disjointed; udārāṇām, in regard to 
those that are already active  

Ignorance is the ground for the remaining afflictions, whether they are 

dormant, attenuated, disjointed, or active. 

Ignorance, false sense of self-identity, attachment, aversion, and fear afflict us with 
sorrow and pain. Avidya—ignorance—is the breeding ground for the other four afflictions. 
Simply put, avidya is our unfamiliarity with ourselves. The deepest groove in our mind is 
our lack of awareness of who and what we are. Our mind is fully colored by the deep 
impression of our unawareness of our true identity—we are accustomed to seeing 
ourselves through this lens. This lack of self-awareness is avidya.  

Rooted deeply in our mind, avidya negates our awareness of who we truly are while 
making us believe we are the owners of our body, mind, and senses, as well as of what we 
hear, touch, see, taste, and smell. As this avidya-driven belief becomes firmly established, 
we identify with our body, mind, and senses and with sensory objects. This false sense of 
self-identity is asmita. The difference between avidya and asmita is subtle. In tandem, they 
claim to be atman, the soul. This is the beginning of bondage.  

The grip of bondage tightens when raga, attachment, dvesha, aversion, and 
abhinivesha, fear of death, join avidya and asmita. Our expansive quality shrinks, our 
comprehension becomes clouded, and our power of discernment plummets. Our priority 
becomes complying with the cravings of our body, mind, and senses. Life begins to 
revolve around what we fear most. We become so preoccupied with the chain of pleasant 
and unpleasant events that we have no energy to conceive of a reality beyond our day-to-
day existence. The world of success and failure, loss and gain, honor and insult, fame and 
humiliation is now our only reality. Blinded by the mysterious forces of avidya and the 
other four afflictions, we grope our way through life, hoping to find lasting fulfillment and 
ultimate freedom. This journey leads us nowhere.  

The afflictions exist in four different states: prasupta, dormant, tanu, attenuated, 
vicchinna, disjointed, and udara, fully active. Vyasa elaborates on these four states within 
the context of yoga sadhana and demonstrates how they correspond to different levels of 
yogic achievement.  

In the case of yogis who have achieved viveka khyati, intuitive knowledge 
characterized by clear understanding, the afflictions are prasupta, dormant. Like roasted 
seeds, they have no power to germinate. These yogis have reached dharma megha 
samadhi and beyond (YS 1:50–51). In these higher states of samadhi, the afflictions have 
been rendered so inert they no longer have the capacity to perform the four functions 
Vyasa describes in the previous sutra: accelerating the powers of sattva, rajas, and tamas; 
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laying the foundation for change; connecting the currents of cause and effect; and 
bringing our actions to fruition. For all intents and purposes, the afflictions are dead.  

Afflictions are tanu, attenuated, in those who are actively engaged in yoga sadhana 
and have wholeheartedly applied the principle of pratipaksha bhavana, replacing 
afflicting thoughts and feelings with those of an opposite nature (YS 2:33). In their case, 
the afflictions are so weak that even in the presence of circumstances conducive to their 
awakening, they remain inactive. A yogi whose afflictions are attenuated can clearly see 
their presence in their subtle form in her mind. She can also see that they have the 
potential to induce the mind and senses to conform to their demands. But through 
sadhana, the yogi has developed the capacity to subdue these attenuated afflictions and 
prevent them from influencing her mind and senses.  

Afflictions are vicchinna, disjointed, in those who have momentarily subdued some of 
the afflictions through their yoga sadhana. The other afflictions and the mental turmoil 
and physical conditions they engender remain fully active. In fact, the dominance of a fully 
active affliction gives the appearance that the others are weak or dormant. For example, 
the dominance of anger may give the impression that the seeker is free from afflictions 
that cause depression or hopelessness. Similarly, in the presence of aversion, attachment 
seems to be absent. In short, the afflictions that seem to have disappeared are simply 
waiting their turn to manifest.  

Afflictions are udara, fully active, in the case of those just beginning their yoga 
sadhana. These seekers know they have a disturbed, scattered, and confused mind. They 
know they are suffering from inertia, laziness, and procrastination. They are making an 
effort to subdue their disturbed, stupefied, or distracted mind in favor of a mind that is 
clear, calm, and focused. They are sincerely trying to adopt a healthy and spiritually 
rewarding yogic lifestyle. And yet as soon as external circumstances trigger one of the 
afflictions, they fall from the path of their yoga sadhana. They are easily agitated because 
they are not yet strong enough to withstand the force of the afflictions. Seekers with fully 
active afflictions need willpower, determination, tapas, svadhyaya, Ishvara pranidhana, 
and a custom-designed practice. As we saw in sutra 2:1, this is what Patanjali calls kriya 
yoga, a method of practice that gradually attenuates the afflictions and helps us reach 
samadhi.  

By describing the four states of affliction, Patanjali is addressing the pain and sorrow 
of all human beings, whether or not they have heard of yoga or regard themselves as yoga 
practitioners. We are all striving to achieve happiness. Here Patanjali helps each of us 
assess where we stand in our quest for fulfillment and freedom—and what we must do to 
reach our goal.  

In order to understand how the various states of affliction apply to everyone, it is 
helpful to examine them in reverse order. Patanjali lists them from top down—dormant to 
fully active—an order applicable to those familiar with the philosophy and metaphysics of 
yoga and who aspire to nothing less than samadhi. But when we study these states from 
bottom up—from fully active to disjointed, attenuated, and finally completely dormant—
we can see their practical application in day-to-day life.  
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Most of us are deeply entrenched in the state in which the afflictions are fully active 
(udara). For example, when we are caught in a particular train of thought and cannot 
extricate ourselves, we are in the grip of attachment, aversion, and fear. When anger 
lingers on and on and we are unable to let it go and forgive, we are suffering from asmita, 
a deep and distorted sense of self-identity. Similarly, prolonged depression, grief, sadness, 
and hopelessness are rooted in one or more of the afflictions and supported by the others. 
Our inability to rise above these mental conditions is a sure sign that the afflictions causing 
them are quite active. This is the situation most of us find ourselves in—we are trying to 
live a healthy, happy, and peaceful life in a disturbing mental environment.  

Deep down we know life is precious and we must not waste it. We know our mind and 
body are our most precious wealth. We also know we have the tools and means for 
acquiring perfect health and a joyful mind. This realization may be thickly veiled, but it 
remains ever present. That is why we aspire to achieve better health, greater wealth, 
more peace and happiness. In the midst of fully active afflictions—which are stirring the 
currents of fear, doubt, attachment, desire, aversion, anger, grief, and guilt—we are trying 
to find lasting fulfillment and freedom. At some point, we realize that if we are to succeed, 
we must acquire a clear, calm, and one-pointed mind. When this realization dawns, we 
make an effort to cultivate a one-pointed, peaceful mind. This effort itself is yoga.  

As we try to acquire a clear, peaceful, focused mind, our innate wisdom guides us to 
organize our thought processes, regulate our urges, and discipline our speech and action. 
Patanjali calls this tapas. As soon as the principle of tapas walks into our life, we become 
more perceptive. We gain enough clarity to reflect on the precious nature of human life 
and the value of investing life’s resources for higher fulfillment. Patanjali calls this 
svadhyaya, self-study. With self-study, we become aware of our inner strengths and 
weaknesses and the special privileges that come with a human body and mind. We also 
recognize the power of samskaras, which are constantly feeding our cravings, urges, and 
habits. These and other insights engendered by self-study fill us with a deep respect for 
ourselves and the higher divinity, which has always guided, protected, and nurtured us. 
This is what Patanjali calls Ishvara pranidhana, trustful surrender. The quest for higher 
good through the practice of tapas, svadhyaya, and Ishvara pranidhana is kriya yoga, the 
surest means of shattering our long-cherished afflictions. As we practice kriya yoga, our 
fully active afflictions gradually become disjointed (vicchinna).  

Afflictions that are disjointed lose their strength and do not consume our mind as 
intensely as when they were fully active. Now we are able to remain quiet and focused—at 
least for short periods. For example, when we are praying or meditating, we think less 
frequently about checking our text messages. Thoughts of those we love or hate appear in 
our mind less often. Then, as the clarity and one-pointedness of our mind increase, we are 
able to focus longer. We manage our fears and worries more wisely. Because the 
afflictions that fill our mind with doubt and discourage us from exploring the reality outside 
the box of our current belief system have become fragmented, we are able to comprehend 
a previously unknown level of reality. To a great extent, our inner intelligence has escaped 
the grinding effects of our afflictions.  
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We now know we are on the path of freedom and we begin to pour our whole heart 
into our quest. We become more sincere and disciplined. Purifying our mind and making 
it one-pointed and intuitive no longer feels like work, for we are propelled by inner joy. 
We begin receiving guidance from the innate wisdom of our body and mind. We know it is 
important to adopt a life of non-violence, truthfulness, non-possessiveness, cleanliness, 
contentment, and self-discipline. Laziness is no longer attractive. The internal ecology of 
our body begins to demand that we revitalize our limbs and organs and stop draining the 
vitality of our senses. We become acutely aware of the healing power of our breath. In 
this way, the practices of asana, physical exercises, pranayama, breathing techniques, 
and pratyahara, withdrawing the senses, evolve naturally. As these practices further purify 
and nourish our mind, the grip of afflictions weakens and they become attenuated (tanu).  

This is the most important milestone in our quest, for we are now aware of our central 
weakness. When the afflictions are attenuated, our mind is clear and steady. We are no 
longer subject to mood swings. When we feel angry or sad, for example, we know the 
causes are inside us and so are able to defuse these negative emotions. We are able to 
reflect on our negative and painful emotions and realize we must replace afflicting 
thoughts and feelings with non-afflicting ones. We understand we cannot attain freedom 
from afflicting thoughts simply by ignoring them—the cure lies in identifying the exact 
nature of the afflicting thought that occupies our mind the most frequently and powerfully 
and replacing it with its opposite. Patanjali calls this process pratipaksha bhavana (YS 
2:33).  

Pratipaksha bhavana, replacing afflicting thoughts and feelings with those of an 
opposite nature, requires extraordinary vigilance, courage, and a commitment to 
eradicating the affliction that serves as a trigger point for all the others. This enables us to 
withstand the inner unrest caused by the most potent affliction or group of afflictions. 
They still exist in our mind in subtle form, but due to our high degree of vigilance, 
courage, and commitment to our practice, these afflictions no longer affect us—the 
constant awareness of the higher goal of life nullifies their effects and we remain resolute. 
We continue on the path without becoming sidetracked or distracted. This eventually 
renders afflictions dormant (prasupta).   

In their dormant state, afflictions have lost their potency and cannot engender mental 
tendencies. For all intents and purposes, they are dead. Because they have no capacity to 
feed our samskaras, the mind is free of its roaming tendencies and is at peace. Our vision 
is no longer clouded—we see the reality pertaining to ourselves, the reality pertaining to 
our relationship with the divine within, and the reality pertaining to our relationship with 
the objective world. We are so certain about the truth that questions such as Who am I? 
Who was I? How and what am I going to be? have vanished (Vyasa onYS 4:25). The 
Yoga Sutra describes this level of mental clarity and inner establishment with terms such 
as viveka khyati (YS 2:26), taraka (YS 3:54), dharma megha (YS 4:29), kaivalya, 
svarupa pratishtha, and chiti shakti (YS 4:34). This level of freedom is the domain of the 
high-caliber yogis in the category of videha and prakritilaya (YS 1:19).  

According to Vyasa, in these high-caliber masters the fivefold affliction is transformed 
into shakti matra, sheer power. This power contains the essence of the world once run 
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and nurtured by avidya and her four evolutes. Before this transformation, avidya was 
blocking our vision of reality. It was serving as ashakti, the force behind our 
disempowerment (Sankhya Karika 49). This ashakti was damaging our buddhi sattva, 
the essence of our intelligence. Now avidya has turned into shakti, the seeing power of 
the seer. In other words, avidya has been transformed into vidya. The force that once 
veiled reality has become the conduit for revelation. As we will see in the commentary on 
sutra 2:20, Vyasa calls this transformed force jnana vritti, the mind’s self-revealing 
function.  

In the Sri Vidya tradition, this self-revealing force is known as shuddha vidya, and 
the yogi endowed with this power is called divya augha, a soul immersed in the stream of 
divine wisdom. While describing the spiritual nature of such yogis, scriptures say that the 
divya augha yogis are neither similar to nor dissimilar from the absolute—they are neither 
one with the absolute nor separate from it. They are neither one nor many. They are 
beyond duality and non-duality. They have a mind and yet they have no mind. They have 
samskaras and yet have no samskaras. In the worldly sense, they exist and yet do not 
exist. In the Sri Vidya tradition, such souls are ranked even above the siddha yogis and far 
above the yogis still confined to their mortal bodies. In our tradition, these high-caliber 
masters are given five names: sadyojata, vamadeva, aghora, tatpurusha, and ishana. 
The inner significance of these names and their role and place in our spiritual unfoldment 
will be discussed in the commentary on the final sutra, sutra 4:34.  

The anatomy of the mind and the samskaras pertaining to the yogis with afflictions in 
the dormant state are radically different from the anatomy of our mind. It is important to 
remember that the afflictions are samskaras—they have been manufactured by our mind 
and are stored there. By the time the afflictions have been rendered inert, all other 
samskaras have also lost their potency.  

As we will see in sutra 2:27, another term for this level of freedom is chitta vimukti. 
The literal translation of chitta vimukti is “freedom from mind,” but this gives the 
mistaken impression that in this state we no longer have a mind. This state has also been 
described as dagdha-bija, literally, “roasted seed,” but this gives the mistaken impression 
that all samskaras, including the fivefold affliction, have been incinerated. The truth is that 
neither the mind nor the samskaras created by it and stored in it can be destroyed. 
Instead, in this state of freedom, the mind and its samskaras are purified and transformed 
into pure shakti. The yogi has attained sarva-bhava-adhishthatritva, the capacity to be 
the locus of all samskaras. He has also attained sarvajnatva, the capacity to have full 
knowledge of all samskaras (YS 3:49).  

Freedom from affliction is a great achievement. We lose neither our mind nor its 
contents; rather, this achievement is accompanied by an extraordinary transformation of 
the contents of our mind. The blinding effects of avidya, the disorienting effects of asmita, 
the binding effects of raga and dvesha, and the frightening effects of abhinivesha are 
transformed into pure shakti, the power to be and the power to become, and this shakti is 
fully aligned with chiti shakti, the boundless eternal intelligence of Ishvara. Due to this 
alignment, we are established in chiti shakti itself. After casting off our body, we are fully 
absorbed in chiti shakti. At the behest of divine will, we incarnate as a free soul, with 



Deep Practice for Radical Times: Exploring Your Inner World through the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 

with Sally Kempton 

 

Excerpted from The Practice of the Yoga Sutra: Samadhi Pada 8 

access to limitless samskaras and the ability to retrieve those we need to fulfill the work of 
the divine. We are able to live in the world and yet remain above it. Birth and death and 
the experiences that fill our life have no effect on our essential self.  

Most of us, however, are far from being free of afflictions. We share a world afflicted 
with pain and sorrow. As a remedy, Patanjali delineates the fundamental causes of our 
pain, beginning with a description of avidya in the next sutra. 

SUTRA 2-5 

अिनHाशुिचदुःखानाMस ुिनHशुिचसुखाMNाितरिव$ा ||५||  

anityāśuciduḥkhānātmasu nityaśucisukhātmakhyātiravidyā ||5||  

anitya, short-lived; aśuci, impure; duḥkha, suffering; anātmasu, different from soul; 
nitya, eternal; śuci, pure; sukha, happiness; ātmakhyāti, the experience of atman; 
avidyā, ignorance, false understanding  

Mistaking short-lived objects, impurity, suffering, and non-being for eternity, 

purity, happiness, and pure being is avidya. 

The concept of avidya is the most confusing principle in Indian philosophy. Some 
describe it as lack of vidya —knowledge—and others as incomplete knowledge. Still 
others call avidya perverted understanding. Some insist avidya does not exist, but at the 
same time insist it is the ground for the phenomenal world, a world that is mere illusion. 
Some proclaim avidya is a unique category of reality, one that is free from four extremes: 
avidya is not real; it is not unreal; nor is it simultaneously real and unreal; nor is it devoid 
of reality and unreality. All of these philosophers employ hairsplitting logic to describe the 
nature of avidya, and when entangled in the web of their own logic, they try to escape by 
calling avidya anirvachaniya, indescribable. Thus indescribability has become the standard 
description of avidya. From a practical standpoint, this leads nowhere. 

Yoga has no room for these confusing theories, arguments, and counterarguments. 
According to Patanjali, avidya exists. It is as real as anything belonging to the world of our 
cognitions and arises from the same place as all of our other notions and cognitions. Like 
everything in the objective world, avidya has a twofold purpose: bhoga, fulfillment, and 
apavarga, freedom.  

From the perspective of those caught in the cycle of samsara, avidya is a debilitating 
mental condition. It is ashakti, the essence of powerlessness. It saps our genius, empties 
us, and fills the void with a false sense of I-am-ness, attachment, aversion, and fear. Those 
who have acquired wisdom know avidya is the creation of our own mind. While using the 
mind as its residence, avidya exerts its influence on every aspect of our being and the 
world around us. It hides our essential nature and projects something altogether different 
in its place. At the same time, the spark of inner intelligence not veiled by ignorance 
contradicts this projection, providing an impetus to lift the veil and rediscover our core 
being. This sets up a tug-of-war between vidya and avidya—between the forces of 
knowing and not knowing—and we have been caught up in this war from time 
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immemorial. According to Patanjali, this struggle ends only when we understand the 
dynamics of avidya and transform it into vidya.  

We can unlock the mystery of avidya by understanding the purpose of the objective 
world and the force that brings it forward. According to Kapila, the founding master of 
Sankhya Yoga and the Sri Vidya tradition, creation embodies the living grace of the divine 
(Tattva Samasa 27). As explained in sutra 2:19, prakriti, the homogeneous state of 
primordial nature, is indescribable. It is the resting ground of everything within the scope 
of the phenomenal world and everything beyond. All forces and attributes of the 
universe—including the fundamental potency of time, space, cause, effect, the karmic 
tendencies and destinies of individuals, and the entire cosmos—reside in prakriti as sheer 
power. The compassionate intention of Ishvara stirs unmanifest prakriti, activating the 
intrinsic forces of sattva, rajas, and tamas. This is followed by the manifestation of the 
world composed of matter and energy in an infinite array of shapes and sizes. As part of 
this manifestation we emerge from the timeless slumber of death. Our state of non-being 
is transformed into being, and we acquire our mind, senses, and all our karmic belongings, 
including avidya. We start a new life.  

Our birth and the manifestation of the world have only one end: helping us fulfill life’s 
purpose. In spite of this, religion and philosophy have described the objective world and 
our life in it as bondage. Across cultures and throughout history, religious and 
philosophical descriptions of the world are denigrating. The phenomenal world is said to 
be replete with misery and we come here as a result of our transgressions. The wisest 
course (so we are told) is to attain moksha, salvation, which in effect means extricating 
ourselves from the world as quickly as possible.  

Patanjali’s understanding and experiences are antithetical to this view. According to his 
predecessor, Kapila, the impetus behind our birth and the manifestation of the universe is 
anugraha, divine grace. Divine grace is suffused with unconditional love and compassion. 
Purusha, the intrinsic intelligence of prakriti, knows everything about each individual soul. 
Purusha knows the conditions of unfulfilled souls resting dormant in the absolutely subtle, 
vast field of prakriti. As purusha is spontaneously moved by its own realization, prakriti, 
the intrinsic shakti of purusha, begins to pulsate. This initial pulsation awakens numberless 
forces and resources, allowing the unknown to become known and the unseen to become 
seen. The world that was rendered imperceptible by the forces of dissolution now 
becomes perceptible.  

Compassion is the sole cause of the initial pulsation—the power of compassion is itself 
the pulsation (anugraha shakti). Thus spiritually speaking, the power of compassion is our 
origin. Following satkaryavada —the cardinal doctrine of Sankhya Yoga, which holds 
that the cause always remains present in the effect—we see that every nook and cranny of 
our personal life, as well as the entire universe, is pervaded and sustained by the power of 
compassion. The sun shines due to the power of compassion inherent in it, and we thrive 
due to the power of compassion inherent in us. This power of compassion is the power of 
the divine. Avidya also has its source in compassion and is kept alive through its sheer 
power. In the final analysis, therefore, avidya is not a frightening adversary. Avidya is an 
affliction only because we do not know what it is. As soon as we know its source and its 
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true nature, it is no longer avidya but pure shakti, the revealing power of pure 
consciousness.  

Most philosophical texts have ignored the benevolent dimension of avidya. As 
explained briefly in sutra 2:1, when we awaken from the timeless slumber of death the 
first thing that comes into view is Ishvara, the lord of all beings, the intrinsic intelligence of 
prakriti. We see ourselves bathed in the life-giving light of Ishvara. We are brimming with 
joy at seeing our eternal companion, protector, and provider standing before us, inside us, 
and all around us. We are grateful to have found our self, our mind, and our senses.  

The instant we become aware of our mind, however, we become aware of everything 
stored in it. The infinitely vast field of subtle impressions, habits, unfulfilled desires, likes, 
and dislikes is now in full view of our consciousness. With our rebirth, everything we 
acquired before is also reborn. Our prejudices, preoccupations, and preferences return. 
The mixed forces of doubt, fear, anger, hatred, desire, attachment, arrogance, lust, love, 
kindness, and compassion churn our mind. We are caught in the whirlpool of our mental 
contents. Our numberless and long-cherished mental tendencies begin to dominate our 
mind just as they did before. Our focus shifts from Ishvara to our inner turmoil. We 
become more interested in chasing our unfulfilled desires than in holding tightly to our 
eternal protector and provider. In short, we abandon Ishvara in favor of reclaiming our 
karmic belongings. Thus we are back in the same state of mind we were in when we took 
our last breath in the previous life. Yet divine grace does not abandon us.  

The Bhagavad Gita tells us, “I [Ishvara] am well established in the heart of all beings. 
From me ensue memory and knowledge and the power that veils memory and knowledge. 
I am the one to be known. I am the creator of the means of knowledge and I am the 
knower” (BG 15:15). Knowing everything about ourselves while Ishvara remains in our 
full view is the greatest joy. But once we are separated from our protector and provider, 
knowing everything about ourselves becomes the source of our greatest misery. That is 
why the loving grace of the divine puts a veil over memories that serve no purpose in the 
life about to unfold. Divine grace does this by awakening our deep-seated avidya, the force 
that shrinks our comprehension and discernment.  

Avidya enables us to draw a boundary around our self-identity. Due to avidya we have 
limited knowledge of our true self, our mind, our samskaras, and our destiny. As soon as 
we are born, avidya helps us identify with our body. Our spiritual and physical dimensions 
become intertwined, and our consciousness is confined to our biological and emotional 
needs. Our world shrinks to the size of our mind and its contents; we use our body to find 
safety and security within the confines of that contracted world. Our intelligence now 
flows through the narrow conduit of our body and sense organs. Even so, the bandwidth 
of our intelligence is enormous compared to many other species. That is why we are able 
to comprehend the difference between our body and pure consciousness. We are able to 
distinguish vidya from avidya, a subject Vyasa elaborates on in his commentary on sutra 
4:33.  

Figuratively speaking, we are half-enlightened beings. In part we are aware of the 
perfection and self-luminous nature of our core self, yet we firmly believe we are not 
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complete without the objects of the world. Our intrinsic intelligence compels us to seek 
eternity, while avidya forces us to seek it in the world belonging to our body and mind. 
The pristine nature of our consciousness compels us to rediscover our intrinsic purity, but 
avidya forces us to seek it in the world stained by our likes and dislikes. The voice of our 
soul tells us the joy of our core being is unconditional and unbound, but avidya forces us to 
seek joy through the limited conduit of our senses. Similarly, our intuitive wisdom tells us 
that our body is not our soul, but avidya forces us to believe it is.  

In commenting on this sutra, Vyasa says, “Avidya is neither valid nor invalid. It is 
simply contrary to vidya, correct understanding.” As incorrect understanding, avidya is as 
real as vidya, although its function is totally opposite—avidya and vidya lead to two quite 
different experiences (Isha Upanishad 10–11). Avidya cancels the revealing quality of 
vidya; thus the experience it brings leads to bondage. Vidya cancels the veiling quality of 
avidya; thus the experience it brings leads to liberation. The light of vidya, intuitive 
wisdom, shines forth in proportion to the attenuation of avidya, the fundamental force of 
affliction. In other words, the veiling effects of avidya are attenuated in direct proportion 
to the radiant light of intuitive wisdom. We are neither fully under the influence of avidya 
nor are we fully enlightened.  

As humans, we have the capacity to see the difference between avidya and vidya. We 
can choose to harness one and subdue the other and thus become the creator of our own 
destiny. Harnessing the revealing power of vidya and attenuating the veiling power of 
avidya is our unique human privilege. The failure to exercise this privilege breeds a long 
chain of afflictions. The first of these is asmita, the subject of the next sutra. 

 


