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The Yamas - our outer world
Ahimsa – Compassion for all living things (sounds like a-heem-sa)
Ahimsa is usually translated as “non-violence”.  The word ahimsa literally mean not to injure or show cruelty 
to any creature or any person in any way whatsoever. Ahimsa is, however, more than just lack of violence as 
adapted in yoga. It means kindness, friendliness, and thoughtful consideration of other people and things. It 
also has to do with our duties and responsibilities too. Ahimsa implies that in every situation we should adopt a 
considerate attitude and do no harm.

First, we must learn how to be nonviolent toward ourselves becoming consciously aware of our thoughts, 
judgements and negative self-talk. This can come out as criticism toward our bodies, our age or our actions. 

Knowing that, we must be clear that cultivating an attitude of harmlessness does not mean that we no longer 
feel strong emotions such as anger, jealousy or hatred.  Learning to see everything through the eyes of 
compassion demands that we look at these emotions in ourselves with acceptance as well.  When we welcome 
all of our feelings and emotions, we can see them as ways to better understand ourselves and the knowledge of 
where they originate can help us to work through the issues that bring about these emotions.  

Satya – Commitment to Truthfulness (sounds like sa-tay-ya)
Satya means “to speak the truth,” yet we always need to filter our truth through compassion. We have to 
consider what we say, how we say it, and in what way it could affect others. The ability to be truthful and 
compassionate takes practice. This precept is based on the understanding that honest communication and 
action form the bedrock of any healthy relationship, community, or government, and that deliberate deception, 
exaggerations, and mistruths harm others. 

Commitment to the truth can be difficult, but with practice, it’s a geat deal less complicated and ultimately less 
painful than avoidance and self-deception.  Proper communications allows us to deal with immediate concerns, 
taking care of little matters before they become big ones.

Begin by practicing honesty with yourself.  Connect with your own passions and desires.  Notice beliefs about 
yourself that may limit you from realizing your truth and potential.  When we realize our truth we can take steps 
to live more authentically, which will bring more peace than living a life that is guided by mistrusts and unclear 
intentions.

Asteya - Non-stealing (sounds like ah-stay-ah)
Steya means “to steal” and so asteya is the opposite, meaning to take nothing that does not belong to us. Non-
stealing is not just in the physical sense of the word, this also means that if we are in a situation where someone 
entrusts something to us or confides in us, we do not take advantage of him or her. This Yama includes not only 
taking what belongs to another without permission, but also using something for a different purpose to that 
intended, or beyond the time permitted by its owner.  The practice of asteya implies not taking anything that 
has not been freely given. 

Stealing comes from the rooted belief that we are limited in our capabilities to be, do and have what we want. 
This creates a need to take from others because we foster a feeling of lack.  We may feel this lack because of 
the amount of material possessions we have, because of relationships or because it has a deep root from our 
childhood experiences. At times, we take what we DO have for granted, forgetting all there is to be thankful for.

This also includes being aware of how we ask for others’ time or demanding another’s attention when not freely 
given.  For example, taking the time to ask, “Do you have time to talk?”, gives others the chance to give you 
their time rather than feeling as if it was taken from them.  



Brahmacharya - Sense control (sounds like bra-ma-charia)
Brahmacharya historically related to abstinence, particularly in relationship to sexual activity. Many years ago, 
this absolutely referred to sexual celibacy in younger years to gain education and in older years as a path to 
enlightenment. However, we must remember that times have changed and there are many interpretations 
beyond the act of withholding from sexual activity.  

Brahmacharya, in today’s society might be applied to anything that distracts us from the truth and our path in 
life. This could mean using alcohol or drugs as an escape rather than dealing with difficulties and challenges. 
Others may find themselves simply tempted by unhealthy foods, addicted to sugar or binging on social media. 
Distractions from the truth cloud our mind AND our body and keep us from moving forward in life and aligning 
with our purpose. 

Aparigraha - Non Grasping (sounds like a-par-ee-gra-ha)
Aparigraha means to take only what is necessary, and not to take advantage of a situation or act greedy. It 
also implies that we don’t hold on to things.  This can be material items, ideas or even concepts about others 
or ourselves. Life is constantly changing and with it, so are we.  Holding on to any of these things creates a 
resistance to change and causes suffering, preventing us from living life open to the gifts we will naturally 
receive.

The yogi feels that the collection or hoarding of things implies a lack of faith in God and in himself to provide 
for his future. Aparigraha also implies letting go of our attachments to things and an understanding that 
impermanence and change are the only constants.

The Niyamas - our inner world
Saucha - Purity (sounds like sow-cha)
The first niyama is sauca, meaning purity and cleanliness. Saucha has both an inner and an outer aspect. Outer 
cleanliness simply means keeping ourselves clean. Inner cleanliness has as much to do with the healthy, free 
functioning of our bodily organs as with the clarity of our mind. The word pure comes from the Latin “purus”, 
which means clean and free from impurities.  When we eat healthy food for instance, the body functions more 
efficiently.  When we read books or see movies that inspire us we feed our hearts, shich nourishes our own 
peacefulness.

Creating an environment that is simple and uncluttered generates an atmosphere where we are not distracted 
and where we can clear our mind.  Practicing Saucha means that we make choices about what we want and 
don’t want in our lives, focusing on what we do want so that we can live a fuller life with more clarity.  A clear 
mind allows us to see the beauty in all things, gives us time to see the beauty around us and feel the peace in 
all that is.

Santosha - Contentment (sounds like san-toe-sha)
Santosha is modesty and the feeling of being content with what we have. To be at peace within and content 
with one’s lifestyle finding contentment even while experiencing life’s difficulties for life becomes a process of 
growth through all kinds of circumstances. 

Being aware that this moment is as it was meant to be and to surrender to that moment is also the practice 
of santosha.  Contentment shouldnt be confused with happiness, for we can be in difficult or painful 
circumstances and still find some contentment if we are able to see things as they are without expectations 
or judgement.  Contentment is a sign that we are at peace with the present, however it doesn’t mean that we 
accept or tolerate unhealthy relationships or working conditions.  Rather, it implies that we cultivate patience; 
living as best we can within our situation at the present time.



Being content can generate hopefulness for what is yet to come.  When you display equanimity within any 
situation, this strengthens your faith that there is the possibility of living even more fully.  It’s the ability 
to sustain one’s spirit even in dire situations and is proof that a sense of balance is not contingent upon 
circumstances.

Tapas – Disciplined Passion (sounds like top-as)
Tapas is the disciplined use of our energy.  Tapas refers to the activity of keeping the body fit or to confront and 
handle the inner urges without outer show. It is a way to quietly exert our willpower and our drive to be clearly 
focused, keeping us on track so we don’t waste time on trivial matters.

Literally it means to heat the body and, by so doing, to cleanse it. Behind the notion of tapas lies the idea we 
can direct our energy to enthusiastically engage life and achieve our ultimate goal of creating union with the 
Divine. Tapas also helps us burn up all the desires that stand in our way of this goal.  

We are not all gifted to possess the disciplined energy of tapas.  For some, understanding and playing to their 
passions can be difficult.  If you have little passion yourself, it can be enormously helpful to seek the company 
of someone who exudes this quality naturally and abundantly.  

Svadhyaya – Study of Ones Self (sounds like swad-hay-ya)
Translated, Sva means “self’ and adhyaya means “inquiry” or “examination”.  Any activity that cultivates self-
reflective consciousness can be considered svadhyaya. It means to intentionally find self-awareness in all our 
activities and efforts, even to the point of welcoming and accepting our limitations. It teaches us to be centered 
and non-reactive to the dualities and to move out unwanted and self-destructive behaviors.

It is essential that we welcome and accept all aspects of ourselves.  The side we show to the world and the 
“dark side” that we hide in our perverbial closet.  When we look openly at all aspects of who we are we can 
begin to see the root of our conditioning and behaviors.  In doing so, we accept who we are and then allow 
space to learn and develop more skills in redirecting those self-desctructive tendencies.

Ishvarapranidhana - Celebration of the Spiritual (sounds like ish-vara-pran-ee-dana)
Isvarapranidhana means “to lay all your actions at the feet of God.” It is the contemplation on God in order to 
become attuned to god and god’s will. We become busy and distracted in our day to day lives and one of the 
ways we can practice Ishvarapranidhana is to put aside a few minutes each day and acknowlege this intelligence 
larger than our own.

This might take the form of prayer, of communing with your garden, of meditation or engaging in a more formal 
practice or ritual.  This practice requires that we have recognized that there is something larger than ourselves 
that is guiding and influencing the course of our lives.

Looking back on disruptive or traumatic events in our lives, we are able to see in retrospect how that event now 
makes perfect sense in the context of our personal destiny.  These events and changes occur because they are 
necessary to our growth and we become more authentic because of them.  We must leg go of the act of trying 
to control every circumstance in our lives in order for it to flow.When we don’t have this awareness, we get 
caught up in our personal drama and/or a frustrating cycle of resistance to change.

Looking for a way to implement some of these concepts?? 
My suggestion is to focus on one at a time trying to bring that intention into your every day life. 

Just like anything new, it will take practice but soon you will be ready for the next one!


