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Abstract 

The “Yogavijam” is a profound Sanskrit text that explores the intricate path to spiritual liberation, 

emphasizing the inseparable nature of knowledge and yogic practice. The work begins with a devotional 

invocation and then delves into the nature of existence, positing that the soul, originally pure and divine, 

becomes entangled in the cycle of birth and death due to ego and the influence of worldly desires and 

afflictions such as lust, anger, fear, and ignorance. It is explained that while knowledge alone can lead to 

liberation, true freedom is achieved through the synergistic combination of knowledge and yoga. 

The text systematically outlines various yogic disciplines, including different types of pranayama (breath 

control) such as Suryabheda, Ujjayi, and Bhastrika, and the three key bandhas (locks): Mula Bandha, 

Uddiyana Bandha, and Jalandhara Bandha. These practices are presented as essential for purifying the 

body and mind, controlling the vital life force (prana), and ultimately awakening the Kundalini energy. 

The awakening of Kundalini is described as a transformative process that pierces through the energetic 

knots (granthi) in the Sushumna nadi, leading to higher states of consciousness. 

Furthermore, the “Yogavijam” differentiates between various paths and levels of yogic attainment, 

including the “crow’s path” (kakamat) and the “monkey’s path” (markata krama), highlighting the 

importance of consistent practice and the guidance of a guru. It distinguishes between illusory or worldly 

siddhis (supernatural powers) attained through external means and the true, eternal siddhis that arise from 

the yogic union of the self with the divine. The ultimate goal described is that of a “jivanmukta” – one 

who is liberated while still alive, transcending physical limitations, mortality, and all forms of suffering, 

existing in a state of pure consciousness and bliss. The text concludes by emphasizing the secrecy and 

profound nature of this yogic knowledge, to be shared only with the worthy. 

 

Overview 

 The text is a Sanskrit treatise on Yoga, titled "Yogavijam" (The Seed of Yoga). 

 It details the path to liberation (moksha) through the union of knowledge (jnana) and practice (yoga). 

 The work elaborates on various yogic techniques, including breath control (pranayama) and specific 

postures (bandhas). 

 Ultimately, it describes the state of a liberated yogi (jivanmukta) who transcends worldly suffering 

and attains a divine existence. 
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Introduction: A Small, Worn Book With a Big Question 

In 1886, a small press in Calcutta — established under the patronage of one Bhuvanchandra Basak, and 

run out of a modest building on Nimtala Ghat Street — printed a slim Sanskrit text called the Yogabīja, 

the “seed of yoga.” It wasn’t a new work even then; texts like this one had circulated for centuries in 

manuscript form before print technology gave them a more permanent home. What survives today is a 

fragile, hand-stitched copy, its pages browned and torn at the edges, stamped with the seal of a Dev Prayag 

institution and annotated in pencil by readers whose names are now lost to time. 

It would be easy to file a book like this away as a historical curiosity — interesting to a scholar of Sanskrit 

literature, irrelevant to anyone practicing yoga today. That would be a mistake. The Yogabīja belongs to 

a small family of classical Hatha Yoga texts — alongside the better-known Hatha Yoga Pradipika and 

Gheranda Samhita — that concern themselves less with cataloguing postures and more with a harder 

question: why does any of this work? 

Structured as a dialogue between the goddess Devi and the god Ishvara, the text opens with an almost 

startlingly direct inquiry. Devi asks: living beings are bound by illusion and suffering, caught in a net of 

maya — so what is the path out? What follows is not a checklist of techniques but a sustained argument 

about the relationship between knowledge, practice, breath, and liberation. 

This article isn’t a translation or a scholarly commentary. It’s an attempt to sit with what the Yogabīja is 

actually claiming, and to ask, honestly and without exaggeration, where those claims land next to what 

modern physiology and neuroscience have since discovered independently. Some of the overlaps are 

genuinely striking. Others are places where the analogy strains, and it’s worth being upfront about that too 

— a text like this deserves to be read on its own terms, not flattened into a science paper it never tried to 

be. 

 

Part One: The Structure of the Dialogue 

A Teaching Built on Two Legs 

One of the first things Ishvara tells Devi, early in the text, is a claim that structures everything that follows: 

knowledge without yoga does not liberate, and yoga without knowledge does not liberate either. The two 

are not substitutes for one another. A person can understand the nature of suffering intellectually and still 

remain entangled in it, because understanding alone doesn’t change the nervous system’s habits, the 

breath’s patterns, or the mind’s grip on old reactions. And a person can practice diligently — postures, 

breath retention, seated concentration — without any real insight into what they’re doing or why, and the 

practice becomes mechanical, a set of movements performed on autopilot. 

This is a genuinely useful frame, and not just for ancient readers. Modern behavioral science has arrived 

at something structurally similar, even if the vocabulary is completely different. Understanding why a 

habit is harmful rarely changes it by itself — a smoker can recite every statistic about lung cancer and 

keep smoking. And repeating a behavior mechanically, without any felt sense of what it’s doing or why it 

matters, tends to produce compliance rather than transformation — going through the motions of a yoga 

class without the internal orientation that makes the practice mean anything. 

The Yogabīja’s insistence that both halves are necessary isn’t mysticism. It’s a fairly sober observation 

about how human change actually happens — through the slow, repeated coupling of insight and 

embodied practice, neither one sufficient on its own. 
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The Dialogue Form Itself 

It’s also worth noticing how the text delivers this teaching — not as a set of aphorisms handed down from 

on high, but as a back-and-forth. Devi asks, Ishvara answers, and often Devi pushes back, asks for 

clarification, or raises an apparent contradiction that Ishvara then has to resolve. At one point she directly 

challenges him: other texts describe multiple paths to liberation — so why insist there is only one real path 

through yoga? 

This structure matters more than it might first appear. A teaching delivered as dialogue, with room for 

doubt and follow-up, models something that pure declaration doesn’t: that understanding is built through 

questioning, not simply received. It’s a small thing, but it’s consistent with how effective teaching — in 

any domain, ancient or modern — actually tends to work. 

 

Part Two: The Body as a Wired System 

Nadis, Granthis, and the Idea of a Network 

Where the Yogabīja becomes most interesting for a modern reader is in its description of the subtle body: 

a network of channels (nadis), a central channel (sushumna) running through the spine, and three “knots” 

or granthis — associated with Brahma, Vishnu, and Rudra — that the text describes as points where the 

rising life-force (kundalini) can become blocked. 

Strip away the specific deity-names for a moment, and what’s being described is recognizably a network 

model of the body: a central conduit, subsidiary channels branching off it, and specific junction points 

where flow can be obstructed or freed. The text is emphatic that clearing these junctions requires more 

than a single technique — it involves breath control, seated posture, and a repeated, sustained practice 

over time, not a one-time event. 

This is not a claim that classical Indian physiology mapped onto the vagus nerve or the autonomic nervous 

system with any kind of clinical precision — it didn’t, and pretending otherwise does a disservice to both 

traditions. But the structural intuition — that the body has a central regulating channel, that this channel 

has junction points capable of holding tension or resistance, and that clearing those points takes sustained, 

technique-based effort rather than willpower alone — turns out to resemble something real. The autonomic 

nervous system does run through central pathways, does have points of heightened regulatory significance 

(the vagus nerve is the obvious modern analogue for a “central channel” connecting brain and viscera), 

and clinical experience does bear out that shifting deeply held patterns of tension or reactivity takes 

repeated practice, not a single insight. 

Breath as the Lever 

The Yogabīja spends a substantial portion of its later sections on kumbhaka — breath retention — 

describing specific ratios of inhalation, retention, and exhalation, along with their effects on internal heat, 

digestion, and the clearing of the channels. It describes practitioners drawing air in through the nostrils, 

holding it with deliberate control, and releasing it in a way said to purify the body and steady the mind. 

This is, in fact, the part of the text with the most direct correspondence to established physiology. Breath 

is one of the only autonomic functions a person can consciously override — you cannot decide to slow 

your heart rate directly, but you can decide to slow your exhalation, and that decision reliably changes 

heart rate, blood pressure, and measurable markers of nervous-system balance. Slow, extended exhalation 

in particular is associated with increased activity in the calming branch of the autonomic nervous system, 

which is part of why breath-based techniques are now used clinically for anxiety, hypertension, and stress-

related conditions. 
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The Yogabīja’s authors didn’t have this vocabulary. What they had was generations of careful, repeated 

self-observation — practitioners paying extremely close attention to what specific breath patterns did to 

their own bodies and minds, and passing those observations down. That kind of empirical attentiveness, 

even without instrumentation, can arrive at genuinely useful conclusions. It’s a different method from a 

modern physiology lab, but it isn’t an unserious one. 

 

Part Three: Knowledge, Ignorance, and the Nature of Bondage 

“From Ignorance Alone Comes Bondage” 

A recurring refrain in the Yogabīja is the claim that bondage arises from ignorance (ajnana) and is 

dissolved through knowledge (jnana) — but the text is careful to specify what kind of knowledge it means. 

It isn’t information in the ordinary sense. It’s knowledge of one’s own true nature, arrived at through 

direct, sustained inquiry rather than accumulated facts. 

Ishvara makes a related point that’s worth sitting with: a person who is attached to particular philosophical 

positions — who has become entangled in competing doctrines and schools of thought — is, in a sense, 

more bound than someone who never encountered those doctrines at all, because now there’s an additional 

layer of identification to work through. The goal isn’t the accumulation of more conceptual frameworks; 

it’s a kind of direct clarity that doesn’t depend on defending a position. 

There’s a modern parallel here that’s easy to miss: therapeutic and contemplative traditions across many 

cultures have independently arrived at some version of this same distinction — between knowledge about 

a problem and a felt, embodied shift in relationship to it. Cognitive information can be necessary without 

being sufficient. The Yogabīja’s insistence on this point, stated plainly some fifteen centuries or more 

before contemporary psychology articulated it in its own terms, is one of the text’s more quietly impressive 

features. 

The Repeated Return to Practice 

What keeps the text from drifting into pure philosophy is how often it circles back to practice as the non-

negotiable ingredient. Ishvara states directly that without yoga, even correct knowledge does not lead to 

liberation — that the two must be undertaken together, consistently, and that this is not achieved without 

effort, day after day. 

This is a text that clearly distrusts shortcuts. It doesn’t promise a single dramatic breakthrough. Its picture 

of transformation is closer to what modern skill-acquisition research would describe: incremental, 

effortful, occasionally plateauing, occasionally advancing, and dependent on showing up repeatedly rather 

than waiting for a single moment of insight to do all the work. 

 

Part Four: The Granthis as Thresholds of Resistance 

A More Useful Reading 

It’s tempting, when encountering the three granthis, to treat them as literal anatomical claims — precise 

energetic knots sitting at fixed points along the spine. A more useful and more defensible reading, 

especially for anyone trying to bridge this material with a modern audience, is to treat them as thresholds 

of resistance: points in a person’s practice where old patterns — of tension, of habitual breath-holding, of 

attentional habit — resist change most strongly. 

This reframing matters because it matches lived experience far better than a purely literal one does. 

Anyone who has sustained a meditation or breathwork practice over months or years knows that progress 

is not linear. There are stretches of steady, encouraging improvement, followed by plateaus that can last 
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weeks, followed sometimes by what feels like a genuine threshold crossing — a shift that seems to happen 

all at once, even though it was clearly prepared by all the unglamorous, repetitive work that came before 

it. 

The Yogabīja’s language of “knots” that must be pierced or dissolved captures that experience with real 

precision, even if the underlying mechanism it proposes — energetic channels, a rising life-force — isn’t 

one that contemporary physiology would validate in its literal form. The metaphor is doing real descriptive 

work regardless of whether the metaphysics behind it holds up to clinical scrutiny. 

 

Part Five: Where the Analogy Should Stop 

It would be intellectually dishonest to end this article without naming the limits clearly. 

The Yogabīja was not written as a physiology textbook, and it does not become more credible by being 

retrofitted into one. Its claims about the precise location of energetic centers, about a literal internal “fire” 

governing metabolic processes, and about the specific mechanics of kundalini’s ascent through the spine 

are not things that modern biology confirms in any direct, one-to-one way. Treating them as if they were 

coded descriptions of the vagus nerve or the autonomic nervous system — a move some popular wellness 

writing makes — overstates the case and, frankly, does a disservice to the text itself, which was operating 

within its own coherent framework and doesn’t need to borrow scientific legitimacy to be worth taking 

seriously. 

The genuinely defensible overlap is narrower and, in some ways, more interesting than the sweeping 

claims sometimes made about it. It sits at the level of: 

● Breath as a lever on nervous-system state — well supported by contemporary research on heart-rate 

variability and autonomic regulation. 

● The necessity of sustained, repeated practice for durable change — consistent with what’s known 

about habit formation and skill acquisition. 

● The coupling of insight and embodied practice — echoed in how modern therapeutic and behavioral 

approaches think about lasting change. 

● Nonlinear progress, with plateaus and thresholds — consistent with how skill development is generally 

observed to unfold. 

That’s a real, substantive set of overlaps. It just isn’t the same as saying the text “predicted” neuroscience, 

and claiming that would be its own kind of ignorance — the very thing the text spends so much of its 

length warning against. 

 

Part Six: What the Text Gets Right About Teaching Itself 

One aspect of the Yogabīja that’s easy to overlook, buried as it is under the more dramatic content about 

channels and knots, is its treatment of how this knowledge should be transmitted. Toward the end of the 

dialogue, Ishvara becomes explicit that this teaching is not meant to be handed out indiscriminately — 

that it should be given with care, to a sincere and prepared student, rather than scattered carelessly. 

This isn’t gatekeeping for its own sake. It reflects a reasonable pedagogical observation that shows up 

across many serious training traditions, contemplative and otherwise: information delivered before a 

student has the context to use it responsibly, or the grounding to integrate it safely, tends to do more harm 

than good. A breath-retention practice that’s genuinely useful in the hands of someone properly prepared 

can be destabilizing in the hands of someone who isn’t. Modern clinical training around breathwork 

techniques — which does require careful screening and gradual progression for good reason — echoes 
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this same underlying logic, even though the specific concerns (hyperventilation risk, panic response in 

trauma-affected individuals) are framed in entirely different, and entirely modern, clinical language. 

 

Part Seven: Why a Text Like This Still Matters 

It would be easy to conclude an article like this with a tidy claim that ancient yogis “knew” what 

neuroscience would later “prove.” That’s not quite right, and it undersells what’s actually valuable here. 

What the Yogabīja represents is something rarer and, in its own way, more impressive: a tradition of 

sustained, disciplined self-observation, carried out over generations, without laboratory instruments, 

without controlled trials, relying instead on careful attention repeated across countless practitioners and 

refined through direct experience. That method has real limits — it can mistake correlation for mechanism, 

it can wrap genuine observations in metaphysical frameworks that don’t hold up to independent scrutiny, 

and it can’t distinguish a placebo effect from a physiological one the way a controlled study can. 

But it also gets some things right that took modern science centuries to arrive at independently — the 

centrality of breath to nervous-system regulation, the necessity of embodied repetition rather than 

intellectual understanding alone, the nonlinear and threshold-like nature of genuine change. For a text 

printed in 1886, describing a much older oral and manuscript tradition, produced in a modest press in 

Calcutta and preserved today only by chance and the care of a few institutions and digitization projects — 

that’s a genuinely remarkable record of careful human attention. 

Reading the Yogabīja next to what we now know isn’t an exercise in proving the ancients right or wrong. 

It’s a chance to notice how much can be learned through patient, repeated observation of one’s own body 

and mind — and how much of that hard-won knowledge is still worth taking seriously, on its own terms, 

alongside whatever the laboratory adds to it. 

 

Summary 

The “Yogavijam” is a profound Sanskrit text that explores the intricate path to spiritual liberation, 

emphasizing the inseparable nature of knowledge and yogic practice. The work begins with a devotional 

invocation and then delves into the nature of existence, positing that the soul, originally pure and divine, 

becomes entangled in the cycle of birth and death due to ego and the influence of worldly desires and 

afflictions such as lust, anger, fear, and ignorance. It is explained that while knowledge alone can lead to 

liberation, true freedom is achieved through the synergistic combination of knowledge and yoga. 

The text systematically outlines various yogic disciplines, including different types of pranayama (breath 

control) such as Suryabheda, Ujjayi, and Bhastrika, and the three key bandhas (locks): Mula Bandha, 

Uddiyana Bandha, and Jalandhara Bandha. These practices are presented as essential for purifying the 

body and mind, controlling the vital life force (prana), and ultimately awakening the Kundalini energy. 

The awakening of Kundalini is described as a transformative process that pierces through the energetic 

knots (granthi) in the Sushumna nadi, leading to higher states of consciousness. 

Furthermore, the “Yogavijam” differentiates between various paths and levels of yogic attainment, 

including the “crow’s path” (kakamat) and the “monkey’s path” (markata krama), highlighting the 

importance of consistent practice and the guidance of a guru. It distinguishes between illusory or worldly 

siddhis (supernatural powers) attained through external means and the true, eternal siddhis that arise from 

the yogic union of the self with the divine. The ultimate goal described is that of a “jivanmukta” – one 

who is liberated while still alive, transcending physical limitations, mortality, and all forms of suffering, 
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existing in a state of pure consciousness and bliss. The text concludes by emphasizing the secrecy and 

profound nature of this yogic knowledge, to be shared only with the worthy. 

 

This article draws on the 1886 Calcutta printing of the Yogabīja (Samvad Gyan Ratnakar Yantra, Nimtala 

Ghat Street), digitized and made publicly available under a CC-0 license by eGangotri, courtesy of Pt. 

Chakradhar Joshi and Sons, Dev Prayag. 
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