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Patanjali’s Yoga-Sutra (YS) is an incredibly difficult text to penetrate. Consisting exclusively of pithy aphorisms (195 to be exact), many of which are no more than a few words in length, the YS lends itself to a wide range of interpretations. Not surprisingly, there is little consensus in either the religious community or in the scholarly community regarding the correct interpretation of the text. We do receive some assistance in our interpretive project by way of Vyasa’s commentary on the YS. This commentary (attributed to a questionably historical figure who is also the purported author of other central Hindu texts, including the Mahabharata) has traditionally been published alongside the aphorisms of Patanjali in order to illuminate the otherwise opaque text of the YS. 

Despite significant translational and interpretive variance, there has been one rather consistent thread throughout much of the scholarship (both traditional and modern) on Patanjali’s YS. Many commentators have characterized the philosophy of Patanjali’s Yoga as being one that is intrinsically, and perhaps even unacceptably, negative or nihilistic. Patanjali’s Yoga has been accused of denying the self/individual, negating the world, being contrary to action, being contrary to ethical life, and being contrary to virtue. To be clear, these characterizations do not usually suggest that the yogin is himself intentionally or purposefully engaged in a self-destructive or negative project. Rather, the sentiment of these readings is that goal or program of Patanjali’s Yoga is, simpliciter, one that just ought not to be desired. That is to say, a life consistent with Patanjali’s Yoga is not a life that any human ought to pursue, because it is not the kind of life that any human ought to desire, regardless of his or her particular religious commitments or beliefs. Yoga is, to put it yet another way, anti-humanistic, and, as such, it is a negative or nihilistic project.

I am interested in this paper to examine whether or not a more positive – i.e. humanistic, life-affirming, world-affirming, action-oriented, self-affirming, etc. – interpretation of the YS is available, and whether or not such a reading is plausible. To this end, I will examine the alternative reading of the YS offered by Ian Whicher in his “Yoga and Freedom: A Reconsideration of Patanjali’s Classical Yoga.” In his article, Whicher adopts two interesting (but not altogether obvious) interpretative vantage points, through which he mounts a forceful challenge to the standard reading of the text. First, he rejects the usual idea that Patanjali’s Yoga is a dualistic philosophy that is consistent with the Samkhya tradition within which (or in relation to which) it is usually situated. Second, Whicher argues that the YS ought to be read with an epistemological and practical emphasis, and not, as many commentators have supposed, a metaphysical and theoretical one. More specifically, Whicher wants to remind us that Yoga’s primary concern is praxis, and, as such, it is concerned with effecting in the able and dedicated student of Yoga the means for approaching spiritual freedom; the book is not, Whicher argues, a philosophical treatise intending to make arguments for or claims about the true nature of reality. If we can keep these points in mind, we will not be tempted, Whicher thinks, to attribute to the YS certain problematic metaphysical claims and commitments that Patanjali likely never intended in his teachings of the Yoga philosophy.

The upshot of Whicher’s reading is this. If we adopt the proper – i.e. interpretively accurate – conceptual frameworks within which to read Patanjali’s 195 aphorisms, we will see clearly that his program is in fact life-affirming, action-oriented, in-and-of-the-world, etc. My project here will be to evaluate Whicher’s very unconventional reading of the YS, and to assess whether or not the specific means by which he hopes to more charitably reinterpret the text are in fact successful at doing so.
I. General Statement of the Interpretive Disagreement

The locus of the entire inquiry is really 1.2 of Patanjali’s YS. Here, we are introduced to the problematic notion of nirodha, which has been translated variously as “suppression,” “cessation,” “control,” “hindering,” “restriction,” among other things. A quick glance at some different renderings of YS 1.2 will give us an idea of the degree of translational variance.
1. Yoga is the suppression of the modifications of the mind.

2. Yoga is the cessation of the turnings of thought.

3. Yoga is to still the patterning of consciousness.

4. Yoga is the hindering of the modifications of the thinking principle.

5. Yoga is the restriction of the fluctuations of mind-stuff.

As Whicher points out, rightly I think, one thing that these renditions of YS 1.2 have in common is that they take the ultimate goal of Patanjali’s Yoga to be something like the “ontological negation or dissolution of the mind and its functioning.”
 The result of such a view is the common conception among scholars that the YS is “isolationistic to the point of being a world-denying philosophy, indifferent to moral endeavor, neglecting the world of nature and culture, and overlooking the highest potentials for human reality, vitality, and creativity.”
 Indeed, if we translate 1.2 of the YS in any of the ways above, we would have good reason to think that the path to yogic freedom really is one that is world- and life-denying. After all, suppressing or stilling consciousness, bringing about the cessation of though, and/or hindering and restricting thinking all sound like very severe paths to salvation, and it is almost no wonder that the above translations yield the sorts of negative picture of the YS they do. 
But two important questions arise here, both of which are at the center of the interpretive problem facing the reader of the YS: (1) What does the yogin suppose himself to be doing when he embarks on the path of Patanjali’s Yoga?; and (2) What is it (really) that the yogin is doing when he embarks on the path of Yoga? 
The standard reading – i.e. the one that Whicher wishes to challenge – is that there is no difference in how we should answer these two questions. That is, the epistemic and ontological accounts in the YS are perfectly aligned. A yogin supposes himself to be dissolving his false ego, revealing his true self, leaving the karmic cycle of birth and death of this world, and escaping into a state of eternal, atemporal, pure consciousness; moreover, the successful yogin really is doing all of this.
Whicher offers a radical reinterpretation of the YS on these points, arguing that the yogin supposes himself to be doing one thing – in particular, striving for a state of isolated, pure consciousness outside of space and time – but that all of this talk of “isolation” or “returning to the source” in the YS can be understood as a heuristic device used to help the yogin reach the proper epistemic state in which he will come to view himself not as an essentially individuated ego-self, but as a part of some larger whole, with which he shares a common nature. But this transformation of self-knowledge, Whicher argues, does not coincide with an actual metaphysical union of the individuated self with the world around him.
 Rather, the successful yogin experiences an embodied liberation, one that is conducive to and perfectly in line with a rich, productive, active life within the social world.

It will useful here to introduce some further technical terminology in order to bring the discussion into better focus. Most importantly, the central distinction made in Patanjali’s YS is that between purusa (eternal, timeless, pure consciousness; one’s true being/essence) and prakrti (transient matter, including all objects of the sense world as well as all of the contents of one’s mind). The final state of jivanmukti, or liberated selfhood, is the goal (loosely speaking) of yoga. Jivanmukti is achieved through kaivalya, or the release from ignorance. The point of debate here is this: What exactly does it take for the yogin to reach this state of jivanmukti, and what kind of (epistemic and/or ontological) state is he in when he reaches jivanmukti? The standard reading of the YS is that prakrti is to be renounced by the yogin, because it is prakrti that causes suffering, and, as such, prakrti is a kind of affliction or disease that one must cure himself of if one is to achieve jivanmukti. There is a distinct line drawn here between the ontological statuses of prakrti (transient, impermanent, worldly, temporal), on the one hand, and purusa (permanent, transcendent, eternal), on the other hand. As the yogin liberates himself from the bonds of prakrti, he frees himself from the karmic cycles of birth and death, he stands outside the relations of cause and effect, he is beyond space and time, achieving a total dissolution into pure consciousness. 

Whicher’s reading rejects the dualistic picture that underlies the standard reading, and, as well, he rejects the ontological suppositions that go along with this commitment to metaphysical dualism. According to Whicher, the spiritual liberation that Patanjali describes is not one that denotes “an existence wholly transcendent (and therefore stripped or deprived) of all manifestation including the relational sphere.”
 In other words, the yogin does not literally disappear into pure consciousness. As Whicher puts his complaint, according to the standard interpretation, “phenomenal reality for the liberated yogin…is rendered as a meaningless or purposeless existence and ‘dissolves’ into or returns to its ‘preformed’ state, a kind of ‘nothingness’ or rather ‘no-thing-ness’ that has no more connection with consciousness.”
 As a result, “Patanjali’s philosophy…becomes parochialized, even trivialized, and can be viewed as unapproachable, unintelligible, unattractive, and impractical.”
 Can Whicher provide us with a more palatable reading of the YS? This is the question I seek to address in the following pages.

Now that we have the basic framework for understanding the disagreement between Whicher and standard interpretations of the YS, I’ll turn to spell out in some more detail the negative characterizations of Patanjali’s Yoga philosophy that have tended to arise in both traditional and modern interpretations of the YS.
III. Negative Readings of Patanjali’s Yoga-Sutra

In this section, I’ll survey different readings of Patanjali’s Yoga to provide the reader with a sense of the range of what I am calling negative characterizations, and to provide the reader with a clearer understanding of the precise nature of these negative characterizations.

Lloyd W. Pflueger comments that, in Patanjali’s Yoga philosophy, the “meditative process of settling down [i.e nirhoda] brings the mind to its purest and quietest state where the difference between purusa and prakrti can be distinguished, and prakrti dissolves, having finished its job…”
 The dissolution of prakrti, which includes the contents of one’s mind, constitutes, according to Pflueger’s reading, a very literal dissolving of one’s (false) self. That Pflueger would read Patanjali in this way is no surprise given Pflueger’s starting assumption of metaphysical dualism in the YS. As he puts it, “I aspire to see what Patanjali saw – to make logical sense of the YS in terms of the basic Samkhya-Yoga philosophy of the time.” Pflueger adopts the dualism of Samkhya-Yoga, and assumes, with some reasonable cause, that Patanjali’s YS is consistent with the ontological commitments of the Samkhya-Yoga tradition within which it arises. (Whicher’s challenge, of course, is that Patanjali strove not to passively reflect the philosophy of the Samkhya-Yoga tradition, but to revise it in a very fundamental way.) 
Why should we understand Pflueger’s reading as a negative one? The principle reason for characterizing it in this way, I claim, is that Pflueger clearly conceives Patanjali’s Yoga as world-denying (prakrti dissolves) and leaves little room for anything like a robust ethical life for the liberated yogin. From a commonsense point of view, there seems to be something wrong with, or, at the very least, undesirable about, an axiological or soteriological program that renders the ethical virtuoso incapable of what we would reasonably describe as the “good life.” 

Yohanan Grinshpon provides an even bleaker picture of the yogin’s path to jivanmukti than does Pflueger. Grinshpon writes that “[t]he yogin unties the knots of existence, dismantling combinations, resisting ‘integrations’, breaking entities apart, living in the spirit of analysis and separation (the spirit of Samkhya) until he decombines his very own being into the densest possible silence.”
 Making his disapproval for and negative characterization of Patanjali’s Yoga philosophy even more apparent, Grinshpon adds that “[Yoga] is thus opposed to powerful innate drives inherent in the human condition.”
 In other words, Yoga is unnatural, anti-humanistic, and results in isolation and impenetrable silence. Again, in Grinshpon’s reading, we can see clearly that he attributes a dualistic metaphysical picture to Patanjali’s Yoga. The yogin, according to Grinshpon, separates himself from existence, prakrti, and removes himself from the living world. 

Chip Hartranft, in his commentary on the YS, says that “[t]he philosophical mind rightly sees dualism in Patanjali’s isolation of awareness (purusa) from consciousness (citta) and nature (prakrti).”
 This commitment to a dualistic reading leads Hartranft, like other commentators, to understand Patanjali’s Yoga as a “prescription of nondoing” which results in a “primodial repose” of “radical stillness.”
 We see here in Hartranft’s reading a particular emphasis on non-action as a defining characteristic of the accomplished yogin. Again, I wish to claim, this is a negative reading of the YS to the extent that it sets the yogin outside of the world of action, human relations, and activity in general. This is negative in two respects. First, it is not clear that an aspiring yogin would want to achieve such a state of utter isolation and inaction. How, after all, could a yogin, an embodied being, achieve an absolute state of “radical stillness” in this world? If he can’t achieve stillness as an embodied being, and this seems to be the claim of the standard reading, then the path of Patanjali’s Yoga seems to be necessarily a nihilistic one that leads to death (or totally worldly paralysis, which will surely lead to death eventually, or, is at the very least, a kind of death) for the yogin. And if this is the case, then liberation simply amounts in the end to suicide. Surely, I think we can rightly complain, Patanjali’s YS is a seriously wrongheaded account of spiritual liberation if it requires the yogin to take his own life. Second, this reading is negative in the sense that it results in what could easily be characterized as a distinctly non-ethical and even unethical life for the yogin. Renouncing one’s family, one’s social obligations, and even one’s one well-being do not, prima facie, constitute anything like a moral life that anyone ought to desire. 
The non-ethical and potentially unethical result of the standard dualistic reading is even more apparent in V. Verma’s interpretation of the YS. He states that the aim of Yoga is “clearly kaivalya, a complete isolation of the soul.”
 And this isolation, as soon as it is achieved, results in the yogin’s becoming “one with the great universal energy – the Universal Soul of the Absolute.”
 Thus, the successful yogin achieves liberation from the karmic cycles of prakrti and “obtains immortality and absolute freedom from the moral world.”
 
Interestingly, and perhaps even surprisingly, the sorts of negative characterizations of Yoga that I have discussed above are not in any way particular to modern interpreters. Looking now to one of the traditional commentaries on the YS, attributed to Vacaspatmicra (circa A.D. 800 to 850), we will see similar notions of dualism as well as the accompanying metaphysical story involving the total dissolution and disappearance of prakrti, including the individuated (false) self of the liberated yogin. Take, for instance, Vacaspatmicra’s commentary on YS 1.3, which can be translated simply as “Then the Seer abides in himself.”
 (The “Seer” refers here to the yogin who has attained pure consciousness.) Regarding this passage, Vacaspatmicra observes that when the yogin reaches this state of “Isolation” – i.e. kaivalya – the “infatuated nature falsely attributed [to the Self] has ceased.”
 Vacaspatmicra goes on to use the analogy of a transparent crystal that is temporarily colored by its proximity to a rose. When the flower is removed from the presence of the crystal, the true nature – i.e. the transparency – of the crystal reveals itself. We may be tricked at first into thinking that the crystal is in fact red, and even if we are not tricked on a conceptual level, our eyes are certainly tricked to the extent that we cannot help but see the crystal as red because of the flower’s influence. Similarly, Vacaspatmicra’s story goes, when the “coloring” elements of prakrti give rise to false and impermanent “conditions” that mask the true essence of the self, we mistakenly take these conditions to be essential to the true and permanent self, when they in fact are not. Even if we come to understand conceptually that the fluctuations of our minds do not constitute our true, essential selves, so long as prakrti is in our presence, we will be lulled into misidentifying ourselves with that which is not true, essential, eternal, etc. That is, there must be a “[total] absence of objects” in order for the yogin to achieve a state of liberation.
 Why? Because mental “fluctuations…abound in defects,” and the defining characteristic of prakrti is “mutation”.
 We have to disentangle pure consciousness from this mess by bringing about a “complete calming of the perceptions” through the “restriction of the fluctuations of the mind-stuff.”
 Like the modern commentators, Vacaspatmicra reads the YS in such a way that leaves little room for the preservation of the individual or for anything like a robust, worldly life for the liberated yogin. 
I hope the preceding examples have adequately shown the scope and nature of what I am calling negative characterizations of Patanjali’s Yoga. The above accounts have two aspects in common, both of which Whicher will try to refute. First, the above commentators all agree that metaphysical dualism underlies the YS. That is, there is a distinct ontological difference and hierarchy between purusa and prakrti. Second, as a result of this dualism, all of the above commentators seem to hold some version of the view that the liberated yogin (a) renounces the impermanent/mutable world around him, (b) is disembodied or unembodied in his liberation, (c) sheds all individuating principles and distinctions, even with respect to himself, and (d) eventually ceases all mental activity. Let’s turn now to see how Whicher’s reading differs on these points, and how his reading leads the way, or so Whicher thinks, to a more intuitively palatable and more accurate understanding of Patanjali’s Yoga.
IV. Whicher’s Alternative Reading 


I will present Whicher’s alternative reading in three parts. First, I will spell out in more detail Whicher’s rejection of the standard dualistic reading of the YS. Second, I will discuss Whicher’s defense and explication of the popular, contemporary notion that Yoga is a “union” of sorts. Lastly, I will say a few words about how Whicher’s reading of the YS yields a radically different, and distinctly more positive, spin on the objectives and means of Patanjali’s Yoga.
Metaphysical Dualism in the Yoga-Sutra
A simple statement of Whicher’s thesis is as follows. “[N]irodha denotes an epistemological emphasis and refers to the transformation of self-understanding, not (for the yogin) the ontological cessation of prakrti.”
 The liberated yogin, then, does not actually leave forever the inferior, impermanent, and useless world of prakrti, but, rather, he comes to correct a cognitive misalignment, as Whicher might put it, between the two principles of prakrti and purusa. In particular, the liberated yogin comes to understand the true nature of the self, but, in doing so, “the existence of purusa and prakrti are not in doubt.”
 Whicher flatly rejects the widely held view that prakrti and purusa stand in an ontologically asymmetrical relation in which the former exists solely for the purpose of (revealing) the latter. He objects that, “[i]nterpretations of Yoga that adhere to an absolute separation, implying a final unworkable duality between spirit [purusa] and matter [prakrti], amount to an impoverishment of ideas.”
 Further, “this radical dualism” is “foist[ed]” onto Yoga by interpreters who fail to do justice to Yoga as a distinct school among the six major schools of Hinduism.

Importantly, Whicher readily admits that the text of the YS seems to make a metaphysical distinction between prakrti and purusa, but he claims that this distinction really constitutes a perspective that is merely “provisional,” serving a “pedagogical” purpose, namely, to induce the yogin to break his misidentification with the fluctuations of the mind and prakrti.
 Importantly, then, in rejecting the standard dualistic reading, Whicher is not actually arguing for a non-dualistic reading. Rather, he wishes merely to claim that any metaphysical questions having to do with whether or not purusa and prakrti constitute two separate but equal realities, two separate and unequal realities, one reality, etc. are of no immediate concern in the YS. Rather, the YS remains agnostic on these sorts of points, allowing Patanjali’s Yoga system to accommodate many different philosophical positions regarding ultimate ontology. Indeed, Whicher’s reading is perfectly compatible with the very philosophical position he rejects – i.e. that purusa and prakrti are ultimately incompatible and incommensurable. In refuting the standard reading, his claim is merely that dualism is not supported, or denied, in the YS. Rather, Whicher wishes to claim, a proper analysis of the YS will focus on the epistemological and on the practical. 
Yoga as “Union” or “Yoke”


 In rejecting a dualistic reading of the YS, Whicher sets himself up to make the claim that the liberated yogin can, in a sense, be united with the world, whereas the standard reading of the YS will hold that the liberated yogin stands perfectly and completely isolated from the world. Again, Whicher does not want to make the claim that the liberated yogin achieves a literal, ontological melting, as it were, into the world around him. Rather, liberation consists in an epistemological shift in which the yogin comes to see himself as purusa and ceases to attach any (egoistic) importance to the fluctuations of his mind or to the objects in the world around him. For Whicher, the liberated yogin reaches a state of “enstatic consciousness of purusa [that] can coexist with the mind and indeed all of prakrti.”
 He adds, “far from being incompatible principles, purusa and prakrti can engage or participate in harmony, having attained a balance or equilibrium together.”
 In this way, the yogin is “in effect ‘uniting’ (epistemologically) with the world.”
 Whicher is very careful, again, not to commit himself here to the view that the liberation of the yogin consists in a metaphysical union of the individuated self with the world. Rather, Whicher wants to say that the liberated yogin achieves “epistemic oneness that reveal(s) the non-separation of knower, knowing, and the known.”
 The liberated yogin’s capacity for empathy has developed to infinity, as it were. 
Kaivalya as Embodied, Action-Oriented Freedom

The result of Whicher’s rejection of dualism and his understanding of Yoga as a kind of (epistemic, not ontological) union is a radically different conception of what kaivalya amounts to for the liberated yogin. In short, Whicher understand the state of isolation implied in kaivalya to be characterized by an isolated seeing – i.e. a perspective of seeing that exists independently of the blinding and misleading influences of prakrti. But kaivalya does not, on Whicher’s reading, have anything to do with a literal isolation of the liberated yogin or his consciousness from the world. “Far from being denied or renounced, the world, for the yogin, has become transformed, properly engaged.”
 Moreover, “[t]hrough Yoga one gains proper access to the world and is therefore established in the right relationship to the world.”
 And this right relationship results in the yogin’s ability to act properly and morally. Contrary to the standard reading, which removes the yogin from the moral sphere, Whicher emphatically claims that “the yogin’s spiritual journey…is a highly moral process!”
 He adds that “[t]his process includes “the cultivation of moral virtues such as compassion (karuna) and nonviolence (ahimsa)…”
 This is clearly a radically different conception of the moral life of the liberated yogin than what the standard commentaries have provided.

What about the individual? Does the liberated yogin shed his individuating characteristics, becoming, as it were, a personality-less, relation-less, personhood-less, ghostlike entity that moves mysteriously through the world of prakrti? Whicher again differs with the standard scholarship on this issue, claiming unequivocally that “Yoga does not deny the existence of individuality.”

But what kind of individual is the liberated yogin? Does he act in the world? Does he experience compassion? Does he interact with others in the social world? Whicher takes these questions head on, again, differing radically from the standard scholarship in his reply. He writes, “Can purusa’s existence embrace states of action and knowledge, person and personality? The tradition of Yoga answers in the affirmative.”
 He adds further that “there is no reason why the liberated yogin cannot be portrayed as a vital, creative, thoughtful, empathetic, balanced, happy and wise person.”
 And, again, “Yoga does not destroy or anesthetize our feelings and emotions, thereby encouraging neglect and indifference toward others.”

One final, important distinction to point out between Whicher’s approach to the YS and standard approaches is that Whicher does not view Patanjali’s Yoga as being (wholly) reflective of Samkhya philosophy. Rather, Whicher wants to understand Yoga as a philosophically distinct, albeit very closely related, school of Hindu thought. In particular, Whicher claims that Yoga “goes beyond the position of Classical Samkhya, which seem to rest content with…a final isolation of purusa or absolute separation between purusa and prakrti.”
 Yoga resolves this problematic and pessimistic story of liberation, claims Whicher, by integrating the liberated self with that from which he is liberated.
V. Is Whicher’s Reading Plausible? 

I should state upfront that, as an Astanga yoga student and teacher, I would like very much that (something sufficiently like) Whicher’s reading of the YS is true.
 Indeed, my personal inclination, and the inclination of millions of others who practice some form of Astanga yoga today, is to adopt the view that Patanjali’s Yoga is conducive to an “embodied liberation,” such that the liberated yogin can live an active, ethical, productive life within the world. 

Setting aside any personal investment in the accuracy of Whicher’s reading, though, it is difficult to see how the actual text of the YS bears out the kind of interpretation that Whicher proposes. The crux of the problem with Whicher’s reading, I believe, is his starting point, which is to read YS 1.2 as stating that the cessation of mental fluctuations just amounts to the “cessation of the worldly, empirical effects of the vrttis on the yogin’s consciousness, not the complete cessation of the vrttis themselves.”
 This commitment to only a partial cessation of metal activity leads Whicher to adopt his controversial view of kaivalya (the final spiritual goal of Yoga). He claims that kaivalya, “is not the isolation of the seer (drastr, purusa) separate from the seeable (drsya, prakrti)…but refers to the ‘aloneness’ of the power of ‘seeing’ in its innate purity and clarity without any epistemological distortion and moral defilement.”
 In essence, the entirety of Whicher’s reading results from his stance that the YS tells an epistemic story and not an ontological one. He makes the peculiar and somewhat implausible claim that the seeming talk of metaphysical dualism in the YS is really just a heuristic intended to coax the aspiring yogin into the proper epistemic state for liberation. 
But implausibility is of course not a sufficient reason for rejecting Whicher’s reading out of hand. Indeed, I want to claim, we may not be able to defend or reject Whicher’s reading given the limited access we have to Patanjali’s thought through the pithy statements of the YS. Despite the lack of textual support for Whicher’s reading, there is also not a tremendous amount of textual evidence that would render his reading wholly impossible. So how can we evaluate Whicher’s reading? I think there are in fact several very strong sociological considerations in favor of adopting his positive interpretation of the YS. First, we may ask more pointedly, what sense is there in trying to understand precisely what Patanjali was saying in his writings? The 195 aphorisms of the YS are short and sweet not because Patanjali intended to pack a lot of truth into easily digestible nuggets of philosophical wisdom, as it were. Rather, the aphorisms are presented in their peculiar manner to make it feasible for a student of Yoga to memorize the entire text. The actual study of Yoga was intended to be formally conducted under the guidance of guru who would be able to expound upon each of the 195 aphorisms to fill out their meanings. In other words, Patanjali’s YS does not lend itself to close textual scrutiny, since it was not designed for such a purpose, and any attempt to accurately know what Patanjali “really meant” is probably a very misguided project from the outset. Since the 195 aphorisms of the YS are so limited in and of themselves, many interpreters have tried to gain further access into Patanjali’s philosophy by looking closely at Vyasa’s commentary. This, to me, seems an even more wrongheaded approach given that Vyasa’s commentary dates anywhere from 150 to 550 years after Patanjali’s YS. That the “true meaning” of Patanjali’s YS could have been thoroughly and precisely captured by Vyasa’s much later commentary is dubious, at best. I would be perhaps less skeptical if (a) Vyasa were believed generally by scholars to have been an actual historical person, and (b) Vyasa was shown to have descended from a direct line of guru/teacher relations from Patanjali himself. But neither of these things is established or widely accepted, and, in fact, there is considerable reason to believe that Vyasa was not an actual historical figure. 


So while we may criticize Whicher for failing to get Patanjali right, so to speak, this is not a criticism that is exclusive to Whicher. Indeed, as I would like to suggest, given that the project of trying to get Patanjali right is more or less hopeless, what is relevant is trying to understand the ways in which the YS has been interpreted within evolving social, religious, economic, and political contexts. That is, we ought to look at the YS as a living text, one that both reflects and satisfies the particular needs of a particular time and a particular group of people. 

One of the tensions repeatedly mentioned in the scholarly literature on the YS is the tension between “popular” notions of Patanjali’s Yoga, and the “real” Yoga of Patanjali. The popular notion of Yoga is that its goal is an embodied liberation, one that consists fully in a rich social and ethical life in this world. The “real” Yoga of Patanjali – i.e. the traditional reading – understands the final stage of the yogin’s path to be a fully disembodied state of liberation, one that results in total stillness, a pure consciousness that exists outside of space and time, separate from the inferior existence of prakrti. I take it that one of Whicher’s motivations for re-reading the YS in the way he does is to resolve this tension. But I wonder if his tack has been properly executed, even if it is, as I believe, well motivated. More specifically, a stronger reason for reading the YS in the way that Whicher does is simply the fact that the YS is read in the way Whicher proposes, by some 30 million people who practice Astanga yoga today, or some variant of Astanga yoga. Or, to speak more precisely, the eight-limbed Yoga of Patanjali, as it exists in practice today, is consistent with and perhaps even presupposes the reading that Whicher offers. Admittedly, the 30 million or so people who practice asana (posture), pranayama (breathing), dhyana (meditation), etc. today probably have not studied in depth the actual text of the YS. But to the extent that these people are living and practicing the YS as it is being taught to them by their certified yoga teachers – the modern equivalent of the guru – these 30 million people actively construct a new place for the YS in a new setting, in a new time. By sheer fiat, today’s practitioners of Yoga, I claim, have made Whicher’s reading true. And in doing so, they have not corrupted the “true” message of Patanjali, nor have they broken with tradition. After all, if we understand tradition as a dynamic, ever unfolding process that grows with respect to the dynamism of cultural, sociological, and historical processes,
 then the construction of any tradition just is the result of sheer fiat. And in this sense, Whicher’s reading of the YS is made true in a manner that is not contrary to tradition, but, rather, paradigmatic of it.
So we now know what Whicher’s reading of the YS is, but what are his motivations? Whicher seems to be concerned, in the main, to challenge what he calls Yoga’s longstanding “pessimistic image” as entailing “spiritual isolation, disembodiment, self-denial, and world-negation.”
 It is not immediately obvious why we should want to believe that the YS actually delivers a story of liberation that involves the opposite of this pessimistic image. Whicher states that he wants to defend the “integrity” of Yoga as one of “India’s finest contributions to our modern/postmodern struggle for self-definition, moral integrity, and spiritual renewal.”
 While it may in fact be true that Yoga has made considerable contributions to spiritual pursuits, not just for Hindus, but for many people around the world, this fact, I claim, should not lead us to stretch and bend the text of the YS in order to make it conform to praxis. My accusation is that this is what Whicher has done by starting with a certain positive characterization of Yoga in mind, and then reinterpreting the text of the YS in order to deliver the positive results that he, many religious Hindus, and millions of secular Yoga practitioners desire from the YS. Still, as I have tried to argue above, there are good reasons for accepting something like Whicher’s reading, but the justification for this will not be the text of the YS itself, but rather the reception of the text by the various relevant communities. In other words, in assessing the YS, the appropriate question to ask is perhaps not “What does it mean?” but something more like “What does it mean to community X in context Y during time T?
V. Does Whicher’s Reading of Patanjali’s Yoga Constitute a Kind of Asceticism?

Whether or not Whicher’s reading of the YS is accurate is one issue, which I hope to have addressed in a satisfactory way in the previous section. I’ll close now with some brief considerations about whether, if we accept Whicher’s reading, Patanjali’s Yoga can still be construed as a definitively ascetic program. To further contextualize and motivate this question, we might ask, “Are the 30 million plus people who practice some form of Patanjali’s eight-limbed Yoga today engaging in a truly ascetic practice, or, have they, in their reinterpretation/usurpation of Patanjali’s Yoga turned it into something that fails to be true asceticism?” This is a complex issue that I can only scratch the surface of within the context of this paper, but I think at least some cursory remarks are warranted.

Clearly, how we define asceticism will bear directly on whether or not we accept Whicher’s rendition of Patanjali’s Yoga as satisfying the conditions for asceticism. Many definitions of asceticism have been offered by religious and cultural scholars, but none is universally accepted.
 In addition to this question of whether Whicher’s version of Yoga is really a kind of asceticism, we might also ask, “Why should we care that Whicher’s optimistic reading yields a version of Yoga that is true asceticism?” In other words, what does one gain by distinguishing Patanjali’s Yoga as a bona fide program of asceticism? Why not just be satisfied with describing Yoga today as a fad, or a physical fitness program, or a poor (but good enough for us) approximation of a real ascetic program?  

These are all difficult questions, and, at least from a personal perspective as a practicing yogin, I can offer a few tentative response. First and foremost, it may be important to the modern-day yogin that he sees what he is engaged in as a kind of ascetic program because he understands his path to be directed towards a kind of transcendent liberation, which will involve necessarily a kind of personal transformation. Of course, this transcendent liberation need not be transcendent in the sense that the yogin leaves his body or this world, but, rather, it may be enough for most Yoga practitioners today that their liberation is transcendent in the sense that their freedom is free from attachments to, say, body, emotions, outcomes of action, money, fame, career, reputation, etc. Again, as Whicher’s reading of the YS claims, it is not necessary for the liberated yogin to abandon his practical, familial, and social obligations, and it may in fact even be incumbent upon him to maintain these obligations if he is to be truly liberated. That is, one might understand the content of prakrti as setting the stage upon which liberation can take place. Whicher captures this point nicely when he states that Yoga is not so much concerned with “freedom from” but “freedom to”.


The modern-day yogin also wants his practice to be an ascetic practice because he believes himself to be part of an ongoing tradition that is Yoga. If we accept that a defining feature of asceticism is a connection to a (religious) tradition, then, I think, the practice of Yoga fully satisfies this condition, even though many practitioners today do not take themselves to be involved in a distinctly religious project. But to the extent that even these secular practitioners understand, practice, and live Yoga philosophy as an axiological and soteriological program, they are, at least loosely speaking, maintaining the religious underpinnings of the YS.

In the end, there may be no correct answer as to whether or not Whicher’s reading of Patanjali’s YS leaves us with a system of Yoga that is a truly ascetic program. At the very least, I hope in this paper to have shown that there are good reasons for adopting Whicher’s reading, even if these reasons may not be the textual reasons one would have initially expected. Moreover, I hope in this paper to have primed some intuitions for why we may want to accept Whicher’s version of Patanjali’s Yoga as being a kind of asceticism, one that is especially appropriate for the complex religious, cultural, and political climate in which arises.
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