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Abstract 

 

THE ONE BEHIND THE TWO: 
YOGA + PSYCHOLOGY 

 

By Ashley Turner 

When male and female combine, all things achieve harmony. 
 
        (Lao-tzu, 1988, p. 42) 

 

 Yoga psychology and modern psychology are mutually beneficial. This thesis 

constructs an integrated therapeutic model, weaving together the most potent skills of 

modern psychology and yoga. Arising from vastly different worldviews, both aim for a 

return to wholeness and healing.  Due to differing definitions of self, they offer 

complimentary means by which to obtain this “wholeness.” Traditional psychology 

identifies with cognitive functioning and thinking mind. Yoga incorporates the body and 

soul.  By adapting the nondual framework of systems theory and subatomic physics, 

psychology extends to address all realms of Self: physical, mental, emotional, spiritual.  

Change on one level affects change on all levels.  An integral approach is necessary. 

People have different constitutions, belief systems, and developmental rates; 

therefore, they may require different therapeutic techniques at various stages in their 

lives. The most effective clinician or therapist is diverse and open-minded, able to meet 

the client or student where he or she is, offering a well-rounded skill set.  
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

 
The Tao gives birth to the One. 

One gives birth to Two. 
Two gives birth to Three. 

Three gives birth to all things. 
 

All things have their backs to the female 
and stand facing the male. 

When male and female combine, 
all things achieve harmony. 

 
Ordinary men hate solitude. 

But the Master makes use of it, 
embracing his aloneness, realizing 
he is one with the whole universe. 

 
—Verse 42, Tao Te Ching (Lao-tzu, 1988, p. 42) 

 
 Human beings live currently amidst a time of great change and synthesis. The 

world is becoming increasingly integrated: East and West, rich and poor, inner and outer 

lives converge. Societies merge with the rise of the Internet, scientific models morph with 

quantum physics, and worldviews are inevitably expanded as the crisis of the earth’s 

environment is addressed. Humanity is faced with the overwhelming realization that on 

some level we are all connected. Each individual’s thoughts and actions inevitably affects 

others. Instead of perceiving life through an outmoded model of isolation and 

fragmentation, many people are beginning to understand that it is the relationship 

between seemingly fixed, separate objects that creates the dynamic evolution of life. The 

more one opens up to valuing and knowing the “other,” the more one knows oneself. This 



 2 

reflection is at the heart of both modern psychology and the ancient tradition of yoga and 

is the basic assumption of this thesis. 

 In weaving together the overlapping systems of modern psychology and yoga, this 

thesis intends not to pursue a critique of either modality, but to bridge the gap by 

exploring their similarities and differences as well as developing a comprehensive theory 

that illumines the best of both paradigms. Recognizing the need to integrate modern 

science with perennial philosophies and ancient wisdom, this study attempts to establish a 

“meta” perspective. This “integral approach” (Wilber, 2000b, p. xi), as most widely 

proposed by Ken Wilber, one of the leading philosophers and theorists alive today, 

transcends previous psychological thought and stretches the current model to include 

other proven systems, specifically yoga.  

 The inspiration for this research grew out of my work as a yoga and meditation 

instructor of nearly 10 years. Due to the overvaluing of the external, material world in the 

Western thought, the yoga that has been most widely disseminated is the physical 

practice of asanas, the poses. This leaves the vast majority of students and prospective 

practitioners with a bias towards the physical body and related poses and little 

understanding of the deep psychological and philosophical roots of the astonishingly 

comprehensive science of yoga. Consequently, most teacher trainings concentrate on the 

alignment and sequencing of external practices, while glossing over the vast wealth of 

psychological texts that provide an intricate analysis of mind states which are the source 

of mental confusion and a practical application for how to move beyond these habitual 

thought patterns. I have found that many teachers are therefore well-versed at teaching 

the physical practice yet lack a basic understanding of how to apply the techniques of 
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meditation and this ancient science of mind. Although yoga thoroughly integrates the 

multiple dimensions (mind, body, and spirit) of humanity, it is most widely defined by its 

physical and spiritual (transpersonal) components, and its psychological foundation is 

minimized.  

 After studying Eastern perspectives for half my life, I entered the field of 

psychology to more thoroughly understand the Western view of mind, human 

development, and the inner world. As a yoga instructor, I found that gradually, but 

inevitably, students’ unconscious material began to surface, and I needed core therapeutic 

skills to address these deeper issues. From unearthing past trauma held in the physical 

body to resolving deep emotional wounds to a complete redefinition of boundaries and 

Self, I needed practical communication skills and therapeutic techniques to adequately 

handle these concerns. I also intended to steep myself in the language and concepts of 

Western Psychology in order to more eloquently articulate yogic concepts to a 

contemporary audience. I found, however, that modern psychology practiced according 

to a medical model focuses on treatment of a symptom and restoring the “patient” (client) 

to “normal” psychological functioning. In all but a few peripheral schools of thought, the 

physical body is rarely tackled and the spiritual, soulful (transpersonal) experience is all 

but ignored. The goal of this thesis it to consider how these two rivers can merge to be of 

mutual benefit. 

Today’s society is in need of a paradigm shift to accurately frame a 

comprehensive approach to psychology, personal growth, and human functioning (Capra, 

1984, p. 136). Unfortunately, Eastern thought and psychology have historically remained 

remarkably insulated from each other (Epstein, 1995, p. 4). As evidenced by the 
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explosion of interest in yoga, Buddhism, and meditation in Western culture over the last 

several decades, a growing population is yearning for alternative, practical tools to 

enhance its quality of life. As John Welwood, a leading Buddhist psychologist wrote, 

Now that we have begun to digest and assimilate [the teachings and 
practices of the East], it is time for a deeper level of dialogue between East 
and West, in order to develop greater understanding about the relationship 
between the impersonal absolute and the human, personal dimension. 
Indeed, expressing absolute true nature in a thoroughly personal, human 
form may be one of the most important evolutionary potentials of the 
cross-fertilization. . . . Bringing these two approaches into closer dialogue 
may help us discover how to transform our personality in a more complete 
way—developing it into an instrument of higher purposes—thus 
redeeming the whole personal realm, instead of just seeking liberation 
from it. (2000, p. 225) 
 
Amidst the dominant forces of pioneering scientific and technological 

developments, people around the globe find themselves in crisis. Even after acquiring 

unparalleled material success, many people are left depleted, overworked, imbalanced 

and searching for more. This planet is perhaps irreparably damaged and people are 

disillusioned with religious and financial institutions based on dogma and hierarchy. 

Western society is built on the mantra of manifest destiny, whereby more is better; faster 

is best. Yet, more possessions and faster information do not satisfy our inner search for 

health and happiness. When value is placed on external sources of information and 

validation, one’s connection to truth, Self, and other is severed. One is removed from the 

inherent wisdom and pleasure of one’s body, the deep fulfillment of one’s inner calling 

(Soul), and the lessons and beauty of the natural world. 

Integration and connection on all levels breed a deeper contentment. What is 

needed is a cross-cultural, interdisciplinary approach to healing. As Frances Vaughan, 

wrote, science, like mysticism, is a search for truth (1984, p. 25). It is simply a different 
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way of looking for it. The goal is to “transcend and include” (Wilber, 2000b, p. xi) that 

which has gone before. In rooting their inner investigation in the ancient wisdom of 

perennial philosophies, such as yoga, while making use of science, cultures flow with and 

as the current of consciousness, life, and evolution as it exists now, toward a view of 

reconciliation (p. xi). The focus is on the relationship between two interdependent 

worldviews, rather than their continued separation. 

In addressing the mutual advantages of each approach to self-change, Stanislav 

Grof wrote that although materialistic science has proven effective in evolving 

technology and alleviating external suffering (diseases, poverty, starvation), it has “done 

very little to advance inner fulfillment and genuine emotional satisfaction” (1984, p. 4). 

On the contrary, perennial philosophies have traditionally “offered inner liberation to a 

few, but . . . [have] failed to reach the masses and offer practical solutions for the urgent 

problems of everyday existence or to improve the external conditions of human life” (p. 

4). A more complete spectrum of consciousness and a more comprehensive approach to 

clinical treatment is needed: one that spans the prepersonal to personal to transpersonal 

states: subconscious to self-conscious to superconscious. 

Current scientific developments parallel this collective calling for a more nuanced 

explanation of the world and humanity with evidence to support an integrated worldview. 

A new vision of reality and a fundamental change is necessary in Western society’s 

approach to problem solving, personality, and values that recognizes the interdependence 

of biological, psychological, social, and environmental phenomena. An integral approach 

attempts to “include the truths of body, mind, soul and spirit, rather than reducing them to 
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material displays, empirical processes or objective systems” (Wilber, 2000b, p. xi). 

Wholeness is healing. 

This thesis is meant to further the dialogue inspiring therapists, clients, and 

practitioners to craft a postmodern therapeutic context that adequately addresses all facets 

of the human experience simultaneously. Whereas spiritual traditions “of the East have 

specialized in illuminating the suprapersonal, or transpersonal ground of being—the 

‘heaven’ side of human nature—Western psychology has focused on the earthly half—

the personal and the interpersonal” (Welwood, 2000, p. xi). Psychotherapy in its infancy, 

with only a century of study, can use the vast science of yoga to widen its scope; fully 

integrating the body, acquiring more sophisticated cognitive behavioral tools through 

meditation techniques, and addressing the higher end of human potential in the 

transpersonal realm. Simultaneously, yoga can “find a firmer footing in our culture” (p. 

225) through recognizing and addressing the Western situation and “thus have a greater 

impact on the direction our world is taking” (p. 225). 

This study explores the systemic differences between both schools of thought, 

modern psychological and classic yogic, and how these scientific paradigms are actually 

complimentary rather than contradictory. Chapter Two begins with a brief historical 

overview of the roots of both traditions. This discussion includes an explanation of how 

the patriarchal paradigm of isolationism, conquering, and reductionism leads to 

limitations in the current scientific model and how a more comprehensive, general 

systems theory (matriarchal-ecological worldview) of psychology is necessary. The term 

“psychology” in this context refers to the modern, Western school of psychological 

thought; “Yoga” refers to the entire philosophy, psychology, and practice of the yogic 
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system. A more explicit definition of each term follows in chapter two. The review of 

literature explores how both share an aim of wholeness or integration (nondual) within an 

individual and life. Psychology seeks to assimilate unconscious or repressed material into 

the conscious mind, whereas yoga aspires to unify the complimentary opposing forces of 

Self: body-mind, feminine-masculine and individual-universal. Classical yoga 

encourages a transcendent path, pointing towards “higher,” more refined consciousness 

and often leads to life-denying tendencies. Psychology offers a descending approach, 

working “down” into unconscious material and the circumstances of daily life. 

A comparative analysis is furthered by examining Eastern and Western definitions 

of and approaches to the trinity of body, mind, and Spirit. The review of literature 

grounds this dialogue in scientific data on the mind-body connection and the 

transpersonal (spiritual) realm. In addressing the physical realm, the review of literature 

examines leading-edge movements in body-based psychology: somatic psychology, 

bioenergetics and emotional anatomy, including the work of Wilhelm Reich, Alexander 

Lowen, Carl G. Jung, and Stanley Keleman. The mental-intellectual realm is explored 

through brain science and mindfulness, emphasizing the work of Dan Siegel and 

biofeedback. The “spiritual” approach to psychology focuses on the influence of  Jung‘s 

concept of “the collective unconscious,” the third wave of psychology (humanistic 

psychology) and its evolution into transpersonal and integral psychology.  

Western perspectives are paralleled with Tantra yoga’s view of embodiment and 

transcendence. This includes a detailed map of the cosmology of the body-mind realm 

according to yoga: the five layers of self (koshas), seven primary vortices of energy 
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(chakras), and their corresponding developmental phases in psychology. Specifically, the 

relationship between breath, body, and mind is investigated. 

Chapter Three asserts that yoga and psychology are mutually beneficial and that 

each picks up where the other leaves off. Together they support the full spectrum of 

consciousness. Clinical psychological concepts (transference, countertransference, 

projection) are highly applicable to the yoga practice. A basic understanding of human 

development, emotional release, trauma, communication, and interpersonal skills gives 

ground to the more abstract, theoretical concepts of yoga. Conversely, yoga provides an 

extension of Western psychology by moving beyond ego-identification and the primary 

emphasis on cognitive functioning to include the body, soul, and other. The scope of this 

subject is vast and the intention is to frame the dialogue in a scientific-historical context 

and address the specific concern of how to enlarge the current theoretical model, while 

thoroughly examining the yogic view of consciousness. Limitations require a brief 

discussion on most subjects, but much care is taken to include specific details and 

adequately flush out concepts whenever possible. References are given on several 

subjects, where more personal exploration may be warranted.  

Using the opening quote from the Tao Te Ching (Lao-tzu, 1988) as a guidepost to 

anchor this thesis, I have based the founding principles of this work on my personal and 

professional experience in self-exploration, healing and change (transformation): 

• Every person needs his or her own philosophy and techniques to explore the 

Self and transform. Human beings are born as individuals with unique 

perceptions, constitutions and life events that require them to approach 

healing (on every level) from a myriad of angles and perspectives. There is no 
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one model or school of thought that works for everyone or is inherently 

superior. Humanity represents the infinite multitude of forms. 

The Tao gives birth to the One. 
One gives birth to Two. 

Two gives birth to Three. 
Three gives birth to all things.  

 
(Lao-tzu, 1988, p. 42) 

 
• To heal and become whole, one must ultimately transcend duality (body-

mind, self-other, good-bad, science-spirituality, conscious-unconscious). 

All things have their backs to the female 
and stand facing the male. 

When male and female combine, 
all things achieve harmony. 

 
(Lao-tzu, 1988, p. 42) 

 
 

• Suffering in the world can be addressed and healed only by first understanding 

and healing individuals’ personal source of distress and pain.  

Ordinary men hate solitude. 
But the Master makes use of it, 

embracing his aloneness, realizing 
he is one with the whole universe. 

 
(Lao-tzu, 1988, p. 42) 

 
 



 
 
 
 

CHAPTER II 
BODY, MIND, AND SPIRIT: EAST AND WEST 

 
Shared Vision: A Return to Wholeness 

 For both modern psychology and yoga psychology, the paramount impetus within 

each individual is a return to wholeness. Both are primarily concerned with the 

relationship between and the uniting of two disparate parts of self, or self and other. The 

linguistic root of, psyche stems from the Greek word, psukhe, meaning “spirit, soul or 

breath” (“Psyche,” 1996, p. 2098). Logos means to “talk about or study; the linear 

thinking about, or logic of” (“Logos,” 1991, p. 703). Psychology explores one’s inner 

landscape, or psyche, through the lens of consciousness and views one’s mental 

functioning as the center of thoughts, emotions, and behavior. Its goal is to permeate the 

boundary between the conscious and unconscious mind, allowing repressed material to 

resurface and merge into consciousness.  

The mythic Greek romance of the beautiful mortal, Psyche, and the deity of love 

and fertility, Eros (Cupid is his Roman counterpart), depicts this marriage of conscious 

and unconscious mind. Eros (representing desire) falls in love with the exquisite Psyche 

(representing Soul), but their union is immediately threatened by the jealousy of his 

mother, Aphrodite. She punishes Eros for marrying a mere mortal, and forces Psyche to 

betray Eros and venture to the Underworld to redeem herself. Only when Psyche emerges 

from the underworld (having conquered the dark forces of her unconscious), is she 

received into the pantheon of Gods and immortalized.  Upon reconciling with her mother-

in-law and husband, she bears him a daughter, Hedon (pleasure). Only when Psyche has 
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faced her shadow, or Hades, in the Underworld can Eros freely love her – and both 

receive true pleasure (Hedon).  Psyche also depicts the life force or breath that keeps the 

body alive; that which animates and inspires the masculine “form” (von Moltke, 2000, p. 

161).   Thus, the marriage of the unconscious with the conscious mind is the focal point 

of modern psychology.  The reward of abiding, soulful pleasure (Hedon) is birthed by 

conquering the heart of darkness, the underworld, the shadow or the unknown. 

From a Freudian perspective, one suffers most when the repressed material of 

one’s unconscious life remains unexamined. Mark Epstein (1995) describes such 

repressed material as “black holes” (p. 19) of the psyche—where the emotion or 

experience is too painful to stay present with and remains undigested, cut off, denied, 

projected, rejected, indulged, or otherwise unassimilated—resulting in armoring or 

defensive posturing and leading to isolation, and the inability to make satisfying contact 

with others, the Self, and the world (p. 19). These black holes become points around 

which the forces of greed, hatred, and delusion attach themselves. Jung would 

characterize this as the “shadow” (1951/1983, p. 91), or unconscious. When those aspects 

that have been unconsciously refused are returned, when they are made conscious, 

accepted, tolerated, or integrated, the Self can then be at one. “The need to maintain the 

self-conscious edifice disappears, and the force of compassion is automatically 

unleashed” (p. 19). 

Similarly, numerous Hindu myths symbolize this process of unification. 

Etymologically, the word yoga stems from the Sanskrit word yuj, which translates to 

mean “to yoke together,” “to join,” or “to bind” (Desikachar, 1995, p. 6). From the yogic 

point of view, “what most people want is the same . . . physical and mental health, 
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understanding and wisdom, and peace and freedom” (Iyengar, 2005, p. xiv). Yoga is 

designed as a comprehensive system to address these basic needs and to pull together the 

various different and often competing demands of human life.  

Its goal is nothing less than to attain the integrity of oneness—oneness with 
ourselves and as a consequence oneness with all that lies beyond ourselves. We 
become the harmonious microcosm in the universal macrocosm. 
Oneness…integration, is the foundation for wholeness, inner peace, and ultimate 
freedom”  (Iyengar, 2005, p. xiv) 

  
In essence, yoga takes the idea of connection and relationship one step farther than 

modern psychology. Western psychology focuses on integration within the individual and 

the concentration is on improving one’s internal, mental functioning as well as building a 

healthy, adaptive relationship to the social world. Yoga questions the very nature of 

“self” and expands its definition to include the body, the spirit (transpersonal), and the 

“other.” Hence the goal of “union” or “oneness” refers not only to a personal integration 

of conscious and unconscious, but an impenetrable connection to the world at large 

(Desikachar, 1995, p. 6). It recognizes a larger, underlying wheel of influence and 

philosophically addresses the very nature of being. The difference in definition of “self” 

lies at the heart of the chasm between these worldviews. 

Patriarchal Versus Matriarchal Worldview 

The philosophical rift between Western and Eastern perspectives can be described 

and generalized as the difference in a masculine or patriarchal worldview and a 

feminine, matriarchal worldview, respectively. To symbolize this duality, we can look to 

the solar cross as a map (see Figure 1). The vertical axis represents an ascending, or 

upward, narrow current of movement or evolution. Masculine energy is linear in form 

and directed independently upward. The horizontal, feminine energy moves across 
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planes, to reach out in a more inclusive, relational pattern. Perhaps the most tangible tool 

to visualize this is the most basic building block of the masculine and feminine 

energies—the sexual organs. The masculine phallus, or lingum, as known in Sanskrit, is 

an upward pointing principle. Its purpose is linear—to pursue and penetrate. The 

feminine principle, the womb, or yoni, is circular in nature and seeks to receive. It is 

encompassing, non-linear and open. In the quest for the aforementioned goal of 

integration, the aim is not to pursue one at the expense of the other, but rather to 

recognize how the two principles are interdependent and enhance the other.  The equality 

and interdependence of the masculine and feminine forces is shown by the identical 

length of the horizontal and vertical axes, as well as the circle unifying both. 

 

 

Figure 1. The traditional “Solar Cross” depicts the union of opposed polarities: the 
vertical, masculine principle and the horizontal, feminine principle—encircled to 
represent their corresponding interdependence. Source.  www.symbols.com 
 

Psychology: Born of a Mechanistic, Patriarchal Worldview 

It is crucial to define the context and scientific worldview that has shaped both 

hemispheres of thought: psychology and yoga. In order to fully appreciate the offerings 

of each, their boundaries and foundations must first be recognized. For the past 300 

years, Western science has been dominated by the Newtonian-Cartesian Paradigm (Grof, 

1984). The fundamental philosophical assumptions of this current worldview were 

largely shaped by the work of Sir Isaac Newton and the French philosopher Rene 
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Descartes. Newton revolutionized scientific thought with his description of universal 

gravitation and the three laws of motion, laying the groundwork for classical mechanics 

and modern engineering. He perceived a mechanical universe formed of separate building 

blocks, or atoms, which create solid matter. These individual units interact, conforming to 

the unchangeable, fixed laws of gravity and absolute, three-dimensional space (Grof, 

1984). In short, he advocated a universe governed by a linear chain of cause and effect—

a strictly deterministic view, where any outcome can be predicted (determined) based on 

the related causes. 

Descartes revolutionized mathematics and philosophy with his rational skepticism 

and dualist model of mind-body. With his famous quote, “I think, therefore I am” 

(French: “Je pense, donc je suis.”) (as cited in Grof, 1984, p. 7), he solidified the center 

of the human experience and definition of “Self” as the thinking mind. He believed in the 

absolute dichotomy between matter (res extensa) and mind (res cogitans) (Grof, 1984, p. 

6). This thinking led to a reductionist approach and understanding of natural phenomena. 

The universe was seen as existing objectively in a form in which the human observer can 

perceive it, entirely independent of the process of observation (p. 7). Descartes was a 

pillar in the Scientific Revolution of the 17th century, as he promoted Rationalism, a 

deductive, logical approach to reasoning in which “truth” is discerned through physical 

evidence, reasoning, and intellect (as opposed to an empirical approach, which relies on 

one’s personal, sensorial experience). He believed that nothing which cannot be grasped 

by the intellect (or reason) can be classified as knowledge. In other words, the logic and 

thought of the mind override any sensory experience or “truth” evidenced by the body, 

intuition or spirit.  
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The combined ideas of Newton and Descartes (commonly referred to as the 

“Newtonian-Cartesian Paradigm”) became the driving force behind Western mechanistic 

science and the foundation of the Scientific, Industrial, and Technological Revolutions. 

This method of obtaining information became the ideal prototype of all scientific thinking 

and was emulated by other disciplines, including psychology, psychiatry, sociology, 

anthropology, and other related fields (Grof, 1984). The field of psychology, firmly 

rooted in this landscape of 18th century continental Europe, inherited the medical, 

scientific model of treating patients’ symptoms and analyzing mental constructs. 

Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, was actually a member of the “Helmholtz 

Society” (Grof, 1984), whose explicit goal was to introduce into science the principles of 

Newtonian mechanics. While formulating psychoanalysis, Freud rigorously used the 

criteria of Newtonian thinking, focusing on the biological “drives” underlying human 

behavior (dual theory of eros/pleasure/love and thanatos/death drive) (Grof, 1984). Such 

an approach is known as an extroverted system—drawing its information solely from the 

external, material, biological world (Grof, 1984). 

On the other hand, the rise of the scientific method positively impacted human 

understanding by liberating the capacity to ask questions freely and investigate the nature 

of things, emphasizing the sanctity of the individual. Buddhist psychologist Welwood 

(2000) observed that for the first time in human history, the purpose of individuals’ lives 

was seen as not merely to “fulfill traditional agendas handed down by family, society, 

and conventional religion, but to discover their unique gift and fully embody that in their 

lives” (p. 4). This principle of individuation, leads to the reinforcement of defining Self 

as an individual and is not such a priority in the East. Western psychology excels at 
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delving into the science of the individual psyche and how it develops; it traces the causes 

of symptoms and defense mechanisms and how people replay inner conflicts and 

interpersonal dynamics from early childhood in adult life. From this perspective, modern 

psychology seeks “healing . . . through understanding, clarifying, and working with these 

developmental dynamics” (Welwood, 2000, p. 4).  

To review, a patriarchal, reductionist, Newtonian-Cartesian worldview focuses on 

that which is fundamentally material. It analyzes complex phenomena by breaking it 

down into its more basic material components (Ajaya, 1983). “Consciousness is not 

considered primary; rather, it is the result of the interaction of material entities” (Ajaya, 

1983, p. 12). Evidence is gathered and studied through sensory observation, isolation of 

component parts for analytical study, and the study of antecedent causes (linear cause and 

effect) (p. 12).  General psychology centers on isolating and dissecting mental 

functioning with little regard for other aspects of the self (physical, spiritual) or the 

relationship between these realms.  

While the West focuses on the conditioned mind, the East illuminates 

unconditioned awareness, moving beyond “mind” (mental apparatus) and into philosophy 

and spirituality, asking, “What is the source of consciousness?” It is necessary to 

cultivate both the conscious, linear mind and unconditioned, pure awareness in order to 

realize one’s potential as a fully integrated, functioning human being.  

Yoga: A Perennial Philosophy and Matriarchal Worldview 

Eastern philosophies and spiritual traditions are based on an empirical approach. 

The practitioner typically achieves direct knowledge about the nature of life through 

personal observation and investigation into the changes of her own thought, emotion, 
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body, and life. Because human beings are life itself happening and evolving in the 

moment, they must look to the curriculum of their own experience to question and 

explore the very nature of being. The definition of Self envelops all of one’s experience, 

not simply the thinking mind, and it expands to include the transpersonal realm, or the 

essential nature, shared by all human and nonsentient beings. Contemplative traditions 

move beyond the scope of the conceptual mind to ask, “Who is thinking?” and “What lies 

behind thought?” Welwood (2000) stated that “Eastern teachings emphasize living from 

our deepest nature, turning the mind around so that it can see into its very essence, rather 

than constantly facing outward, focusing on tasks and objects to grasp and manipulate” 

(p. 3). From this perspective, the mind itself (cognitive functioning) is viewed objectively 

as the mechanism or machine which manufactures the end product of thought. Thought 

determines behavior. The force (or energy) that runs the machine is consciousness; 

therefore, to affect change in the end product, one must explore the source of 

consciousness. Although modern psychology excels at working with the machine (mind) 

itself—analyzing impulses, emotional wounds, and developmental patterns—yoga 

psychology moves underneath to the source of consciousness. This discrepancy 

comprises the point of divergence between these two systems. 

Yoga psychology incorporates philosophy and the transpersonal (or spiritual) in 

that it explores the source of life and consciousness: the energy behind the form. This can 

prove uncomfortable for the Western mind, which is conditioned to view life through a 

reductionist, compartmentalized lens (Newtonian) and prefers to obtain information in a 

concrete, logical manner. Coming from a scientific-mechanistic approach, traditional 

psychology steers clear of much overlap with the spiritual (that which exists outside the 
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material universe). Yoga acknowledges a unifying force and empirical data. Such a 

comprehensive schema is what Aldous Huxley (1958) first referred to as “Perennial 

Philosophy” in his seminal book of the same name. Perennial philosophy refers to the 

shared, core teachings of many ancient, mystical traditions, which describe consciousness 

and creative intelligence as primary attributes of existence, both transcendent and 

immanent in the phenomenal world. The microcosm was considered a reflection of the 

larger macrocosm. The individual is a smaller, holographic replica of the universal. 

Perennial Philosophies 

To clarify, perennial philosophies obtain knowledge experientially and recognize 

the subjectivity of all experience, intuitive awareness, and the creative intelligence 

inherent in nature and interconnecting all of life. They observe a dualistic paradigm, 

believing that “the universe is fundamentally made up of interacting complementary 

qualities. Both material phenomena and consciousness exist as a fundamental duality” 

(Ajaya, 1983, p. 15). In his seminal book, Psychotherapy East and West, Swami Ajaya 

explicitly described the foundation of this dualistic paradigm. The fundamental 

assumptions of a dualistic paradigm are: 

1. Human existence (microcosm) is that of an individualized, delimited 
consciousness (macrocosm) involved with material phenomena. 

2. A transcendent consciousness also exists, which is unidentified with material 
phenomena. 

3. Individualized consciousness is evolving toward a more complete experience 
of transcendent consciousness. 

4. The individualized consciousness can never fully experience the 
comprehensive, transcendent consciousness. 

5. To the extent that the individualized consciousness involves itself with the 
material phenomena, it will experience a mixture of pleasure and pain; to the 
extent that a human being positively relates to a more transcendent state of 
consciousness, he experiences such qualities as joy, contentment, knowledge, 
and truth. (p. 15) 
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Humanity’s search for this elemental, unknown force (transcendent 

consciousness) lies at the heart of the world’s spiritual traditions. As Joseph Campbell 

(1949) illustrated in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, religions and myths 

worldwide seek to elevate one’s awareness beyond the dualistic conception of reality 

(good-bad, right-wrong, pleasure-pain, sacred-profane). He explored how humans make 

sense of and explain the ineffable through myths, ritual, and metaphor. These myths have 

common, recurring themes, which Jung identified as archetypes. Campbell translated a 

shloka from the Rig Veda (a foundational Indian text) in the preface to his book: "Truth 

is one, the sages speak of it by many names" (Ekam Sat Vipra Bahuda Vadanthi) (p. viii). 

Although, not always explicit, the world’s religions often have well-elaborated esoteric 

psychologies and are built around guidelines and techniques to help one experience the 

quality of spirit (transcendent consciousness. omnipresent, eternal), while living in the 

material world.  

The intent of yogic discipline is to unify the material world (bodymind) with the 

transcendent. Swami Ajaya (1983) explained that yoga is a complex and extensive 

science addressing all layers of one’s experience.  

It includes a science of the body, an understanding of the energy level which 
governs the body’s functions, a study of the mind and higher states of 
consciousness as well as a whole philosophy of the structure and nature of the 
universe. (p. 169)  
 

One of its major assets is its ability to unify all these various disciplines into one 

meaningful whole. The many facets of oneself and one’s world are coordinated by means 

of bringing them together within the field of awareness.  
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Samkhya Philosophy: The Root of Yoga 

The Samkhya system of philosophy and psychology, one of the six schools of 

Indian thought, solidified dualistic thought in the East, around the 14th or 15th centuries 

B.C.E. (Feuerstein, 1998b, p. 75). Samkhya described the principal categories of 

existence and would be known in Western science as ontology, or the science of being. 

The underlying, unifying force of life (conscious intelligence, unmanifest energy, Spirit) 

is known as purusha and the primordial, material apparatus of the universe (nature, 

manifest field), as prakriti (Iyengar, 2005, p. 207). “According to Samkyha, everything 

that exists is made up of both consciousness and the material principle” (Ajaya, 1983, p. 

35). Yoga evolved out of the Samkhya tradition as a codified system to stabilize and 

harmonize the elemental forces of nature to encourage purusha, or pure consciousness, to 

reveal itself spontaneously, through prakriti, the material world. In ancient China, 

Taoism founded a parallel psychological model based on the dualistic paradigm 

beginning in the fifth century B.C.E., recognizing the interdependence of two 

complimentary forces, yin and yang (Ajaya, 1983). Both are non-dogmatic, atheistic 

traditions—viewing an underlying source of bodymind that is experienced personally, 

through observation, contemplation and reflection. 

This paradigm challenges the traditional Western scientific view, which considers 

matter as primary and consciousness as a property of complex, material patterns that 

emerge at a certain stage of biological evolution (Capra, 1984). Mystical, perennial, or 

dualistic philosophies regard consciousness as the primary reality and ground of all 

being. Consciousness in its purest form is nonmaterial, formless, and void of all content 

and is believed to be the essence of the universe and to manifest itself in all things. All 
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forms of matter (prakriti) and all living things are seen as patterns and expressions of 

divine consciousness (purusha) (Desikachar, 1998). 

This shift to a dualistic paradigm requires a new thinking process and a radical 

change in perspective and is important in making the leap from the mind-body split to an 

integrated cosmology of whole Self. A broader intellectual orientation is required. 

Reductionist-positivist and dualist-perennial views need not be considered opposed to 

each other, but rather understood as progressively more comprehensive frames of 

reference. Bridging the gap between science and spirituality is a necessary step in 

educating the Western mind on scientific evidence that supports the inclusion of a 

matriarchal, embodied approach to psychology within the existing patriarchal, 

evolutionary model. To orient the reader scientifically, the next section briefly examines 

subatomic physics and general systems theory. 

Subatomic Physics and The Cosmic Dance 

Subatomic physics proves that the substance of life is an interconnecting, 

undulating wave and illuminates the yogic metaphor of the “Cosmic Dance.” Probing 

into the subatomic world, scientists surpassed the world of sensory observation and could 

no longer rely with absolute certainty on logic and common sense. Subatomic physics 

provided scientists with the first glimpses into the essential paradox of the universe. The 

particle became the wave and revealed that all matter is a constantly fluctuating 

phenomenon of its underlying energy (Capra, 2000). Mass is no longer associated with a 

material substance but recognized as a form of energy (e = mc2). Energy is associated 

with activity. It is a measure of activity. Subatomic particles are dynamic patterns and 

processes rather than objects. Physicists and mystics agree that what we call “objects” are 
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really patterns in an inseparable cosmic process, and they agree that these patterns are 

intrinsically dynamic (Capra, 2000). 

Subatomic physics, therefore, provides the theoretical cornerstone of the 

indivisible relationship between body and mind. What is called thing has been described 

by Indian mystics with the Sanskrit term samskara, a term that means, primarily, “an 

event” or “happening,” and only secondarily, “an existing thing” (Capra, 2000, p. 138). 

The residual effect of an event on a person compounds as physical residue in the material 

body (see further explanation in chapter three). In other words, the energy of an event 

creates a pattern rendering itself as an observed “thing” (tension or condensed energy) in 

the body. Physical residue leads to tension in the body creating habitual patterns of 

thought, movement and behavior. Fritjof Capra (1984) described this process in detail: 

The energy patterns of the subatomic world form stable atomic and 
molecular structures that build up matter and give it its macroscopic solid 
appearance, thus making us believe it is made of some material substance. 
. . . Atoms exist of particles and these particles are not made of any 
material stuff. When we observe them we never see any substance; what 
we observe are dynamic patterns continually changing into one another—a 
continuous dance of energy. (p. 138) 
 
Mystics hold a dynamic, dualist worldview paralleling that of modern physicists, 

so it is not surprising that both use the image of dance to convey the fluctuating nature of 

the universe. In fact, the mythology of yoga is most notably expressed through the image 

of Shiva Nataraja, the Lord of Dancers (see Figure 2). Lord Shiva, or Nataraja 

(considered the father of yoga) is depicted dancing through a ring of fire. With one leg 

raised in dance, the other stomps on a dwarf god, representing ignorance. The aureole of 

fire represents the existential principle and endless cycle of destruction and creation that 

oscillates beyond time and space. For yogis, the image portrays the mortal challenge of 
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“dancing” through the never-ending changing forms of life, with grace and joy. For 

modern physicists, the Lord of Dance is the flux of subatomic matter—the continual 

rotation and interaction of subatomic particles generating the whole cosmos—the basis of 

all existence and natural phenomena (Capra, 1984). This postmodern scientific construct 

spans all levels of reality, from the microcosm to the macrocosm, as paralleled in systems 

theory. 

 

 

Figure 2: Shiva Nataraja, Lord of the Dance. Source: Art by Arumugam Manivelu, ca. 
1999. Himalayan Academy. 
 

General Systems Theory 

General systems theory is a holistic, interdisciplinary field of science that studies 

complex systems and relationships, emphasizing the fundamental interrelatedness and 

interdependence of all phenomena and the intrinsically dynamic nature of physical reality 

(Ajaya, 1983). Based on Einstein’s Theory of Relativity and Plank’s Quantum Theory, a 

systems view, as the name implies, recognizes the world as a series of relationships, 
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processes, and integration, instead of separate, independent objects. Systems theory is 

commonly referred to as an “ecological” approach due to its emphasis on the interactions 

between organisms, as well as the relationship between an organism and its environment. 

The technological revolution, the invention of the computer, cybernetics and the matrix 

of the Internet emerged out of this theory of interdependence.  

“Systems” are integrated “wholes” whose properties cannot be reduced to those of 

smaller units, or holons, as termed by Ken Wilber (2000a, p. 17) in A Brief History of 

Everything. Instead of focusing on the basic building blocks or substances (a mechanistic 

approach), the systems approach emphasizes basic principles and processes of 

organization. A living organism is a self-organizing system and exhibits a stratified order, 

in which there are interconnections and interdependence between all levels, with each 

level interacting and communicating with its total environment. This process is known as 

metabolism. A self-organizing system is self-renewing, maintaining a continuous 

exchange of energy and matter within itself and with its environment.  

Approaching psychology with a systems framework, the focus becomes the 

relationship between various components of an individual self (personal), as well as the 

relationship between an individual self and an “other” (transpersonal). Life becomes a 

subjective, co-created, holographic reality. This presupposes a shift in the definition of 

“self” to include a larger whole: (a) all strata of an individual—physical, mental, 

emotional, spiritual, sexual (not just ego-mental-thinking mind), and (b) the “other”—

another individual is seen in relationship to and reflection of the “self” and not viewed as 

a separate, autonomous entity. To clarify, when referring to the whole of a person and the 
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connection in wholeness with others, “Self” will be capitalized.  When referring to the 

small, individual, ego-identity of person, the uncapitalized “self” will be used. 

Historically, one of the great limitations in orthodox psychology is its 

compartmentalized view of the human being. Various schools of psychology have often 

taken only one aspect “of the rich and multifaceted phenomenon of consciousness and 

announced that it is the only aspect worth studying (or even that it is the only aspect that 

actually exists)” (Wilber, 2000b, p. 1). Each school focuses on only one or a few facets of 

the person, but none approaches the whole. Swami Ajaya (1983) provides a brief list of 

specific schools of psychology and their corresponding facets of humanity (p. 6): 

Facet    School of Psychology 
Personal Unconscious  Psychoanalysis 
Collective Unconscious Jungian Analysis 
Habits    Behaviorism 
Interpersonal behavior Family Therapy, Neo-Freudians 
Body    Somatic Psychology, Bioenergetics 
Spiritual   Pastoral Counseling, Transpersonal Psychology 
 
With this shift in paradigm from Newtonian-Cartesian reductionism to 

postmodern dualism as the backdrop framing this dialogue, the review now briefly 

explores how both traditional psychology and yoga view the mind, body, and spirit, 

respectively. As noted, yoga presumes a systems view and an inclusive methodology. 

Psychology’s relationship with the physical and spiritual arenas remains more 

ambivalent, as shown in the following historical summary. Whereas this thesis focuses on 

the cross-fertilization of both landscapes, and due to the restricted scope of this study, the 

exploration in the field of psychology is limited to those schools of thought that have 

stretched to embrace mind, body, and spirit. 
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Psychology: An Historical Overview 

For a thoughtful comparison of yoga and psychology, it is necessary to grasp the 

underpinnings, history, and context of modern psychology. Ironically, the roots of 

modern psychology originate in the numinous, mythological ground of ancient Greece 

(psyche meaning “soul”). In the 16th century, logos (study or logic) was added to psyche 

to form psychology, “the study of soul or spirit as it appears in human form” (Wilber, 

2000b, p. vii). Arthur Schopenhauer, an 18th century German theorist and one of the 

earliest pioneers in the study of the unconscious, whose work later influenced Friedrich 

Nietzsche and Freud, derived much of his philosophy from Eastern mysticism and 

Buddhism, particularly the Upanishads. Schopenhauer’s metaphysical theory of 

psychology states that “under the individual consciousness lies a cosmic consciousness” 

(as cited in Wilbur, 2000b, p. xi). During the mid to late 19th century, supported by the 

simultaneous work of William James, Gustav Fechner, and James Mark Baldwin, 

psychology successfully straddled the scientific and spiritual realms, in dialogue with 

perennial philosophies and ancient wisdom traditions. 

With the rising dominance of Darwin’s theory of evolution and the 

Newtonian/Cartesian paradigm, however, Freud and his followers popularized a view of 

the self as independent and separate, and the individual took precedence over the 

collective. Emphasis was on the intrapsychic process—an individual’s solitary struggles 

with thoughts, feelings, and emotions. As Epstein (1995) chronicled,  

The function of therapy was to put people in touch with aspects of 
themselves that they were uncomfortable with, to acquaint them with their 
unacceptable wishes and desires in an effort to make them more whole.  
. . . This meant opening people to their animal natures or bringing 
awareness to areas of conflict between selfish, sexual or aggressive urges 
and ethical or moral constraints. Because the roots of these conflicts were 
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often buried in childhood, the focus of therapy was on resurrecting the 
memories and events that gave form to the current predicament. (p. xvii) 
 
Borrowing from the medical model of treating a patient’s symptoms, the focus of 

psychotherapy became pathology. Psychology then swung to the far end of the 

reductionist pendulum with its “2nd wave” (Hunt, 1993), behaviorism. Leaning on 

Pavlov’s principle of classical conditioning, behaviorism authenticated only observable, 

external actions and rejected all introspective methods and hypothetical constructs such 

as the mind or soul. This purely objective branch of “natural science,” led by the likes of 

John B. Watson and B. F. Skinner, limited itself to strictly materialistic, experimental 

methods and definitions (Hunt, 1993).  

As a reaction to the limitations of psychoanalysis and behaviorism, the “3rd force” 

(Ajaya, 1983) of humanistic psychology emerged in the 1950’s and 60’s – advocating a 

more inclusive approach to self-study. Founded by Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers and 

Clark Moustakas, humanistic psychology is dedicated to self-actualization and begins to 

reach into a more comprehensive approach, mirroring the psychology of yoga. It focuses 

on health rather than psychopathology, and is also known as the Human Potential 

Movement (Aasnatoos, Serlin, & Greening, 2000).  

The 4th wave of psychology, known as transpersonal psychology, began in 1969, 

when Maslow, Stanislav Grof and others sought “to integrate their understanding of 

Humanistic Psychology with Eastern Mysticism” (Vaughan, 1984, p. 27). Transpersonal 

psychology expanded the field of inquiry to include the spiritual dimension of life, 

emphasizing all components of well-being (physical, emotional, mental, sexual, 

spiritual). In adding the “transpersonal” dimension, psychology finally extended the 

definition of “self” beyond an individual body-mind-ego to include “other.” Moving from 
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an intrapsychic (personal) model to an interpsychic (transpersonal) model, the strategy of 

mindfulness is applied to another (Scotton, 1996), characterized by this fourth wave’s 

focus on service and community. No one belief system or theory is supported, instead 

there is a willingness to question beliefs. Value is placed on experiential understanding of 

a tradition, rather than theoretical, intellectual, mental knowledge. As this chapter 

explains further, transpersonal psychology and its counterpart, integral psychology, are at 

the leading edge in a progressive attempt to fuse contemplative Eastern spirituality with 

contemporary Western science. 

Mind: A Systems Definition 

Preeminent physicist Capra (2000) thoroughly examined the parallels of modern 

science (not only physics, but biology, psychology, and other sciences), systems theory, 

and Eastern mysticism in his revolutionary work, The Tao of Physics. He elucidated the 

Santiago theory of cognition, which conveys an expanded definition of “mind.” 

In a nutshell, the new theory asserts that cognition (the process of knowing) is 
identical with the process of life at all levels of living systems. According to this 
theory, known as the Santiago theory of cognition, mind is not a thing but a 
process. Mind is the process of cognition, which is none other than the process of 
life, and consciousness is an elaborate form of this process. . . . The Santiago 
theory provides . . . the first coherent scientific framework that fully overcomes 
the Cartesian split between mind and matter. Mind and matter no longer appear to 
belong to two separate categories but are seen as representing two complimentary 
aspects of the phenomenon of life: the process aspect and the structure aspect. 
Mind is the process of life, the process of cognition. The brain (and indeed the 
entire body) is the structure through which this process manifests itself. (p. 8) 
 
In an ordinary state of consciousness, a person identifies experientially with his or 

her body image, or as Alan Watts described, the “skin-encapsulated ego” (Grof, 1984, p. 

11). This phenomenon stems from the Western mind’s grounding in material, objective 

reality. Hindu theory begins with the painful condition of the subject as he or she 
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embarks on self-exploration, trapped in an aging body that is subject to anxieties, disease, 

and death and to wants that are only intermittently satisfied (Hiatt & Scotton, 1996). 

Capra clarified that from 

A systems point of view, life is not some substance or force, and mind is not an 
entity interacting with matter. Both life and mind are manifestations of the same 
set of systemic properties, a set of processes which represent the dynamics of self-
organization. (1984, p. 143) 

 
Through a perennial philosophical lens (including yoga), the perceived limitations 

are transcended. A person’s identity can expand beyond the body image and encompass 

other people, groups of people, all of humanity, or even stretch beyond human boundaries 

and include animals, plants, or even inanimate objects and processes. “In the extremes, 

one can even identify with the whole planet or the entire cosmos at various points of 

development” (Grof, 1984, p.18). Psychologists have come to call nonordinary 

experiences of this kind transpersonal (elaborated in Chapter Three) because they seem 

to allow the individual mind to make contact with collective and even cosmic mental 

patterns (Capra, 1984).  

Ironically, the source of human suffering—humans’ identification with and 

attachment to their personal biographies, narcissistic tendencies, and the “self” that needs 

protecting—is also the means of release. When one uproots the conviction of  “self” as 

ego-mind, releases one’s need to preserve self-image, and recognize one’s 

interdependence, one dissolves self-consciousness and control and opens the path to 

compassion and love—toward both oneself and the other. As Epstein (1995) wrote, 

“happiness is a real possibility if we can penetrate our own narcissism” (p. 45). 
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Mind: Modern Psychology’s Definition 

In order to discern the differences and growing edges of mutuality bridging 

modern psychology and yoga psychology, this section begins with a general overview of 

how each distinguishes the mind, body, and spirit, respectively. As detailed above, the 

long established materialist-behaviorist doctrine dominating science in the mid 19th 

century led to the Cartesian split and a mechanistic-reductionist therapeutic approach 

(Ajaya, 1983). Mind was defined as thought process, the intellect, mentation, and its 

locus was anchored in the brain and defined by external behavior. Mind was considered 

separate from the body and a consequence of the sophisticated mechanism of the brain. 

Freud revolutionized psychology by defining the unseen mind, addressing subjective, 

inner reality, and conceiving of a triple-tiered mental topography (see Figure 3) (Gay, 

1989, p. xxvii).  

 

Figure 3. Freud’s illustration of consciousness. Source. The Ego and the Id, Freud, 
(1923/1960). 
 

In his view, the conscious mind includes thoughts that are conscious, on the 

surface (Freud, 1923/1960). The preconscious mind, consists of thoughts not 

immediately available, but buried so shallowly that they are easily retrievable. The 
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unconscious thoughts are those driven into remote regions of the mind in which they are 

split off and try to remain hidden or repressed. The instinctual id and the rationalized ego 

are in ongoing struggle for control with the moralizing superego. The modern concept of 

mind is very much based on key Freudian principles—the central role of the dynamic 

unconscious, repression and the resulting defense mechanisms, the lifelong impact of 

childhood experiences, and the inescapability of inner conflict (in Freudian terms: discord 

between the id, ego and superego) (1923/1960). This can be loosely related to the yogic 

strata of mind—manas, ahamkara, chitta, buddhi (to be subsequently defined)—in which 

the unconscious memory bank colors current interpretations of reality. This inherent 

mental warring between parts, “the problem of inauthenticity, of a restless, insecure, and 

doubting self” (Epstein, 1995, p. 52), is what has come to dominate current 

psychoanalytic thought. In other words, through diverse means, psychology is dealing 

with bringing together the variant, conflicted factions of self into a cohesive whole in 

order to resolve troubling mental or behavioral patterns. 

With the emergence of neuroscience, the definition of “mind” extends to include 

the central nervous system, as the effects of thought can be measured physiologically. 

This supports a systemic definition of mind.  Dan Siegel, leading neuroscience researcher 

and psychiatrist at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA), offered this 

succinct definition of mind:  

A process that regulates the flow of energy and information . . . both embodied—
it involves a flow of energy and information that occurs within the body, 
including the brain—and relational, the dimension of the mind that involves 
energy and information occurring between people. (2007, p. 5)  

 



 32 

In fact, current scientific data (through biofeedback, MRIs, EEGs, magnetic resonancing) 

show the interdependent relationship between the brain, body, and interpersonal 

relationships.  

Siegel’s (2007) pioneering work, documented in The Mindful Brain, emphasized 

the power of neural integration resulting from mindfulness practices and empathetic 

attunement (a sense of feeling “felt” by oneself or another). “Neural integration is the 

linkage of anatomically or functionally differentiated neural regions into an 

interconnection of widely distributed areas of the brain and body proper” (p. 40). 

Structurally, this results in the strengthening and growth of new synaptic linkages and 

neuroplasticity. Functionally, neural integration creates optimal brain coordination and 

balance, increased immune function, and heightened self-regulation. Enabling individuals 

to regulate their emotions in a more positive manner leads to an approach response rather 

than withdrawal in relationship with oneself and others (p. 32). Siegel scientifically 

advocated an expanded concept of mind in which  

This macroview enables us to not only see the entire brain and body as one 
functional whole, but to move out further and examine the ways in which signals 
from one brain/body interact with others within relationships, families, and 
societies. (p. 40)  

 
This recent research in brain biology parallels what ancient yogic and Buddhist 

psychologists have long proposed: integration interpersonally and intrapersonally leads to 

well-being. 

Mind: Yogic Anatomy of Consciousness 

Yoga is an intricate science explaining how the intersection of the mind and body 

forms one’s experience and providing a map of how to neutralize and navigate the 

intricacies of all its activities. The Yoga Sutras, first codified by the sage Patanjali (circa 
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3,000 B.C.E.), are a collection of 127 terse aphorisms, comprising the seminal 

psychological text of yoga. In Sutra 2, yoga is defined as yogash~chitta~vritti~nirodhah, 

or “the cessation of the fluctuations of the mind” (Hari Dass, 1999, p. 5). In other words, 

yoga (union with Self, other, present moment and unlimited consciousness) is achieved 

by lessening the neurosis, or waves (vrittis) in the mind (chitta). The resulting neutrality 

cultivates clear perception and unconditional acceptance of exactly what is here, now. 

According the dualist philosophy of yoga (Samkhya), suffering and dissatisfaction arise 

from humans’ misidentification with the matrix of the manifest world (prakriti) and 

inability to recognize their true nature as the energy (purusha) sourcing this apparatus. 

The state of yoga or identification with this unified-unmanifest field occurs 

spontaneously when disruption in the mind stops. During such a mental pause, pure 

consciousness that underlies thoughts emerges. Far from an abstract theory, The Yoga 

Sutras of Patanjali combine deep philosophical principles with applied, psychological 

methods to realize the nature of truth through direct experience. As one disentangles from 

the chaotic fervor of mind-activity, one joins with that reality which is truth and brings 

peace.  Figure 4 (below) shows a simplified diagram of underlying latent activity of 

thought, conscious mind and the outer layer of sensory input, from a yogic view. 
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Figure 4. Yogic Map of the Mind – including the inseparable body and breath. Chitta 
comprises the entire system of mind.  Sensory/action organs are named manas. Buddhi 
represents the higher, conscious mind.  The ego sense of Self, ahamkara, is the active 
unconscious mind, while the latent imprints, unconscious tendencies are called 
samskaras. The breath is viewed as a bridge regulating the external sensory world and 
internal, subjective experience.  Source. www.swamij.com 
 

Chitta: Lakebed of Consciousness 

The anatomy of the mind’s apparatus, from the yogic perspective, is not unlike 

Freud’s mental topography, with several disparate components overlapping and vying for 

dominance in the thought process. The greater mental field or mind-activity is called 

Chitta, from the root chit, meaning “to be aware” (Frawley, 1996, p. 76). Chitta is the 

umbrella of consciousness consisting of several inlaid sectors: unconscious, 

subconscious, self-conscious, and superconscious. As shown in figure 4 (above), chitta 

encompasses the unconscious and the conscious mind.  It is also called the body of 

cognitive experience, the internal ground of the mind or the basic stuff of consciousness. 

Chitta is like a vast lakebed, a giant storehouse of impressions or traces (samskaras) of 

all past experiences (Frawley, 1996). 

Manas: Sensory-Motor Mind 

The inner triumvirate responsible for consciousness is composed of manas, 

buddhi, and ahamkara (Frawley, 1996). Manas, literally translated as “the instrument of 
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thinking” (p. 109) is the most complex aspect of consciousness, consisting of the senses, 

emotions, and outer thinking capacity. Manas is the sensory-motor mind, often referred 

to as mind. It acts as a “collecting device” (p. 109) taking in as much sensory data as 

possible from the five sense organs (jnanendriyas). It is an organ of action, much like a 

central circuit board: ever thinking, planning, reacting emotionally, or otherwise seeking 

to engage one externally (p. 111). Manas is shown above (figure 4) as the “body”, or 

senses and actions that are collected and interpreted by the discerning layer of mind.  

“Desiring, memory, affection, gratitude, sexual impulses, shame, fear, love, attachment, 

hate, jealousy, anger and so forth are all phenomena of the ‘lower mind’” (Rama, 

Ballentine, & Ajaya, 1976, p. 60). Manas’s primary function is to see that information is 

received and that action is coordinated smoothly. “In the absence of influence from more 

evolved parts of the mind, the sensory-motor mind is extremely susceptible to the push 

and pull of the instincts and emotions” (p. 61). 

Buddhi: Higher, Discriminating Mind 

Buddhi is the discerning palate of thought (Frawley, 1996). Whereas manas is 

driven by impulse and has no ability to make decisions or to evaluate, buddhi becomes 

the sword of discrimination, slicing through the mass of sensory data. It determines 

whether or not to give in to the act presented by manas. Buddhi is referred to as 

“intellect” (p. 114). To the extent that buddhi is refined, the mind develops the ability to 

make more creative, independent decisions. When buddhi is underdeveloped and weak, 

habit, instinct, and circumstance prevail, and the individual is driven by reaction and 

urges, based on past experience and memory traces or imprints in the mind (samskaras) 

(p. 115).  Buddhi could be considered the layer of “higher” mind or consciousness which 



 36 

can distinguish between impulsive desires and a more refined, beneficial response to 

circumstance. 

Ahamkara: “I” Sense 

Ahamkara, translated as the sense of “I,” is often referred to as a correlate to the 

Western concept of ego, although, this interpretation can be somewhat misleading. 

Ahamkara draws the line of the two-fold world, with the boundary between inner and 

outer worlds, determining the definition and consistency of “self” or “I-ness” (Eliade, 

1954/1958, p. 20). When one identifies with possessions, attributes, and personality, this 

is ahamkara. Modern psychology is very much centered around this sense of “I” and 

individual self. Yoga psychology recognizes the source of human suffering as humans’ 

false identification with this “separate” self. In Light on Life, B. K. S. Iyengar (2005) 

offered this apt analogy: 

Ego has been compared to the filament in a light bulb, which, because it glows 
with light, proclaims itself to be the light’s source, electricity. In reality the light 
that shines from I-consciousness devolves from another and deeper source, one 
unknowable in daily life, but which mankind has always intuitively felt to exist.    
. . . The most common word we give to this is soul. If the “I” attaches itself to 
consciousness, it becomes ego (ahamkara). If the “I” can be erased, awareness of 
soul infuses the consciousness. Nevertheless, when ego is quiescent, 
consciousness senses the reality of the soul, and the light of soul expresses itself 
through the translucent consciousness. (pp. 120-121) 

 
The goal of yoga psychology is transparency among the layers of the mind to 

reduce fluctuations and create the most conducive environment for clear, undistorted 

perception to naturally arise. To a degree, this mirrors psychology’s aim of wholeness in 

integrating the unconscious (impulses, complexes, emotional residue, defense 

mechanisms) with conscious awareness. In short, the layers of the mind can loosely be 

translated from the yogic view to Western psychology as follows: 
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Chitta (consciousness)—unconscious, but also potential higher conscious 
Manas (mind)—subconscious  
Buddhi (intelligence)—conscious  
Ahamkara (ego or self)—self-conscious (Frawley, 1996, p. 138) 
 
Yoga recognizes a grey area between what is “me” and “not me,” an interface 

between “I”-ness and the outer world, which is most useful in tangibly working with the 

limitations of mind. The instrument of this latticework between individual/collective and 

spirit/form is the body and the breath. An investigation of the use of body and its 

currency, the breath, in yoga and psychology reveals what may be the most effective 

bridge between these two paradigms. 

Somatic Psychology: Body as Extension of Mind 

As thoroughly detailed in the beginning of this chapter, psychology is born from a 

reductionist worldview that has traditionally separated psychic and physical functioning. 

This thesis advocates, however, that a shift in focus towards a dualistic/systems/integral 

perspective is the next stage of evolution in modern, scientific thought. This discussion 

therefore focuses on how contemporary psychology and the latest medical research 

stretches to incorporate the use of the body in self-change and understanding. The fields 

of somatic psychology and bioenergetics pave the way for transformation of psyche 

through soma.  

As evidenced by science, the molecules that make up human beings are in a 

constant interchange with the world around them (Zukav, 1979). Humans’ physical 

boundaries are permeable. The way that thoughts and emotional states impact human 

physicality is visible. One is “heavy hearted” and one’s shoulders round, one’s chest 

dampens. One recognizes nervousness or anxiety in one’s sweating or in “butterflies” in 

the stomach. When one is confident or content, one naturally sits or stands more erect. 
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When one is inspired or becomes passionate, one is “flushed with excitement.” Freud 

recognized that psychic energy had a physical component with his concept of libido, 

stating that when this energy was not adequately expressed or released, it led to a back-up 

and eventual anxiety or neurosis in an individual. Although Freud eventually focused on 

the sexual aspect of this release, he understood that an appropriate discharge of psychic 

tension and energy through the physical body creates pleasure in an individual and is a 

necessary component of well-being (Hunt, 1993). 

Wilhelm Reich, one of the first pioneers of body psychotherapy, introduced the 

idea of “character armoring” and “muscular armoring” (as cited in Dychtwald, 1977, p. 

102), in which psycho-emotional conflicts and blockages took up residence in the 

muscular tissue of the body, forming what he called armor, creating a protective 

muscular shell encasing the individual and personality. “His realization that psycho-

emotional energy (which Freud had called “libido”) seemed to have actual substance to it 

. . . caused a dramatic change in therapeutic procedure” (p. 103).  

Mental impressions are transmitted through various energetic currencies: 

emotional, verbal, physical or sexual release. When an inner conflict arises and free 

expression or release of this impulse is blocked, it turns in on itself, compressing and 

creating tightness in the physical body. Alexander Lowen (1975), originator of 

bioenergetics, and protégé of Reich’s, described this dynamic:  

In a healthy personality the mental and the physical levels of functioning 
cooperate to promote well-being. In a disturbed personality there are areas of 
feeling and behavior where these levels of functioning or aspects of the 
personality are in conflict. An area of conflict creates a block . . . unconscious 
restrictions of movement and expression. Such blocks limit a person’s ability to 
reach out to the world for the satisfaction of his needs and represent, therefore, a 
reduction in his capacity for pleasure. (pp. 142-143) 
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 Bodies do not lie. Emotional and psychological experience lies buried 

subterranean in one’s physique. Ken Dychtwald (1977) explained,  

The body begins to form around the feelings that animate it, and the feelings, in 
turn, become habituated and trapped within the body tissue itself. The bodymind 
then, when seen from this perspective, is to some extent the continually 
regenerating product of a lifetime of emotional encounters, psychological 
activities, and psychosomatic preferences. (p. 22) 
  
The body-mind relationship can be scientifically explained through quantum 

physics and neurobiology. The brain tissue actually extends through the entire body as 

the grey matter of the spinal column, nerves, and cerebral spinal fluid which transmits the 

electrical impulses called thoughts (Siegel, 2007). An experience is nothing more than a 

wave. A thought form originating in the brain as a response to an experience travels 

through the nervous system as an electrical impulse and lands in the corresponding tissue 

of the physical body. If one experiences resistance to a thought or experience, the body 

tenses and the musculature contracts. “There is increasing evidence that our feelings and 

attitudes directly affect the way we hold and carry ourselves, breathe, move and grow” 

(Dychtwald, 1977, p. 22). One molds oneself around one’s selective emotional activity—

through one’s expansion or contraction. As Stanley Keleman, inventor of somatic 

psychology wrote, “feelings have a somatic architecture” (1985, p. xii).  

 The process of self-selective expansion and contraction (usually unconscious) is 

called self-forming (Epstein, 1995, p. 19). Unfortunately, in this formation of character, 

the personality is built around points of self-estrangement. These “black-holes” in one’s 

physical body, where energy is constricted, indicate where one tenses up around what one 

is rejecting and denying. Ironically, what one takes to be so “real,” a tangible force one 
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can feel, which is so enticing to the material-rational mind, is constructed out of a 

reaction against just what one does not wish to acknowledge: one’s shadows (p. 19).  

Reich (and Freud, to a lesser degree) focused on this rigidity, how people carry 

inadequacy in their bodies and how it represents itself as physical restriction (often 

sexual) (Lowen, 1975). The goal of bioenergetics, somatic psychology and other body-

mind therapies (e.g., Rolfing, deep bodywork) is to open up character, to make the person 

less rigid, more mobile and spontaneous, more available to emotional, physical, and 

sexual experience. As Keleman wrote, “the body teaches itself. . . . We open our 

boundaries and extend ourselves; then we integrate our experiences. First we become 

more. Then we know more and we express more; we live more” (1975, p. 120). Ida Rolf, 

the creator of structural integration, or Rolfing, stated, “Get the system sufficiently 

resilient so that it is able to change, and it will change” (1978, p. 83). Self-expression, 

self-expansion, and self-growth are felt experiences. Self-change cannot be addressed 

without approaching the whole system, including the physical form. This integration is 

what it means to be “embodied.”  

Cosmology of the Body: A Yogic View 

 “The conundrum of the body is the starting point in yoga from which to unravel 

the mystery of human existence” (Iyengar, 2005, p. 118). Yoga identifies the whole of 

bodymind (prakriti) as the instrument of pure consciousness (purusha). The elaborate 

yoga system is designed to stabilize, balance, and clarify the entire organism in order to 

more spontaneously release pure, undifferentiated consciousness.  
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Subtle Physiology: Koshas, Five Layers of Self 

Yoga views the body as a template of five concentric layers or sheaths (koshas). 

The anatomic, physical body represents only the outermost layer, the gross body of 

muscles, tissues, bones (annamaya kosha), which encompasses the other four subtle 

bodies. Inside the physical body begins the subtle body (pranamaya kosha), comprised of 

prana, circulating in the form of breath, blood, cerebrospinal fluid, and including the 

meridians and vortices of energy (nadis and chakras). The third layer, the mental-

emotional body (manomaya kosha), includes the thinking-perceiving apparatus and 

approximates the nervous system, sending and receiving information to create one’s inner 

life. The fourth body is the discriminating intellect or wisdom body (vijnanamaya kosha) 

where intuition and wisdom occur, followed by the central source, the bull’s eye of pure 

consciousness, soul, spirit (anandamaya kosha). Specific practices in yoga address the 

individual needs of each layer: for example, postures, or asanas, for the physical body; 

breath control, or pranayama, for the pranic body; and meditation for the mental body. It 

is worth noting that the core of self is called ananda, meaning “bliss” (Iyengar, 2005). 

When the five sheaths are harmonized and fluently communicating, one experiences a 

heightened sense of well-being, lightness, ease and joy—bliss. Tantric yoga establishes a 

network of pathways and energy centers which incorporate the various layers, providing 

a map of consciousness. 

Chakras and Nadis: Intersection of Body and Mind 

With the individual considered a microcosm of the infinite macrocosm, the body 

is viewed as embodying consciousness. The individual portion of pure consciousness that 

flows through the bodymind is called kundalini or shakti prana (Judith, 1999). 
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Originating at the base of the spine, the even distribution of kundalini energy 

(consciousness) is seen as the gateway to individuation, self-change, and personal 

evolution. The process of directing this thermal current evenly through the bodymind and 

upwards through the spine is the function of hatha yoga. When consciousness is unified 

throughout the body, an individual experiences embodiment (Judith, 1996), a felt sense of 

unity, where the mental and physical realities merge. This is often described as a 

“harmony,” “bliss” or being “in the flow.” Prana flows through a network of meridians, 

called nadis and seven corresponding vortices, chakras. Each chakra, or energy center, 

reigns over a specific region of the body, as well as certain developmental phases and 

aspects of one’s emotional life. The chakra system and its importance in the synthesis of 

psychology and yoga is discussed at length in chapter three. It is enough to know that the 

subtle body, including the nadis and chakras, comprises the intersection where 

psychology corresponds to physiology, from a yogic perspective. The final strand of the 

trinity of body-mind-spirit is discussed next. Investigating how psychology and yoga 

uniquely address the realm of spirituality opens the possibility of the widest impact of 

transformative work. The personal becomes the transpersonal. 

The Transpersonal Realm: Psychology Approaches Spirituality 

This section explores the ways in which various schools of psychology expand 

their scope beyond the individual to include a connection with something greater than 

one’s physical and mental experience. The term spiritual is defined as “an animating or 

vital principle held to give life to physical organisms; the immaterial intelligent or 

sentient part of a person; the activating or essential principle influencing a person” 

(“Spiritual,” 1991, p. 1137). Spiritual implies the dimension of Self, beyond body and 
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mind. Inviting in a spiritual perspective is to arrive at the doorstep of the heart and open 

to the vast and indescribable wealth of love. The basic chord of connection uniting all 

human beings is the desire to love and be loved. It is here that one approaches the 

feminine aspect of being and employs the unseen realm of the Spirit. Barbara Stevens 

Sullivan (1989) described this feminine principle as “the authentic and primary 

manifestation of psyche’s own nature, of our yearning to affiliate (unite) with our deeper 

selves” (p. 153). With such a highly charged word, it is crucial to carefully define the 

term spiritual.  

It is vital to note that ‘spiritual’ must be differentiated from the meaning of the 
term religious. Religious refers to the belief system of a specific group, whose 
members gather around specific contents and contexts that contain some 
transpersonal elements. Spiritual refers to the realm of the human spirit, that part 
of humanity that is not limited to bodily experience. Spiritual refers to levels of 
functioning of human consciousness that are potentially available in all cultures, 
with widely varying content and context—a mystical, ineffable experience that 
brought about improved functioning for the experiencer. (Scotton, 1996, p. 4) 
 
Due to the Cartesian-Newtonian split, the majority of modern psychology lies 

rooted in a materialistic worldview, generally postulating that only matter exists. 

Embedded in the mechanistic model, modern neuroscience assumes that psychic 

phenomena (consciousness) are a result of sophistication in the physical apparatus that 

led human development into a cognitive experience of life—in other words, the ability to 

perceive of a “separate self” distinguishes the human species from the rest of the animal 

kingdom. The materialist worldview postulates that evolution is accidental and random. 

“Life, consciousness, and intelligence are more or less accidental and insignificant 

epiphenomena of this development” (Grof, 2000, p. 207).  

For the purpose of this thesis and in order to draw parallels between Eastern 

(dualist) and Western (mechanistic) approaches, this review focuses on two specific 
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schools of psychology that most prominently incorporate a more spiritual perspective: 

transpersonal psychology and Jungian psychology. These two schools of psychology 

reach most effectively toward an integrated psychological model, recognizing the 

importance of addressing the collective urges, yearnings, and source all humanity shares. 

Transpersonal implies moving beyond just the individual dilemma and tackles the 

relationship between oneself and another, as well as one’s relationship with the physical, 

material world as a whole. 

  Transpersonal psychology evolved out of the humanistic movement of the 1950s, 

which posited that modern psychology was missing a significant step in the evolution of 

humankind: the connection, relationship, and impact of people beyond individual 

boundaries (Scotton, 1996). Transpersonal psychology studies the psychological effects 

of interpersonal, shared experiences and develops a map for this overlay. It presents 

several key principles:  

1. Human beings cannot be reduced to components. 
2. Human consciousness includes an awareness of oneself in the context of other 

people. 
3. Human beings have choices. 
4. Human beings are intentional. They seek meaning, value and creativity. 

(Ajaya, 1983) 
 

Transpersonal psychology moves away from the self-absorbed nature of personal 

psychotherapy and emphasizes an expanded identity. Curious about the nature of reality 

and life itself, a transpersonal perspective rests on an ontological lens, focusing on 

questioning the very nature of reality. Issues considered in this school, include such 

qualities as self-development and exploring unitive, transcendent, or mystical 

experiences. Such peak experiences offer the observer direct knowledge of union or 



 45 

connection with either the Self, the Other, or a unifying force (the Divine) (Scotton, 

1996).  

One of the problems with traditional psychotherapy is a lack of encouragement in 

critical thinking. Very little questioning occurs concerning that with which one identifies. 

Traditional science left the questioning of the nature of reality to religious institutions and 

philosophy. The myth of one’s ultimate nature was historically laid out by Judeo-

Christian and Islamic dogma. Psychology emerged from this root bed, as a materialistic 

science, analyzing thought, relationships, biography and past experiences—all things that 

could seemingly be measured. The focus in psychotherapy is on talking about and 

resolving symptoms and disruptions. Rarely does a clinician encourage the patient to 

consider a Self behind all of these temporal, changing circumstances.  

 Contemplative traditions, on the other hand, encourage practitioners to “check it 

out” for themselves—to personally contemplate the nature of Self and reality through 

evidence, arriving at an individual understanding of reality. Transpersonal psychology 

prompts this deeper dialogue, encouraging a direct experience of a larger sense of Self. 

Moving beyond the goal of nominal functioning, transpersonal work is most concerned 

with a higher level of cognitive development (Scotton, 1996). As Bruce Scotton wrote, 

Our current sciences of the psyche fail to examine the data concerning, build 
theories to explain, and work therapeutically with spiritual experiences and 
experiences of non-ordinary reality. Existing research shows that such 
experiences often indicate higher than usual levels of functioning and that the 
increased ability to attain spiritual and non-ordinary experience correlates with 
development beyond the average (1996). 

 
Capra described this altered state of being another way:  

[A] mystical view of consciousness is based on the experience of reality in non-
ordinary modes of awareness, which are traditionally achieved through 
meditation. Psychologists have come to call non-ordinary experiences of this kind 
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“transpersonal” because they seem to allow the individual mind to make contact 
with collective and even cosmic mental patterns. Transpersonal psychology is 
concerned with the recognition, understanding, and realization of non-ordinary 
experiences. (1984, p. 145)  
 

Moving beyond the process of building and sustaining a strong ego, or sense of an 

autonomous self, transpersonal psychology sees the possibility of growth towards 

wholeness, extending beyond the ego. The function is not to transcend the ego, but to 

view ego development as a stage along the way. Recognizing that everyone exists in a 

web of mutually conditioned relationships based on awareness of their interdependence 

with each other and the environment softens the addictive tendency of the mind to obsess 

over personal melodramas. One is not only shaped by one’s environment, but one also 

shapes that environment (Vaughan, 1984).  

 Even Freud famously described this “oceanic feeling” (as cited in Epstein, 1995, 

p. 3) of reconnection as the prototypical mystical experience. Through connection and 

merging with another, he believed that humans’ deepest motivation is a quest for a sense 

of unbounded oneness with the universe (often achieved through sexual union) that seeks 

the “restoration of limitless narcissism . . . [and the] restoration of infantile helplessness” 

(as cited in Epstein, 1995, p. 3). Freud’s equating of the meditative experience with a 

return to the breast or the womb has gone relatively unchallenged by the psychoanalytic 

community (Epstein, 1995, p. 3).  

 Jung, a prominent Swiss psychologist, notoriously severed his alliance with 

Freud, upon determining that this internal struggle of separation and reconnection should 

not be primarily defined and addressed sexually, but instead viewed spiritually (Samuels, 

1997). Jung coined the term “collective unconscious” to refer to the underlying, spiritual 

thread that connects psyche through all beings. Instrumental in furthering the dialogue 
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between East and West, Jung was profoundly influenced by Eastern practices of yoga and 

Buddhism as well as alchemy and the symbolism of all traditions. Like Patanjali, author 

of The Yoga Sutras, Jung recognized that the universe and the psyche are ever-changing 

and emphasized the endless living encounter with the unconscious (Jung, 1996). Due to 

the limited nature of the sensory organs and the mental and physical apparatus, Jung 

concluded that the unconscious remains forever outside of full, conscious awareness. 

Instead, he propagated the use of various tools to help the analysand perceive of an 

increased amount of unconscious material: symbolism, art, dream imagery, metaphor.  

 Jungian depth psychology centers on the process of individuation, defined as a 

person’s journey towards autonomy and wholeness (Young-Eisendrath, Y., Dawson, T., 

1997, p. 317). Jung believed that spirituality is at the heart of human yearning and the 

function of life is to discover and fulfill one’s deepest, innate potential. In comparison, 

yoga identifies the goal of practice as Self-realization, whereby the individual freely 

realizes and expresses his or her fullest potential. Much like a seed contains the potential 

of a life oak, humanity seeks its evolution. It is this movement towards wholeness that 

characterizes Jungian psychology as a spiritual, mystical pursuit: a journey to 

simultaneously meet the Self and the Divine. Jung’s concept of individuation as an 

integration of contrasting aspects of Self parallels yoga’s definition as “union of 

opposites” (Young-Eisendrath, P. and Dawson, T., 1997). Jung focused much of his later 

work on Medieval alchemy as a modern metaphor depicting this energetic marriage of 

two inseparable halves. (figure 5) Recognizing the fundamental schism in Eastern and 

Western contexts, Jung warned Westerners to abstain from automatically assuming a 

yogic or contemplative approach. Instead, he wisely encouraged students to adapt the 
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practices cautiously, acknowledging the inherent resistance and skepticism potentially 

arising from a mind based in logic and reason (Jung, 1996). 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Alchemical Marriage (Hierosgamos) –the union of yin/yang, conscious/ 
unconscious, feminine/masculine, body/mind.  Source: www.istanbul-yes-istanbul.co.uk 
 
  

Transcendence: Yoga = Union of the Individual and the Infinite 

The union of opposites lies at the heart of yoga philosophy. Yuj or “to yoke 

together” refers to the union of the two into the one (Desikachar, 1995, p. 5). This 

dualism  refers to a myriad of forms: body-mind, unconscious-conscious, individual-

collective, and the consummation of the yin-yang or feminine-masculine. Contrary to the 

western image of body and mind, Indian thought has a single word describing the whole, 

inseparable collaboration of name and form, or bodymind – namarupa.  Yoga is a 4,000-

year-old psychology based on using the elemental forces of physical reality to cultivate 

steadiness in the bodymind, creating the most conducive environment for a spontaneous, 
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direct encounter of pure, undifferentiated consciousness and a flowering of the heart. In 

this process of investigating physical reality, one gradually expands one’s identity to 

extend beyond the small, individual sense of self (ego or ahamkara) and allows physical 

and mental boundaries to become permeable, thereby directly experiencing a taste of the 

unifying force of life. This is the Tantric view of embodiment: using the physical body 

and mental states as the path to awakening the seed of potential within.  This integration 

of spirit and matter, is explicitly conveyed in one of the most common ancient Indian 

symbols – Sri Yantra (figure 6).  The five downward pointing triangles represent the 

manifesting current of the feminine, material world (prakriti), while the four intersecting, 

upward triangles indicate the transcendent current of masculine, pure consciousness 

(purusha).  

 

 

Figure 6. Sri Yantra – Hindu visual depiction of the intersection of masculine and 
feminine currents of life. Five downward pointing triangles represent the manifesting 
current of the feminine: physical, material world.  Four upward pointing triangles 
represent the ascending, transcendent current of masculine, pure consciousness. Source. 
www.omsakthi.org 
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A correlation can be drawn between the central yoga principle of prana (life 

force) and Webster dictionary’s definition of spiritual as the “animating or vital principle 

giving life to physical organisms; the immaterial intelligent or sentient part of a person; 

the activating or essential principle influencing a person” (Spiritual, 1991, p. 1137). Yoga 

psychology is essentially a spiritual practice, or a practice focusing on the inanimate, 

unseen source of life.  Similar to the medieval concept of the alchemical marriage 

(hierosgamos), yoga recognizes that this source energy is most easily accessed when the 

two universal, complimentary currents (yin/yang, solar/lunar, masculine/feminine) 

harmonize and unite. This transaction can be understood logically: for example, when the 

seed or egg is fertilized, life emerges. Yogis expanded this image of union to the subtle 

body and the metaphor of alchemy between the elemental forces. When the yin and yang, 

or ida and pingala are balanced and harmonized within any system, stability results. Life 

is created.  

The physical practice of asana, and the breath work of pranayama serve to 

harmonize the two currents of life force (ida and pingala) in order to cultivate balance in 

the physical and mental body. The aim is to bring the practitioner into such a 

equanimious state of being (moving beyond the thinking mind), that the normal 

frustrations and dissatisfaction exhibited in his or her daily round dissolve into the 

background of awareness and the practitioner personally experiences an expanded field 

of perception—Self-realization. This transcendent experience arises gradually, with 

consistent practice and attention to retraining and conditioning the physical, energetic, 

emotional, and mental realms. Rather than a transcendent, escapist model, where the 
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practitioner has to earn her way to salvation, yoga teaches that a direct union with the 

numinous or spiritual realm is absolutely possible here and now. Much like Jung and the 

proponents of transpersonal psychology, yoga psychology places the potential of 

integration in the hands of the person willing to do the inner work of exploring the self 

from all angles, resurrecting the shadow or unconscious material and investigating the 

blocks (emotional, energetic, physical) that prohibit the “animating force of life” (Ajaya, 

1976, p. 39) from freely expressing itself. 

Summary 

In summary, modern psychology and yoga psychology arise from two very 

different worldviews, and although both aim for a return to wholeness, they differ on the 

definition of self and therefore the means by which to obtain this “wholeness.” By using 

the dualistic framework of systems theory and subatomic physics, modern psychology’s 

context can be drawn out to include all realms of Self, including the body and the “other” 

(an ecological, transpersonal worldview). The goal is to further build an integrated 

therapeutic model, weaving together the most potent skills of modern psychology and 

yoga. Such a model would be based on principles and theories explored in this literature 

review: 

1. Humans represent the myriad forms of the cosmos; therefore, varying 

therapeutic models are necessary to meet the needs of clients with varying 

constitutions, stages of development and worldviews. 

2. Psychology focuses and excels at  

a. Integrating unconscious with conscious material (individuation). 
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b. Strengthening the “ego” mind in order to stabilize an individual’s 

emotional and developmental needs (personal psychology). 

c. Resolving past traumas through mental and emotional processing. 

d. Working intellectually and logically; identifying with thoughts and the 

functioning mind. 

3. Yoga offers a more comprehensive model to uproot the source of suffering by 

expanding the very definition of “Self” to include the body, spirit, and other 

(transcendence).  

4. Yoga is a shamanic practice, working empirically through one’s own personal 

experience to investigate the very nature of life and Self. 

5. Yoga extends the psychological model to the transpersonal realm. It moves 

beyond the personal and developmental aspects of psyche and explores not 

only so-called “normal” functioning, but delves into nonordinary, ecstatic 

states of consciousness and pursues the high-end potential of human 

experience. 

Teachers of Eastern thought have generally not been fluent in the language of 

psychoanalysis; therefore, they have stayed outside the scope of psychodynamic 

psychotherapy, enabling the more traditional psychotherapists to continue to ignore them. 

Conversely, the fierce ethnocentrism of Western science has imposed strict limitations on 

the versions of reality that are studied. Classical psychiatry, derived from a specific 

vantage point—the logical-positivistic, scientific worldview created through participation 

in certain cultural assumptions—has excluded other, equally valid constructs. The 

intention of this thesis to serve both hemispheres by stretching them to meet each other. 
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Chapter Three focuses on practical approaches to integrate the best of psychology 

and yoga—to transcend the limitations of forms and include all approaches to healing as 

necessary. Suggestions for constructing a more comprehensive, widely accepted 

spectrum of treatment are offered. The comparison begins by examining how psychology 

augments yoga.  By understanding basic tenets of modern psychology (projection, 

transference, countertransference) the dynamic of teacher/student relationship in yoga is 

greatly enhanced.  Psychology offers yoga valuable clinical skills to deal with trauma and 

emotional resolution that may arise in yoga practice.  Subsequently, the yogic skills of 

mindfulness, present centered awareness and physical intelligence are observed through 

the psychological lens.  Specifically, the chakra system is presented as a developmental 

model, using the body as a concrete template that may reveal specific evidence of 

unresolved, unconscious material.



 
 
 
 

CHAPTER III 
PRESENTATION OF THESIS AND ARGUMENT 

 
Yoga and modern psychology can profoundly influence and enhance each other, 

as they alternately shine light on particular differences and strengths. Filtering each 

through the other’s lens allows discernment of assets and recognition of how applying the 

tools of one benefits the other. Neither should be taken as the only road to personal 

development, but instead used as complimentary medicine to work with a client’s 

specific constitution, personality, and challenges. It is impossible to effect change on one 

level alone. All aspects of Self (cognitive, emotional, physical, and spiritual) must be 

simultaneously addressed. Following the in-depth cross-reference of the previous chapter, 

this chapter now examines specific concepts of Eastern and Western models of the 

bodymind and explores how each paradigm’s theories may be applied to the other in the 

therapeutic context. 

Psychology has studied in great detail the formation of self from infancy to 

healthy ego functioning. It excels at investigating defense mechanisms, transference, and 

projection and providing valuable tools to explore unconscious, repressed material which 

prohibits an individual from forming satisfying relationships. Psychology analyzes one’s 

past experiences (often stemming from childhood and family of origin) in order to correct 

distortions and resolve traumas that erroneously skew one’s perception of the present. 

The ego is considered the center of consciousness; therefore, the goal of psychology is to 

develop and maintain a healthy, integrated ego and an autonomous self. Modern 
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psychology moves from the prepersonal phase to the personal phase of development, or 

as Wilber stated, from the subconscious to conscious (2000b). 

Yoga psychology begins with the assumption of healthy ego functioning and, 

through various tools, moves the practitioner beyond ego-identification to realize the true 

nature of self as divine, or one with the unmanifest energy (purusha, Brahman, God). 

Initially, postures (asanas) and breathing (pranayama) are employed to study, neutralize 

and clarify the temporal nature of the physical self and loosen one’s identification with 

the bodymind. A subsequent meditation practice allows the practitioner to expand 

consciousness to a transpersonal or superconscious developmental phase. When united, 

traditional psychology and yoga psychology offer a full spectrum, multi-dimensional 

approach to the human and spiritual experience, spanning from the infantile 

(prepersonal) phase of development to an integrated, mature, adult ego-self (personal) 

and, ultimately, to a unified, transcendent awareness of the interconnection of all beings 

(transpersonal). 

For various clients and at various times in every person’s life, a more transcendent 

spiritual path may be called for. When one has a fully functioning ego and has worked to 

resolve past grief, major traumas, and emotional wounds, there is much joy that arises 

from seeking an expanded, transcendent encounter with Self and spirit. If, however, a 

practitioner is running away from the earthly challenges of intimacy, self-esteem, loss, 

and communication (to name just a few), he or she will find these trials only amplified on 

the yoga mat or cushion. Jack Kornfield (1993), distinguished meditation teacher and 

Buddhist psychologist, noted that many people begin meditation only to find it nearly 

impossible or unbearable because all their unresolved grief and traumas surface and must 
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first be reconciled. For this reason, there are times when the reality of life may call for 

psychotherapy as the most beneficial means to help an individual work through grief or a 

particular event and tease out the repercussions of a painful past.  

Wilber noted that specific symptoms arising in therapy are often tied to a certain 

level of Self (prepersonal to transpersonal); therefore, it is highly beneficial for the 

layperson or clinician to be adept at recognizing these various levels of Self and their 

corresponding problems, in order to more accurately decipher the appropriate therapeutic 

approach (2001).  

As a person gains familiarity with the spectrum—its various levels with their 
different potentials and different problems—she will be better able to orient 
herself (or her client) in the journey for self-understanding and self-growth. She 
may be able to recognize more readily from which levels the present problems or 
conflicts stem and thus apply to any given conflict the appropriate “therapeutic” 
process for that level (p. 13).  

 
Wilber goes on to define growth as enlarging and expanding one’s horizons, both 

outwardly and inwardly. Both the exploration of the depths of one’s unconsciousness and 

the questioning of one’s largest sense of Self are valid and necessary paths to wholeness. 

The horizontal, relational understanding of psychology and the ascending, transcendent 

path of yoga and meditation nourish and feed each other. Without grounding in the 

material world of daily, human responsibilities and challenges, the path of the yogin 

could appear inflated and irrelevant; however, this enlarged view of life pulls traditional 

psychology out of its overly analytical, pathological, mental self-absorption, making 

individual healing the groundwork for healing the world’s psyche at large. To further this 

mutually beneficial discourse, specific theories of yoga and psychology will be applied to 

each other. 
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How Psychology Enhances Yoga 

 Psychology offers yoga-meditation interpersonal communication techniques, 

relational skills, tools to build a stable ego structure and resolve past traumas. Arguably, 

one of the greatest benefits of a teacher-student relationship in yoga, is similar to the 

dynamic of therapist and client, in which transference and countertransference supply 

material for both participants to perceive and alter unconscious habits.  

The Transference-Countertransference Phenomenon in Yoga 

 Transference is defined as the unconscious redirection of feelings for one person 

to another.  Transference occurs when someone interprets a present relationship, person 

or situation through the lens of a past experience, often stemming from childhood 

(Wittine, 2003). It is common for people to transfer feelings from a parent to a partner, 

especially someone who resembles the original source in manner, physicality, voice, or 

other behavior. A student or client may project onto a teacher or therapist emotions, 

reactions, or interpretations relating to repressed impulses or past memory. If a student, 

for example, has difficulty with authority, he or she may resent or develop anger towards 

a teacher.  

Freud focused much of his work on the phenomena of transference.  Considering 

it a facsimile, or repetition of impulses or imprints of behavior from previous 

experiences, he noted transference as one of the most common experiences in 

interpersonal relationships, inevitable in the therapeutic context (1905/1995). From its 

inception with Freud, the transference-countertransference phenomenon has been 
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extensively studied as one of the most valuable tools to reveal unconscious projections 

and relational patterns.  

Countertransference refers to the transference process in reverse—when a student 

or client “triggers” the therapist or when the teacher or therapist becomes emotionally 

entangled with the client. Both transference and countertransference are often 

experienced through erotic tendencies of physical and sexual attraction. In a neutral 

environment, this exchange creates an opening for both participants to observe, without 

judgment, the recurring thought and behavior patterns continually shaping their 

interpretation and experience of life. Transference and countertransference become a 

laboratory where client and therapist can explore previously adaptive behavior that is 

unconsciously reproduced and limiting one to repetitive patterns that no longer serve the 

client (for example: fear, feelings of inadequacy, criticism or avoidance of intimacy) 

(Martin, 2000). If distorted, the consequence of transference may adversely affect the 

safety needed to establish a trustworthy, therapeutic alliance. 

To provide an effective laboratory for inner work, either in therapy or yoga, a safe 

space must be created, where clients feel protected and secure in exploring their interior 

worlds. Much like the “container” or “vas” of a traditional therapy room, it is essential 

that clear, ethical boundaries are established and maintained in order for personal healing 

to spontaneously occur. As a yoga instructor of eight years, I have observed that one of 

the skills most lacking in teachers is an understanding of the nature of the therapeutic 

alliance, including the tendency of transference-countertransference to occur. In my 

experience, this phenomenon proliferates in the yoga room and is all but ignored, often 

because the instructor is unaware of what is happening or does not know how to deal with 
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it. It is essential, however, that yoga teachers be educated on the nature of transference-

countertransference in order to use the phenomenon effectively.  

Particularly in navigating the treacherous terrain of erotic transference, when a 

student or teacher may become attracted to the other, it is crucial to examine all levels of 

motivation involved. A teacher who is not aware of the power differential in a teacher-

student relationship, for example, may slip into the seduction of inflation, jeopardizing 

the well-being of the student. Conversely, a student may become intensely attracted to a 

teacher, and the teacher may not know how to diffuse this. I advocate that all yoga 

teacher trainings address not only the ethical foundation of a teacher-student relationship, 

but also offer a brief introduction for new teachers on the inevitable phenomenon of 

transference-countertransference. As in traditional therapy, when understood thoroughly, 

it may be highly productive to use this aspect of relationship to augment the 

psychological healing process in the yoga room. 

Understanding Projection 

 Similarly, one of the most frustrating aspects of teaching is the discomfort arising 

from projection. Projection is a psychological defense mechanism commonly used when 

one projects one’s own undesirable or rejected qualities, traits, thoughts, or feelings onto 

someone else (Berkow, 2003). In the yoga room, this often takes the form of idealization, 

whereby the student idealizes the teacher, holding the teacher to an ungrounded or 

unrealistic expectation. Qualities such as impeccable honesty, infallible patience, 

compassion, wisdom, integrity, and unconditional love and forgiveness are examples of 

some commonly projected qualities. Historically, the trap of the “guru” has hindered 

many spiritual traditions, as the layperson projects noble, positive qualities on a leader, 
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failing to recognize the leader’s innate humanity and being devastated or shocked at the 

leader’s inevitable fall from grace. It may be natural, and even necessary in some cases, 

for a student to place a teacher on a pedestal and idealize him or her. Often, the teacher 

may need to carry this projection of power and insight until the student has developed a 

sense of self strong enough to internalize the positive characteristics. A sophisticated, 

experienced teacher understands how to accept compliments and “hold projections,” 

when necessary, and simultaneously know when and how to kindly educate a student on 

how to withdraw a projection and internalize it at the appropriate time. Moving from the 

interpersonal relationship of teacher and student, this discussion next addresses how 

psychology may enhance a student’s personal practice.  

Resolving and Integrating Residual Trauma and Emotions 

 As noted by Stephen Cope, one of the perils of pursuing a consistent yoga 

practice (physical asana or meditation) is the presence of unresolved emotions, trauma, 

and repressed material that eventually rises to the surface (1999). In fact, this upwelling is 

the very goal and the method of yoga. Each technique, from chanting mantras to taking 

physical poses, from self-inquiry (svadyaha) to group dialogue (satsanga), is designed as 

a catalyst for self-awareness. In other words, various yoga practices are meant to churn 

various levels of self (physical, mental, emotional) in order to bring to “light” those 

aspects of one’s self that are typically unseen, in the shadow. Etymologically, the word 

guru actually translates as “remover of darkness”. It would not be a stretch to say that a 

therapist intending to help a patient integrate unconscious (darker) aspects of Self, holds 

the same function as a traditional guru in the yoga tradition. Both are working to 
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illuminate another as to habits, beliefs, defense mechanisms that were previously 

unrecognizable or masked. 

 If a student deeply commits to a yoga practice, it is inevitable that, eventually, the 

blocks in one’s body and one’s mental, emotional and personal life become clearer. 

When the resultant thoughts and feelings arise, the yoga practice, much like therapy, may 

become uncomfortable or almost unbearable, as a student is confronted with unresolved 

grief, loneliness, anger, self-criticism, and so on. As preeminent meditation instructor and 

psychotherapist Kornfield reported, about half of the people arriving at his mediation 

center are not ready for an intensive meditation practice because they have too much 

lingering unresolved trauma (1993). As previously mentioned, an advanced yoga practice 

presumes a healthy ego and a practitioner who is moderately functional in the world. For 

some clients, especially those dealing with major emotional issues or personality 

disorders, engaging in psychotherapy may be much more effective in the short term than 

a deep yoga and meditation practice; however, pursuing some type of mindful 

embodiment practice (yoga, tai chi, martial arts, bodywork) is highly recommended to 

address the somatic facets of psyche. 

It is extremely helpful for a yoga and meditation student to have a basic working 

knowledge of modern psychology and personality structure in order to understand the 

layered, unfolding psychosomatic process of self-change. It is also not uncommon for a 

student to unconsciously avoid practice (as a client may avoid therapy) when he or she 

rubs up against an “edge” or an aspect of self or life that is difficult to accept. Much like 

the client who employs avoidant tactics at strategic breakthrough moments in therapy, a 

student may unconsciously sabotage or quit practicing yoga. Ironically, it is most 
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effective to practice on the very days when one most wants to avoid it, finding every 

excuse not to come to the mat or cushion. In these moments, practice is profound and 

potent because unconscious material has risen to the surface and the mind is resisting 

change, seeking refuge from exposure. The resistance is in fact, an indicator of potential 

breakthrough. Armed with a basic understanding of self and defense mechanisms along 

with the tools to deal with trauma and disturbing emotions, a yogin will be able to take 

advantage of the deepest levels of change and self-study. 

Many ancient yogic texts cautiously advise against practicing asana, pranayama, 

or meditation (dhyana) without supervision by an experienced teacher because the 

resultant energy, emotions, realizations may become overwhelming for someone lacking 

the knowledge or tools to contain it (Saraswati, 1968/1997). Ideally, teacher trainings for 

yoga would include at least a brief overview of basic psychological concepts such as 

defense mechanisms, unconscious and conscious material (shadow, repression), and how 

the bodymind harbors memory, emotion, and trauma (bioenergetics, somatic 

psychology). Especially in the more concentrated environments of yoga retreats and 

workshop intensives, deeper emotional processing often occurs. Yoga teachers could be 

taught additional tools (e.g., journaling, dyads, probing questions, reflective listening) to 

help them be more supportive in a wider array of situations. Teachers should also be 

educated on how to adequately maintain personal boundaries and to avoid becoming the 

unwanted depository of students’ emotional and psychic discharge. Instead, yoga teachers 

could have psychological referrals available to students needing to process emotions, 

relationships, or trauma. It is vital, as the yoga industry continues its exponential growth, 
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that studios and teacher trainings remain responsible and ethical in educating teachers on 

all levels of the practice and not merely overemphasize the physical alignment of asanas.  

Speaking to the Audience 

The yoga practice primarily addresses the higher-end potential of human 

consciousness. It stretches from normalcy (moderately functioning) to the transpersonal 

realm, working to evolve consciousness on all levels simultaneously (physical, 

emotional, energetic, spiritual). Occasionally, Eastern contemplative traditions have 

missed the mark with Western audiences, tending toward more abstract vernacular. Part 

of the challenge has been the lack of direct verbal translation from a dualist to a 

materialist worldview. It is very difficult for the Western mind to grasp many concepts 

(e.g., karma, reincarnation, unified consciousness) laid out in traditional Eastern 

practices.  

In my experience, students find it helpful to have some common psychological 

terms used and addressed through a yogic lens. The subtlety of the practice, however, is 

ultimately beyond a cognitive experience. Any experience of transcendence is by 

definition ineffable. This illogical nature is what makes it so hard for most thinkers 

trained in a materialistic culture to surrender to unknown concepts and “feel” truth. It is 

therefore helpful for instructors to use language and metaphor that is accessible for the 

average Western mind. In addition, it is important to ground the yoga practice in the here 

and now and address common psychological issues consistently dealt with in everyday 

life, such as anxiety, depression, dissociation, insomnia, denial, life transitions, and 

trauma. Modernizing the yoga practice and peppering its instruction with common 

psychological language could help more people identify with the abstract nature of the 
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practice and feel at home in taking on more subtle practices, while understanding the 

physiological and psychological impact. This could include consistent clarification on 

specific physical, neurological and psychological effects of the yoga practice (neural 

integration, balancing of the endocrine system, release of hormones, tonifying organs, 

etc.).  From the above observation of how psychology can contribute to the practice of 

yoga, the discussion now turns to how yoga can enhance modern psychology. 

How Yoga Enhances Psychology 

 Practical applications for yoga and meditation tools in the therapeutic context are 

proposed under the assumption that the body and mind cannot be separated; it is 

imperative to approach the whole person and recognize that remolding, opening up and 

integrating the physical body, has a direct effect on the state of one’s mind. Present 

scientific data also suggests that mindfulness training and meditation are actually 

building nearly identical skills as modern cognitive therapy and have a measurable, 

positive effect on brain chemistry (Siegel, 2007). Additionally, this thesis proposes that 

enlarging a client’s definition of Self to include the “other” (transpersonal or spiritual), 

shifts one out of a limited field of perception, and may serve to build a satisfying sense of 

connectedness, meaning and deeper purpose in life. The following sections explore 

specific methods for both client and therapist to employ in order to enhance 

psychotherapy. 

Mindfulness of Client 

 When a client actively practices yoga and meditation, the mindfulness that results 

dramatically affects the accuracy and efficiency of the thought process. Mindfulness, as 

termed by Siegel, is defined as: “limiting one’s cognitive distortions by continually 
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tuning the client into present-centered awareness” (2007, p.19). The open perspective 

resulting from meditation, allows one “to separate out one’s reactions from the core 

events themselves” (Epstein, 1995, p. 111). This creates much more internal space for 

psychotherapy to evolve. With less reaction, judgment and urgency, client and therapist 

can more objectively examine the mechanics of personality and mind, getting less caught 

in the storyline and personal melodrama of circumstances. Epstein continued: 
 

Instead of running from difficult emotions (or hanging on to enticing ones), the 
practitioner of bare attention becomes able to contain any reaction: making space 
for it, but not completely identifying with it because of the concomitant presence 
of nonjudgmental awareness. (p. 111)  

 
Diminishing reactivity allows for much more accurate and efficient progress in self-

change. 

 One of the most well-documented effects of mindfulness training is the 

integration of the right and left hemispheres of the brain. Fraser Watts, examining 

psychological research questions about yoga, wrote that through neural synaptic 

conditioning (concentration), it has been shown that neural pathways actually increase 

communication between the two sides of the brain, as well as linking the peripheral and 

central cognitive processes (2000, p. 78). This implies increased stability in the brain, 

which “leaves our central cognitive processes free to move more independently in a way 

that is different from normal. Stability in peripheral sensations, whether achieved through 

constancy or through repetition, thus liberates our central mental processes” (p. 78). We 

may be able to infer that whether the subject is focusing intently on stability in a physical 

posture or in meditation, the resulting concentration frees up mental energy from 

distraction and allows new thought forms and behavior patterns to develop. Ancient 



 66 

yogic mystics understood this process intuitively and one of the eight limbs of Patanjali’s 

yoga is dedicated entirely to the practice of concentration – dharana (Hari Dass, 1999). 

Present-Centered Awareness of Clinician 

Much scientific evidence exists to support the idea of both client and therapist 

engaging in a mindfulness practice. Whether the practice is yoga, tai chi, meditation or 

emotional attunement, a more equanimious, non-judgmental space of openness arises 

when one or both participants actively work with altering the habitual, addictive nature of 

the mind. The quality of “bare attention” (Epstein, 1997, p. 109), as described by Epstein 

in Thoughts Without a Thinker, is closely related to therapeutic skill of “present centered 

awareness” (p. 109) and resembles the attentional state that Freud most recommended for 

psychoanalysts—a quality of “evenly suspended attention” (as cited in Epstein, 1995, p. 

114). Freud repeatedly encouraged analysts to “suspend . . . judgment and give . . . 

impartial attention to everything there is to observe” (as cited in Epstein, 1995, p. 114). A 

meditative quality of attention allows one to sit openly with exactly what is, putting aside 

the need for a solution, a conclusion, and moving out of personal reactions to an identity 

beyond our likes and dislikes. Perhaps, the most valuable gift of a sustained yoga and 

meditation practice is the recognition of the Self behind the bodymind—an invaluable 

source of resilience for clinician and client. 

Embodiment: Union of Polarities 

 If psychic individuation occurs when two halves of self are integrated (conscious-

unconscious, self-other), then yoga offers a comprehensive system for achieving this 

fusion. The aim of Hatha Yoga is the balancing out and unification (yoga meaning 

“union”) of the solar, active, masculine aspects of Self (ha) with the lunar, receptive, 
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feminine qualities (tha) (Arya, 1977). Yoga provides endless techniques for merging the 

two universal currents of life force and offers practical skills to develop bodymind 

unification.  From a Tantric perspective, the body is viewed as an essential and sacred 

part of creation—a microcosm of the underlying movements of the cosmos. Internally, 

this consummation and integration of feminine and masculine occurs when the dormant 

feminine force of creative energy (Shakti, residing at the base of the spine) rises up the 

central channel and merges with the potential of pure consciousness (Shiva) at the crown 

of the head (Mookerjee, 1984). From this perspective, the physical body and sexual 

intercourse is viewed as the perfect union of the two primordial forces in life: yin and 

yang (Feuerstein, 1998a).  

 Jungian Depth Psychology aims towards a similar process, individuation, which is 

defined as the integration of the disparate parts of Self and psyche, or the union of the 

opposites, a return to wholeness (Hart, 1997). This tension of the opposites that creates 

the dance of the cosmos is eternal. As human beings, we are endlessly pulled between 

two opposing forces, within our psyches, bodies, and the world at large. The goal of both 

psychology and yoga is to more wisely navigate this vacillating tug-of-war. When one 

coordinates seemingly contradictory forces, one experiences an expanded sense of Self 

and life. The Tantric view of embodiment offers a useful map to dissect and approach this 

intersection of yin and yang through psyche-soma. 

The Chakra System 

 Perhaps the most effective yogic tool for use in psychology is the chakra system 

(see Figure 7). The chakra system is an ancient, symbolic model of human development, 

explaining where and how the physical, emotional, psychological and spiritual realms 



 68 

intersect. Mirroring modern psychology’s developmental theories, such as Erik Erikson’s 

(1982) eight Stages of Psychosocial Development, Piaget’s Stage Theory, and Abraham 

Maslow’s (Hunt, 1993) Hierarchy of Needs, the chakra system denotes one’s 

evolutionary growth from more primal tasks and functions to more refined skills and 

behavior. Until certain tasks and emotional and psychological needs are met, it is very 

difficult for a person to develop the more sophisticated, mature, subtle aspects of self.  

 

 
 
Figure 7. The Chakra System: An ancient developmental model and map of how 
consciousness is housed and progresses in the bodymind. Source: www.kheper.net 
 

First described over 4,000 years ago and elucidated in the Taittririva-Upanishad 

(circa 800 B.C.E.) the chakra system depicts the human bio-computer: the layout of 

consciousness (purusha) and how it develops and informs the matrix of the physical body 

(prakriti) and vice versa (Eliade, 1958). From this dualist paradigm, the physical body 

and consciousness are viewed as inseparable, intertwined and interdependent, much like 

the hardware and software of a computer. The anatomy of the subtle body consists of 
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seven primary energy centers (or “wheels”) ascending the spine (see Figure 8). Each 

chakra is a vortex of energy reigning over a specific region of the body, certain psychic 

impulses, developmental phases, and emotional needs. Because the chakra system is an 

intricate biological, psychological, social, and spiritual map of human development, with 

far-reaching implications, each chakra is discussed here individually as a useful, tangible 

psychological tool of assessment and starting point for self-change. 

 “A chakra is a center of activity that receives, assimilates and expresses life force 

energy” (Judith, 1996, p. 5). A vortex forms where the two major meridians of energy 

(active-solar and receptive-lunar) intersect. In other words, the integration or union of 

opposites (masculine and feminine) initiates a powerful source of activity in the physical 

and psychological body. A brief description of each chakra follows, including identity 

and developmental rights, physical and psychological components, symptoms of 

imbalance, and strategies for healing. The first three lower chakras represent one’s 

relationship with the outside world (interpersonal), while the upper three chakras move 

into the intrapersonal realm, governing one’s relationship with oneself and inner life. The 

final crown chakra corresponds to the transpersonal realm, expanding the sense of Self to 

include the other or unifying source (atman, Brahman, purusha). Together, the chakra 

system symbolizes the entire continuum of consciousness and how it manifests in human 

form, offering a full-spectrum psychology based in the body (Judith, 1999). 
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Figure 8: The Seven Chakras – energy centers where physical, emotional and energetic 
domains of self intersect. Sanskrit and English names included. Source: 
www.jaguarmoon.org 
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The main source material for this section draws from Anodea Judith’s two books: 

Wheels of Life (1999) and Eastern Body, Western Mind (1996). With the chakra model as 

a framework, the template of the physical body can be used as one of the most tangible 

tools to decipher and address deeper emotional and psychological challenges. It offers 

clinicians and clients a valuable resource to turn to when tackling physical symptoms and 

their potential, corresponding root emotional or psychological cause. The suggestion is 

not to literally interpret all physical symptoms as an absolute emotional wound, but rather 

to use the physical body as a guidepost to offer more insight, direction, and options for 

healing and wholeness.  

First Chakra: Mulhadhara (Base Center) 

 Beginning at the base of the spine, or root center, mulhadhara represents one’s 

most basic functioning: one’s physical identity, self-preservation, and need for safety, 

security, and survival. The right to “be here” and “to have” correspond to the first chakra 

and can be affected by early childhood trauma such as poor bonding with the mother 

(abandonment, orphanage), birth trauma, physical abuse or violent environment, 

malnourishment and feeding difficulties. The physical components are the legs, feet, 

knees, solid structures of the body (bones, teeth), and adrenal glands—literally one’s 

“roots.” Basics tasks of mulhadhara are formed from six months in-utero to one year old 

and include physical growth, development of motor skills, and object permanence. 

Imbalances may result in eating disorders, chronic fatigue syndrome or problems with the 

bowels, large intestine, anus, legs, feet, buttocks. Some suggested strategies for 

improvement are increasing physical intelligence through any physical practice (running, 

weights, yoga, dance, massage, bodywork, somatic psychology), exploring and resolving 
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one’s early childhood relationship to mother, and bioenergetics to reclaim one’s sense of 

self-preservation. This is the initial stage of human development: accruing a sense of 

safety, trust, and security in the world; resolving family of origin issues; and 

acknowledging the right to be here. 

Second Chakra: Svadisthana (Navel Center) 

 Moving up the spine to the sacrum, the second chakra, svadisthana, governs 

movement, connection, sensuality, sexuality, pleasure, need, finances, and desire. This is 

one’s center of emotional identity and self-gratification based on one’s internal 

permission of the right to feel and have pleasure. Traumas that may effect the second 

chakra include sexual and emotional abuse, abortion, neglect, rejection, religious severity 

(anti-pleasure), lack of mirroring, enmeshment, emotional manipulation, alcoholic 

families, and inherited issues (parent’s unresolved sexuality, abuse, or incest). Physically, 

this chakra reigns over the sexual organs, ovaries, testes, lower abdomen and back, 

kidneys, and urinary tract and is developed between 6 to 24 months of age. When 

svadisthana is aligned, one experiences emotional intelligence, ease in nurturing Self and 

others (including financial abundance), fluid ability to change, healthy boundaries, 

graceful movement, and a vital sexual and financial life. Addiction, excessive emotional 

sensitivity, poor boundaries, and sexual manipulation translate as an excessive second 

chakra. Deficiency is characterized by sexual and menstrual difficulties (impotence, 

premature ejaculation, frigidity, nonorgasmic), low back pain, fear of change, difficulty 

in manifesting in creative and financial realms, lack of desire, lack of flexibility (in body 

and life), lack of passion, emotional insensitivity, and rigid attitudes. Healing strategies 

include movement therapy, emotional release or containment, inner child work, boundary 
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work, 12-step programs for addictions, assigning healthy pleasures and developing 

sensate intelligence. 

Third Chakra: Manipura (Solar Plexus Center) 

 One’s power center, or third chakra, manipura is one’s ego identity, source of 

self-esteem, will, power, autonomy, action, and individuation and is housed in the solar 

plexus and abdominal region. Developing between 18 months to 4 years of age, this is the 

site of forming one’s self-definition (“terrible two’s”) apart from family, culture, 

financial, sexual desires, and instincts. The developmental tasks include creating a sense 

of separateness, healthy ego, impulse control (potty training), and establishing autonomy. 

When manipura is in balance, one is responsible, reliable, warm, spontaneous, playful 

with a sense of humor, confident, and able to meet challenges and exhibits appropriate 

self-discipline, self-esteem, and balanced ego-strength. This is associated with Maslow’s 

sense of belonging. Traumas that may result in an imbalanced third chakra include: 

shaming, authoritarianism, volatile situations, enmeshment, physical abuse or violent 

environment, emotional manipulation, inappropriate age boundaries (child parenting an 

adult), inherited shame from parents. The digestive system, gall bladder, liver, muscles, 

pancreas and adrenals relate to manipura, therefore ulcers, diabetes, hypoglycemia, 

hypertension, chronic fatigue and digestive disorders are common imbalances.  

Deficiency may be seen as low energy, weak will, being easily manipulated, poor 

self-discipline and self-esteem, cold (emotionally or physically), poor digestion, 

passivity, unreliability. The quintessential “type-A” personality depicts characteristics of 

an excessive third chakra: overly aggressive, manipulative, dominating, controlling, 

stubborn, competitive, arrogant, hyperactive, need to be right and have the last word, 
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power hungry, and deceitful. Suggestions for healing include risk taking, grounding and 

emotional contact, deep relaxation, stress control, vigorous exercise, sit-ups and 

abdominal work, and psychotherapy to build healthy ego strength and work on anger, 

shame, and autonomy. 

Fourth Chakra: Anahata (Heart Center) 

 The fourth chakra, anahata, juxtaposes one’s relationship with the external world 

and one’s relationship with oneself. Social identity and self-acceptance emerge from the 

heart center. The developmental stage of anahata occurs between the ages of four and 

seven years old and includes forming healthy, loving peer and family relationships, 

developing the persona, intimacy, and a balance between “reaching out” and “taking in” 

or giving and receiving love. Abuses that most prominently affect the fourth chakra 

include rejection, abandonment, loss, shaming, constant criticism, unacknowledged grief, 

divorce, a loveless, cold environment, conditional love, betrayal and sexual or physical 

abuse. The physical region is the center of the chest and upper back, including the heart, 

lungs, arms, hands, pericardium, and thymus gland.  

 When one has a healthy, balanced heart chakra, one is self-loving; exhibits 

compassion, empathy, peace; and is able to forgive and thoroughly move through the 

process of grieving. Only when one develops the ability to accept oneself for who one is, 

will one be able to accept the faults and weaknesses of another. Long-term, loving, 

committed relationships indicate an open and healthy heart chakra. Conversely, extreme 

negativity and being hyper-critical, judgmental, depressed, narcissistic, demanding, 

clinging, or jealous points towards a deficient or excessive heart chakra. Suggestions for 

integration include physical work with the arms, shoulders, and upper back, and massage. 



 75 

Psychotherapy could focus on the emotional release of grief, forgiveness, anima or 

animus issues, inner child work, and co-dependency.  

 Moving upwards from the heart, the upper chakras begin, representing one’s 

intrapersonal relationships, including how one reconciles consciousness from within 

before acting on it in the outer world. This marks the transition into the more subtle 

realms of being. 

Fifth Chakra: Visudha (Throat Center) 

Above the heart center, the base of the throat (visudha) represents one’s creative 

identity and self-expression. Physically, it is associated with the neck, shoulders, thyroid 

gland, mouth, teeth, and jaw. The developmental tasks are the ability to speak and hear 

the truth and are formed from ages seven to twelve. This correlates to Erikson’s (1982) 

stage of industry vs. inferiority. If the other stages of development have preceded 

normally and one has had has a healthy sense of self as a child and feels nourished 

emotionally, the next inclination is for to one express oneself in the world. Vishudha 

moves to a more abstract, symbolic level of expression (words, language, creativity) and 

the ability to offer back to the world one’s own unique self. It is imperative that healthy 

communication be modeled to children at this stage and that their creative impulses be 

appreciated and validated.  

A balanced throat chakra presents as a resonant voice, and indicates a good 

listener, a good sense of timing and rhythm, living creatively, and clearly communicating. 

Traumas that effect visudha include lies, verbal abuse, constant yelling, excessive 

criticism, secrets, authoritarian parents, and an alcoholic or chemically dependent family. 

Psychological symptoms of an imbalance may emerge as a fear of speaking, stuttering, a 
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small or weak voice, difficulty putting feelings into words, shyness, talking too much, 

talking as a defense, inability to listen, gossiping or a dominating voice, and interrupting. 

Physical symptoms include disorders of the throat, ears, voice, neck, tightness of the jaw 

and toxicity. To cultivate balance and healing, neck and shoulder rolls, singing, toning, 

story telling, journal writing, practicing silence, and free-form creativity are suggested. 

Psychotherapy for these issues should focus on learning healthy communication skills, 

complete communication, letter writing, inner child communication and voice dialogue. 

Art, drama, and speech therapy may also be highly effective for adequately navigating 

this stage of development. 

Sixth Chakra: Ajna (Brow Center) 

As consciousness reaches the higher chakras, or more advanced phases of human 

development, a more refined sense of self arises, resulting in an archetypal identity, the 

ability to perceive symbolically, and the skill of clear self-reflection. This developmental 

stage occurs during adolescence and beyond. The sixth chakra is located at the center of 

the head and includes the pineal gland, the brow, eyes, and base of the skull. It governs 

the brain and how cognitive information is processed, including the discerning palette of 

one’s individual perception. The psychological functions of this energy center are 

intuition, imagination, and clairvoyance, with the task of establishing one’s personal 

identity. A balanced sixth chakra results in healthy intuition, imagination, good memory, 

the ability to access and remember dreams, and the ability to visualize and perceive 

symbolically.  

 When ajna is excessive or deficient, common symptoms may include nightmares, 

hallucinations, delusions, obsessions, difficulty concentrating, insensitivity, poor vision 
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or memory, difficulty seeing the future or imagining alternatives, and denial. Many of the 

more severe psychiatric disturbances and Axis II personality disorders are closely related 

to the sixth chakra due to its relationship with brain functioning. Some suggestions for 

treatment include creating visual art, visual stimulation, meditation, art therapy, working 

with memory, connecting image and feeling, dreamwork, and hypnosis. Jungian analysis 

is an example of a school of psychological thought specifically focusing on the more 

symbolic realm of thinking. 

Seventh Chakra: Sahasara (Crown Center) 

The final stage of development occurs when an individual identifies with the 

universal, in other words, when a person expands self-definition beyond his or her 

individual bodymind, to include the other or a unifying source energy (purusha). This is 

the most refined state of mind and development.  This is the transpersonal stage of 

awareness and the focus of transpersonal psychology. The basic right of this stage of 

development is the ability to know, and it is developed throughout one’s lifetime. The 

tasks include the ability to perceive, analyze, and assimilate information, and the 

development of wisdom (not just knowledge). A person with a balanced seventh chakra 

is usually intelligent, thoughtful, aware, open-minded, able to question, and has a broad 

understanding and a spiritual connection. Imbalances may include over-

intellectualization, spiritual addiction, confusion, dissociation from the body, spiritual 

cynicism, learning difficulties, rigid belief systems, apathy, materialism, greed, and 

excess need for power or domination over others. Healing strategies involve 

reestablishing a physical or emotional connection, goal setting, examining one’s belief 
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systems, development of the inner witness, taking on a new program of study, and 

creating a spiritual connection with anything an individual feels is sacred or meaningful. 

The Chakra System as a Developmental Model 

Originating as a powerful constituent of Samkhya philosophy, (dating from India 

in the seventh century B.C.E. at the latest), the chakra system is one of the most ancient 

models for human development and the way energy manifests as gross matter (Jung, 

1996). The chakra system represents the entire cosmology of the body-mind-spirit and 

the interlacing, interdependent relationship of all aspects of Self. It offers modern 

psychology a comprehensive map to begin incorporating the less frequently addressed 

sheaths of one’s physical and spiritual (transpersonal) nature. Using physical symptoms 

or behavior as the starting point, the chakra system gives one a concrete assessment tool 

to identify where issues and holding patterns are, whether a client is excessive or 

deficient in certain areas, and clues to developmental issues or family history or traumas 

that may help hone in on specific questions to ask or tactics to pursue. The chakra system 

depicts the full stratum of consciousness. 

Jung studied the chakra system’s diagram of kundalini energy in depth and gave 

several renowned lectures in the spring of 1932 at Princeton University detailing his 

investigation (1996). He described the chakra system as an analogy for medieval 

alchemy and the process of “climbing up from gross matter to the subtle or psychical 

matter . . . transformation from earth to ether” (p. 2). He went on to say that “we cross the 

threshold from the visible tangible things to the almost invisible intangible things . . . and 

this is the region of feeling and mind” (p. 3). Each of the lower chakras has a 

corresponding element and alludes to the process of inner alchemy as understood in 
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Jungian psychology. The chakra system, as a parallel for the transformational aspect  in 

alchemy, is a highly intriguing and illuminating subject in regards to the individuation 

process. Although it lies beyond the scope of this paper, it is suggested that any interested 

reader pursue Jung’s work, as well as Jung and Yoga: The Psyche-Body Connection, by 

Judith Harris (2001). 

Yoga’s Practical Lifestyle Considerations Affecting Mood 

 Not only does yoga address the physical and spiritual aspects of oneself, but it is 

founded on ethical lifestyle considerations which are known to directly impact one’s state 

of mind and well-being. Patanjali’s Raja Yoga (translated to mean the “Royal Path”), also 

known as Ashtanga Yoga (“eightfold path”), is based on ten moral principles considered 

to be the foundation of a sound, healthy, rewarding life. The first two “limbs” or 

components of the yoga practice are not physical techniques or meditation, but primary 

daily life disciplines, considered indispensable to the evolution of one’s personality. As 

outlined in the Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras (2.31) (Hari Dass, 1999), the first component, 

called the yamas, consists of five moral disciplines: (a) non-violence, (b) truthfulness, (c) 

non-stealing, (d) sexual restraint or moderation, and (e) non-greediness. When a person 

lives in accordance with these considerations, his or her relationship with others and the 

world at large is aligned in a positive and encouraging way, improving interpersonal 

relationships. The yamas are meant to control one’s primitive survival instincts and 

regulate social interactions. 

 The second limb of the practice, niyamas, is comprised of five self-restraints and 

regulates one’s relationship with oneself. These loosely correlate to healthy 
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developmental skills which foster self-reliance and self-confidence. As Feuerstein wrote, 

the niyamas  

Continue to harness the psychophysical energy freed up by the regular practice of 
moral discipline . . . [and] are concerned with the inner life of the yogins . . . the 
five rules of niyama harmonize [one’s] relationship to life at large and to the 
transcendental Reality. (1998b, p. 246)  

 
The niyamas are (a) cleanliness, (b) contentment, (c) austerity, (d) self-study, and (e) 

dedication, devotion, or commitment. Practicing the above principles helps the 

conventional ego-personality to loosen its grip on motivation and encourages a larger 

perspective. Rather than becoming overwhelmed by the story line of one’s personality 

and inevitable dramas, approaching life firmly rooted in the yamas and niyamas promotes 

a more ethical and rewarding lifestyle, which may positively affect one’s mood. 

Unfortunately, the Western mind is not often inclined to break habitual patterns of 

behavior and thought, but instead seeks instant gratification. For a concise, detailed 

discussion of the profound psychological impact of the lifestyle choices presented in the 

yamas and niyamas, please see the introduction to B.K.S. Iyengar’s Light on Yoga 

(Iyengar, 1966). 

Suggestions for Continued Research 

 One important distinction when considering the effectiveness of yoga in treating 

psychological conditions is the length of treatment and systemic benefits. Modern science 

is based on treating an isolated symptom, and clients are often conditioned to seek 

immediate and short-term relief. As Watts discussed in his article “Psychological 

Research Questions About Yoga,” however, one of the advantages of yoga and 

meditation “may not lie in providing treatment that is initially more powerful, but in 

having effects that are more long-lasting and more resistant to relapse” (2000, p. 76). 
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Similar to the difference between psychological treatment and pharmaceuticals in 

addressing depression, patients treated psychologically were less likely to relapse. 

Presumably, clients developed a skill set that allowed them to better cope with struggles, 

and yoga may do the same, offering consistent practice in mindfulness, stress reduction 

and bioenergetics that reconfigure a client’s basic tendencies. As a systemic approach, the 

process may take longer to realize, but offer a structural, more permanent shift in 

consciousness. More research in bioenergetics and long-term studies could support this 

assumption.  

 More research is also recommended in the field of somatic psychology and the 

release of trauma and memory held on a cellular level. Scientifically, research is 

beginning to evidence the intersection of where the body meets mind. Specific studies 

using yoga asanas (postures) and deep breath work with victims of severe trauma would 

help to illuminate the value of the practice in the medical field. Currently, it is generally 

accepted that yoga reduces stress, but a more thorough investigation of the bioenergetics 

behind this statement is much needed to pull the vocabulary of yoga into a modern, 

medical vernacular that a wider audience can embrace. What is stress, actually? Stress is 

energy that is constricted in the body and causes external contraction in the form of 

muscular tension (resulting in tightness in the organs and connective tissue) (Dychtwald, 

1977). In order for modern psychology to feel comfortable fully incorporating Eastern 

practices, scientific data is necessary to appeal to the skeptical, materialistic Western 

mind. 

Some of the most cutting-edge research currently being done on the integration of 

Eastern and Western science is in the field of brain chemistry and mindfulness training. 
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The Mindful Awareness Research Center at UCLA is a prime example of the future of 

modern psychology and the importance of including Mindful Awareness Practices (also 

termed “MAPs”) in traditional psychotherapy. Medical studies detailing the neurological 

responses of mindfulness (emotional attunement, meditation and yoga) would serve the 

medical and scientific communities well, in proving the tangible benefits and long-term 

results of practice. The technology now exists to prove what yogis have known for 

millennia—that human beings have the power to change their minds and perception and 

to radically shift their state of awareness and, therefore, the quality of their lives. 

Spiritually, it would be useful to address the transpersonal realm of psyche more 

thoroughly by investigating the neurological effects of such spiritual techniques as myth, 

prayer, ritual, chanting, and meditation. This is precisely the premise of “Why God 

Won’t Go Away: Brain Science and the Biology of Belief,” by Andrew Newberg, 

Eugene D’Aquili, and Vince Rause (2001). By exploring transcendent experiences 

through a medical model (EEG recordings, blood pressure, and neurobiology), the 

authors conclude that: 

Mystical experience . . . is not about magic, or mind-reading, or the conjuring of 
visions or spirits; it is nothing more or less than an uplifting sense of genuine 
spiritual union with something larger than the self. This definition is consistently 
endorsed by the accounts of mystics throughout time, and in all religious 
traditions. Those same accounts also suggest that mystical experience is a distinct 
and cohesively patterned phenomenon. . . . In mystical experience, time and space 
are perceived as nonexistent, and normal rational thought processes give way to 
more intuitive ways of understanding. (p. 101) 

 
 The authors went on to summarize that at the “heart of all the mystics’ 

descriptions . . . is the compelling conviction that they have risen above material 

existence, and have spiritually united with the absolute” (2001, p. 102). This state 

correlates to the aim of yoga (and all spiritual traditions): union with the absolute 
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(Brahman, purusha). The more Western science and academia can ground the seemingly 

abstract claims of Eastern spiritual practices in a scientific framework, the more 

skepticism and doubt will be assuaged, and Western audiences will presumably be more 

open to exploring such techniques as practical tools to effect change in daily quality of 

life. Distinguished scientists for decades have led the way in escalating contemporary 

thought to include an underpinning of something greater than oneself. Albert Einstein’s 

Theory of Relativity and Edwin Schrodinger’s Quantum Mechanics are perhaps the most 

impressive examples of this merging of science and spirit. 

The mystics’ claims are supported by some of the greatest scientists of the 
century—rational thinkers who have peered deeper than most into the workings of 
the universe and the mind and have described states of transcendent spiritual 
awareness in woes that mirror the accounts of the gurus, shamans, and saints in 
remarkably specific detail. Robert Oppenheimer, Neils Bohr, Carl Jung, and John 
Lilly are among the prominent scientific figures whose work has revealed to them 
a unity and purpose in the workings of the universe that transcend the material 
world. (D’Aquili, E., Newburg, A., & Rause, V.,  2001, p. 153) 

 
Similarly, it is necessary to educate the Western mind on the value of wisdom and 

intuition, the non-linear, non-linguistic intelligence carried through imagery and 

sensation.  Yoga asana, meditation, chanting and ritual offer practitioners an empirical, 

undeniable, felt experience of wholeness that is indescribable, but undeniable.  

People live today in the context of the Newtonian-Cartesian paradigm and are 

forced to chip away slowly at the architecture of modern thought to allow it to stretch 

fully across the spectrum of consciousness, from prepersonal to personal to a unitary, 

transpersonal identity (or from the material to the nonmaterial world). In short, science 

and spirituality are but two sides of the same coin. 
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Summary 

 In conclusion, yoga and modern psychology, when combined, offer a full- 

spectrum therapeutic approach to self-development and healing. Determining a 

comprehensive treatment plan depends on the precise nature of a person’s symptoms, 

situation and ego-strength. Modern psychology is most helpful in resolving past traumas, 

reconciling childhood and family of origin issues, acquiring various communication and 

developmental life skills, assembling healthy ego-functioning, and building emotional 

intelligence, including interpersonal and relational competence. Yoga focuses on the 

transpersonal realm, the high end of human development, assuming ego-stability and at 

least a moderate-to-high level of functioning. The practices of yoga excel in improving 

one’s physical intelligence (including releasing trauma and emotional memory held on 

the physical level), developing the role of “witness mind” (unplugging one’s identity 

from the circumstance of life), and strengthening one’s relationship with a transpersonal 

dimension (unified field, conscious intelligence, prana, Spirit). Yoga is particularly 

effective in improving one’s relationship between various aspects of Self—physical, 

mental, emotional, energetic, and spiritual. Whereas psychology focuses on cognitive 

functioning, yoga works systemically, addressing needs on all levels of life. 

 It is recommended that practitioners of yoga be familiar with basic psychological 

concepts in order to appropriately work with unconscious or repressed material that may 

likely arise in the yoga or meditation practice. Similarly, yoga teachers and the 

therapeutic environment of the yoga room should take into account psychological 

principles such as ethical relationship between teacher and student, transference, 

countertransference, projection, and creation of a safe space for therapeutic work. Yoga 
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teachers would be better prepared to handle the challenging dynamics between teacher 

and student or client if they had a working knowledge of the aforementioned tools. Also, 

learning basic communication skills and vernacular to which Western students may be 

more receptive could increase the assimilation of yogic concepts and the efficacy of the 

practice as a whole. 

 The benefits of yoga and meditation have direct, positive effects on the well-being 

of clients and the success of therapy. Instead of working to resolve the pathology of 

psyche and the thinking mind, yoga emphasizes an expanded definition of Self that 

reaches beyond the mind and questions what lies behind thought. A therapist well-trained 

in mindfulness techniques is much more able to remain present in particularly 

challenging situations and offer the client a nonjudgmental, open space to safely explore. 

Similarly, a client who practices yoga will likely be much more embodied (the feeling of 

being at home, safe, and grounded in the physical body) and therefore have more option 

to work somatically, symbolically, or spiritually to affect the desired change. Perhaps, the 

most valuable tool of yoga psychology is the chakra system, which maps out the 

intersection of the body and mind, offering students a comprehensive assessment tool to 

identify personal imbalances (deficiency or excess) through both the somatic and psychic 

lens. Additionally, modern psychologists can more clearly understand developmental 

phases and how consciousness evolves and manifests through the physical body, 

eventually leading to a transcendent state of awareness. Yoga is particularly useful in 

neutralizing the endocrine and nervous system, regulating brain chemistry (bridging the 

right and left hemispheres of cognitive functioning), and offering practical tools (such as 

breath work and physical postures) to reduce stress and increase emotional intelligence. 
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 More research and evidence-based studies to prove yoga’s effect on the bodymind 

would help dissolve skepticism and satisfy the Western intellect in its need for material 

confirmation. It would also be a positive step for Westerners to stretch their belief 

systems to embark on a personal investigation of the effects of a consistent yoga and 

meditation practice and draw verification of yoga’s efficacy based on empirical data 

arising from within. 

 



 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER IV 
CONCLUSION 

 
Yoga psychology and modern psychology are mutually beneficial. They enhance 

and strengthen each other. An integral approach to psychology offers the most 

comprehensive, effective treatment. Incorporating both traditional, Eastern, dualist 

perspectives and modern, scientific neurobiology offers a full spectrum psychology 

addressing all aspects of Self—physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. Full spectrum 

consciousness includes all phases of development from infancy (prepersonal) through 

healthy ego-functioning (personal) to the transpersonal realm which moves beyond ego-

identification. People have different constitutions, belief systems, and developmental 

rates; therefore, they may require different therapeutic techniques at various stages in 

their lives. One school of psychology is not inherently better than another. The most 

effective clinician or therapist is diverse and open-minded, able to meet the client or 

student where he or she is, offering a well-rounded skill set.  

Emerging out of the Newtonian-Cartesian scientific model, modern psychology 

emphasizes cognitive functioning framed in a reductionist, pathological mindset. It 

isolates the mind from body and spirit, focuses on mental and emotional processing, and 

works to alleviate specific symptoms to return the patient to a state of perceived 

normalcy. The spotlight is on cognitive processes. Through this reductionist paradigm, 

the Western mind is conditioned to identify with the intellect and thoughts. The body is 

viewed as separate, and spirituality is left for religious institutions to tackle. Psychology’s 
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strengths lie in understanding and resolving trauma, building communication skills, 

moving through and reconciling developmental stages, and exploring the architecture of 

psyche, including interpersonal relations. The goal is on a return to wholeness by 

integrating unconscious or repressed material into the conscious mind and consequently 

shifting behavior patterns. 

Likewise, the aim of yoga psychology is also integration. Yoga defines union as 

the relationship between the two complimentary forces within (yin and yang, active and 

receptive, feminine and masculine), as well as union between body and mind, self and 

other, and, ultimately, the union of the individual with the universal (pure consciousness). 

As a perennial philosophy, yoga recognizes the manifest, physical reality (prakriti) as a 

microcosm or holographic representation of an underlying, universal source energy 

(macrocosm or purusha). The nature of bodymind is interconnected and inseparable from 

consciousness or the creative source itself. One’s thoughts and behaviors are directly 

influenced by one’s constitution, lifestyle, and environment. Change on any level affects 

change on all levels. Scientifically, this is known as general systems theory, a dualist 

paradigm, which leads to a profound, fundamental shift in orientation. Instead of 

identifying with or addressing a single aspect of Self or life (the mind or a particular 

symptom), emphasis is on altering the system as a whole. From this holistic perspective, 

when one alters one’s own personal state of consciousness, one automatically shifts the 

collective, unified field of awareness. Systemic change is fundamental and sometimes 

more gradual and subtle, a process which may challenge the impatient, skeptical Western 

mind. 
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By widening the lens of the current mechanistic, scientific model to incorporate a 

systems perspective involving the body and the other, psychology may find concrete, 

therapeutic applications for improved cognitive functioning, emotional intelligence and 

relief from severe disorders through yoga and meditation.  

Knowledge of Eastern traditions is an essential part of the education of anyone 
seeking a comprehensive view of the mind. It is important, however to note that 
[yoga] in no way replaces the need for therapeutic work at lower levels of 
development. Western and Eastern systems of the mind are complementary, the 
former specializing in the study and treatment of lower levels of mental 
functioning with a relative lack of knowledge about higher levels of 
consciousness and the latter with the opposite specialization and blind spot. (Hiatt 
& Scotton, 1996, p. 112) 
  

It is important to note that all interpretation is context bound (Wilber, 1979/2001) and to 

avoid directly comparing yoga and psychology, as they arise from vastly different 

worldviews and philosophies. 

Yoga is enhanced by the practicality of psychology and its familiarity to a 

Western audience. It is helpful for both student and teacher to have a basic understanding 

of human development, emotional wounds, trauma, the creation of a safe space for 

therapeutic work, confidentiality, and ethics. Being well-versed in core psychological 

principles such as transference, countertransference, and projection will greatly aid a 

teacher in navigating the terrain of interpsychic exchange, inevitable in the classroom or 

workshop environment. Understanding the neural and physiological applications of yoga 

and meditation, teachers will be in a better position to present the human qualities and 

make yoga more accessible and relevant to a wider audience. Psychological awareness is 

necessary in the yoga practice in order to understand emotional release as well as manage 

anxiety that may arise in practice as repressed material surfaces. 
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Therapists and clients benefit from the somatic and spiritual bent of yoga. 

Developing present-centered awareness, or mindfulness, is an invaluable tool on the path 

of self-change and evolution. Through meditation, ego-identification lessens and the right 

and left hemispheres of the brain are integrated, leading to a more satisfying inner state. 

Yoga and meditation breeds a refinement in cognitive behavior. As an individual 

unhooks from the material of the thinking mind and develops the role of the witness, he 

or she is less driven by unconscious, neurotic patterns, addictions, and habitual thought. 

“Mindfulness confers upon us the capacity to relate to emotional life in an open, 

balanced, accepting, and tolerant way, while freeing us to act with compassion, rather 

than on impulse, in response” (Epstein, 1995, p. xxii). A larger context is created and a 

depersonalization of one’s personal “story” often results. Swami Muktananda (1984) 

detailed this regarding the role of the therapist:  

In order to strengthen the mind and help other people, a psychologist should 
meditate…When a psychologist meditates on his own inner Self, when he 
understands his own true nature, he becomes filled with incredible compassion for 
other people, and as a result of the kindness that he feels he is able to help them. 
(pp. 35-36) 
 
Yoga practice recognizes the body as the subconscious mind—a container for 

beliefs and behaviors. The cosmology of the bodymind from a yogic perspective (koshas, 

prana, nadis, chakras) offers modern science an alternate lens to investigate 

somatization. With the chakra system as a comprehensive map, therapist and client may 

more easily identify tangible symptoms of deeper emotional wounds or developmental 

issues. Using postures, breathwork, visualization, meditation or a specifically designed 

psychological treatment plan—one can work simultaneously on all levels of Self, using a 

multimodal approach. Finally, implementing spirituality in treatment may bring relief to a 
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vast array of patients who are not being adequately reached with traditional, modern 

psychology.  

This dialogue surrounding the integration of body, mind and spirit is open-ended 

and in process—not fixed, finished, or done with. Each of us as a human being is 

participating in a process that is unfolding, an evolution of consciousness (Vaughan, 

1984). We live in an exciting time when integration of worldviews is inevitable, 

instantaneous, and at our fingertips. It is imperative that an intelligent, thoughtful 

discourse continue between modern medicine and ancient science. Modern psychology 

and yoga gift each other. People’s lives are increasingly busy and disconnected from the 

organic rhythms of nature and the inherent wisdom of their bodies and souls. The 

physical practices of yoga offer an ideal tool to rebuild physical, emotional and spiritual 

intelligence.  

The yoga industry is exponentially growing worldwide. I believe this popularity is 

due in large part to a collective yearning to reconnect with the physical, natural, spiritual 

world—the world of the feminine. On a soul level, people are craving more meaningful 

interactions in groups and ritual environments. Yoga provides a therapeutic, sensual, 

healing experience, not just a mental, intellectual analysis. Both cognitive understanding 

and an embodied spirituality are necessary for wholeness. Reclaiming the value of spirit 

and body is a larger example of the reemergence of the feminine in our time: reclaiming 

the power of the earth, the body, and the soul. The movement is not to prove one domain 

as better than the other. The evolution is towards nondualism—rediscovering the one 

behind the two, the value of both the masculine force of consciousness and the feminine 

realm of embodied, unconscious, intuitive mind that speaks through sensation, imagery 
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and relationship with another. To address global concerns, humanity must begin by 

transforming the source of all discord within.  Recognizing personal dilemmas, crises and 

wounds as a holographic representation of the world’s – it becomes clear that the most 

valuable work one can do is integrate, heal and transform the inner world.  

 
The Tao gives birth to the One. 

One gives birth to Two. 
Two gives birth to Three. 

Three gives birth to all things. 
 

All things have their backs to the female 
and stand facing the male. 

When male and female combine, 
all things achieve harmony. 

 
Ordinary men hate solitude. 

But the Master makes use of it, 
embracing his aloneness, realizing 
he is one with the whole universe. 

 
—Verse 42, Tao Te Ching (Lao-tzu, 1988, p. 42) 
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AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
 

 Growing up in Bloomington, Illinois, in a familiy of farmers, my childhood was 

infused with positive, non-dogmatic spirituality and rooted in a deep respect for nature 

and community.  As an identical twin, I was born with an ardent curiosity of the human 

experience and naturally inclined toward self-inquiry.  Studying existentialist thought at 

the Sorbonne in Paris, France peeked my interest in the synthesis and profound 

psychological impact of symbolism, art, culture and aesthetics.  While completing my 

BA in International Relations (University of Southern California), I began my 

investigation of ancient wisdom traditions and came to recognize the importance of a 

global, multi-dimensional vision.   

I was introduced to yoga while pursuing an acting career in Los Angeles, where I 

was guided by two distinguished mentors – a Taoist master and a Native American elder. 

My study in the yoga tradition is most directly influenced by Ram Dass, Jivamukti Yoga 

and my study of Tantra with Dr. Paul Muller-Ortega.  I studied Classical Ashtanga Yoga 

with Baba Hari Das (Mt. Madonna). Following a deep passion for feminism and the 

Goddess mysteries, I was recently ordained as a Priestess after completing a year-long 

Priestess Training with Ariel Spilsbury.  

 I currently teach yoga/meditation and am a therapist in private practice based in 

Los Angeles and New York.  I lead workshops and retreats worldwide and am passionate 

about bridging the gap between spirituality, depth psychology and modern science in a 

practical, accessible manner. 
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