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The Trans-Himalayan Synthesis refers to the blending of ideas and practices from different cultures, particularly
those from the Himalayas and the East and South-East Asian continent. One of the most important texts in this
synthesis is the Yoga Sutras derived from Buddhism (as per Indological historians), a collection of teachings on yoga
and meditation written by the sage Patanjali, which is yet a Novel way to find true happiness. These teachings
emphasized the importance of self-discipline, mindfulness, and the search for inner peace during the process. As
these ideas spread from India into East Asia, they began to influence various cultural and spiritual practices across
the globe, creating a rich tapestry of beliefs and traditions. In East Asia, the Yoga Sutras interacted with several local
philosophies and religions, such as Buddhism and Taoism of China. This interaction led to the development of unique
practices that combined elements from each cultural tradition. For instance, meditation techniques inspired by the
Yoga Sutras were integrated into Buddhist practices, helping monks and practitioners focus their minds and find
deeper levels of understanding. Similarly, the ideas of balance and harmony from Taoism complemented the
teachings of yoga, creating new ways for people to connect with themselves and the world around them. The impact
of the Yoga Sutras on East Asian culture can also be seen in art, literature, and daily life. Many artists and writers
drew inspiration from the themes of inner peace and self-discovery found in these teachings. Additionally, the practice
of yoga and meditation became popular in various forms, influencing everything from martial arts to wellness
practices. As a result, the Trans-Himalayan Synthesis not only enriched spiritual life but also transformed cultural

expressions in East Asia, leaving a lasting legacy that continues to be felt today.
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The historical dissemination of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali across the East Asian cultural sphere represents
one of the most profound instances of cross-cultural philosophical exchange in the pre-modern world. Compiled
in the early centuries of the Common Era—with estimates ranging from the 2nd century BCE to the 4th century
BCE—this foundational text of the Indian yoga tradition did not merely migrate as a static manuscript. Rather, it
served as a conceptual catalyst that intersected with the burgeoning Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhist schools,
the indigenous physiological theories of Taoism, and the sophisticated scholasticism of Tibet, Thailand, Korean
and Japanese intellectual life. The Yoga Sutras, often attributed to the sage Patanjali (whose identity remains a
subject of intense academic debate), provided a systematic roadmap for the cessation of mental fluctuations
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(chitta-vritti-nirodha)?!, a goal that resonated with the spiritual aspirations of East Asian practitioners for over a
millennium.

The Difference Between Patanjali Yoga and Hath Yoga

The main aim of human life is to find the qualitative inner peace and harmony that could remain forever
throughout one's life span. It is a form of continuous practice one has to undertake in order to harmonize one’s
inner self with the outer world to cultivate a positive higher understanding in between the two ends, this practice
is a continuous and lifelong process?. | am saying so because we look at the Vedic and Upanishad literature,
prayers are being said to the power supreme to assist humanity to guide the seeker of intuitive wisdom on a way
of noble life to find the true purpose of life.

Yoga, an ancient Indian practice, encompasses a vast array of philosophies and techniques aimed at
achieving physical, mental, and spiritual well-being in the present world. While it is often used interchangeably
in contemporary discourse, Hatha Yoga and Patanjal Yoga represent distinct yet interconnected dimensions of
this multifaceted discipline (Feuerstein, 2001). Understanding their differences is crucial for anyone seeking a
deeper engagement with yoga’s profound teachings. But it must be admitted that the Hatha Yoga is a byproduct
of Patanjal Yoga Sutra because of its sharp distinction between the approach. To be blunt on the issue, the basic
approach differs as Patanjal Yoga Sutra is journey from inner world to the outer world whereas hatha Yoga
stresses upon the perfecting body and it paves the way of journey from outer world to the inner most. And is
based on two aphorisms of Yoga Sutra i.e. Trayam Antarangam Purvebhyah which literally means that Limbs 6,
7 & 8 i.e. Dharna Dhyan Samadhi are appreciated as internal in relation to the externally assisted limbs nhumbered
1,2,3,4&5,2 even “Tadapi Bahiranga Nirbeeja Samadhi” Limbs 6, 7 & 8 are appreciated as external in relation
to the more fine states of nirbeeja Samadhi (Feuerstein, 2001). Basically it may be said the progeny point of
Hatha Yoga.

Patanjal Yoga, rooted in the aphorism of Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, offers a comprehensive philosophical
framework and a systematic path towards liberation (Kaivalya). Hatha Yoga, on the other hand, focuses more on
the physical body and treats human body as a vehicle for spiritual development, employing a range of practices
to purify and prepare the body for deeper meditative states. Patanjal Yoga, often referred to as Ashtanga Yoga is
fundamentally a philosophical and psycho-physical system outlined by the sage Patanjali in his seminal work.
The Yoga Sutras is estimated to have been compiled between 200 BCE and 400 CE (lyengar, 2002). The Yoga
Sutras are a collection of 195 aphorisms that serve as a guide for the yogic path. Patanjali’s system is characterized
by its eight limbs, or Ashtanga, which provide a structured approach to achieving mastery over the mind and
attaining enlightenment. These limbs are termed as below

* Yama (ethical restraints),

* Niyama (observances),

* Asana (posture),

* Pranayama (breath control),

* Pratyahara (withdrawal of the senses),

! Yoga Sutras 1.2.

2 “Satu Dirghakal Nairantaryaa Satkarasevito Dridha Bhoomihi” Yoga Sutra 1.14 meaning A foundation of Abhyasa (continuous
practice) occurs when actions are continuously cultivated systematically for a long time with devotion.

3 Yoga Sutra 3.7 & 3.8.
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» Dharana (concentration),
* Dhyana (meditation), and
» Samadhi (absorption or enlightenment).

The Different Approaches of Patanjal Yoga Sutra and Hatha Yoga

Before analyzing the impact of the Patanjali Yoga Sutra and Hatha Yoga in the context of world wisdom, it
would be beneficial to understand the differences between Patanjali Yoga Sutra and Hatha Yoga.

The primary goal of Patanjal Yoga (4BCE to 1BCE) is a complete cessation of the fluctuations of
consciousness (citta vritti nirodhah), and paving a way that leads to the realization of the true self that is free from
the distortions of the ego and the material world. In contrast, Hatha Yoga is believed to emerge several centuries
after Patanjali wrote Yoga Sutras, with its foundational texts like the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, written by
Svatmarama around the 8th century CE. Hatha Yoga, as matter of fact, can be understood as a preparatory stage
or a practical application of certain principles laid down by Patanjali, particularly concerning Asana and
Pranayama which is the expression of Patanjal Yoga Sutra aphorism no. 3.7 and 3.8. The term “Hatha” itself is
often translated as “forceful” or “stubborn,” when read together suggesting a more vigorous and forceful approach
to physical and energetic purification. However, it also breaks down into “Ha” (sun) and “Tha” (moon),
symbolizing the integration of opposing energies within the practitioner and mastering time and space (lyengar,
2002). The central aim of Hatha Yoga is to purify the physical body, clear energetic blockages (nadis), and
awaken the dormant spiritual energy known as Kundalini (Bryant, 2009). This purification is believed to prepare
the body and mind for the subtler practices of self-realization, as described by Patanjali. The most apparent
difference lies in their primary emphasis and in their respective approach. Patanjal Yoga is predominantly mind-
centric, aiming to control and still the mind through ethical conduct, mental discipline, and deep meditation
(lyengar, 2002). The physical postures (Asana) in Patanjali’s system are described as being steady and
comfortable (sthira sukham asanam), implying a focus on a stable, seated posture conducive for meditation
purposes rather than the diverse and dynamic poses commonly associated with modern Hatha Yoga. Patanjali’s
Asana is a single, sustained posture for prolonged periods, essential for Dharana and Dhyana (Bryant, 2009).
Hatha Yoga, conversely, places a significant emphasis on the body. Its practitioners engage in a wide range of
physical postures (Asana) designed to strengthen, balance, and detoxify the body (Svatmarama, 1998). These
postures are often held for several breaths and followed by other poses in a sequence. Hatha Yoga also extensively
utilizes Pranayama techniques, such as Nadi Shodhana (alternate nostril breathing) and Kapalabhati (skull shining
breath), which are integral to its system of energetic purification (Svatmarama, 1998). The goal is to prepare the
physical vessel for the ascent of Kundalini energy that is believed to reside at the base of the spinal cord and,
when awakened it travels up through the Sushumna nadi (central energetic channel) to reach the crown chakra or
sahasrar chakrra, resulting in self illumination. The basic difference between the approach of two is that Hatha
Yoga is process relying from external to internal and Patanjal Yoga Sutra advocates internal to external

The relationship between the two can be viewed as complementary. Hatha Yoga provides the physical and
energetic foundation upon which the higher limbs of Patanjal Yoga can be more effectively practiced (Bryant,
2009). A strong, healthy, and balanced body, free from energetic obstructions, is considered essential for
sustained concentration and deep meditative states (lyengar, 2002). Without this preparation, attempts at the
intense mental focus required for Raja Yoga can be challenging or even detrimental. Conversely, the ethical and
mental discipline espoused by Patanjal Yoga informs and guides the practice of Hatha Yoga, ensuring that
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physical exertion is undertaken with awareness, intention, and non-attachment, preventing it from becoming mere
physical exercise (lyengar, 2002). The practical manifestation of these differences is evident in a typical yoga
class. A class described as “Patanjal Yoga” might focus heavily on breathwork, mindfulness exercises, and seated
meditation, with perhaps only a few simple postures held for extended periods. On the other hand, a “Hatha Yoga”
class would likely involve a dynamic sequence of varied Asanas, often with an emphasis on alignment, breath
synchronization, and building physical strength and flexibility (Svatmarama, 1998). While modern Hatha Yoga
classes often incorporate elements of meditation and breathwork, their primary structure revolves around the
physical postures (Bryant, 2009). Furthermore, the ultimate aims, while ultimately converging on liberation, are
approached from different angles. Patanjal Yoga seeks to achieve liberation by stilling the mind and transcending
the limitations of the self*. It is a path of discrimination between self and matter, of understanding the true nature
of reality through introspective inquiry. Hatha Yoga aims to achieve a similar liberation by purifying the body
and energy systems, thereby making the mind receptive to higher states of consciousness (Svatmarama, 1998). It
is often seen as a more tantric approach (Svatmarama, 1998), working with the body’s subtle energies to achieve
spiritual transformation. In essence, Patanjal Yoga offers the blueprint for the entire yogic journey, outlining the
eight limbs as a complete system for spiritual evolution. Hatha Yoga can be considered a vital and practical
branch of this larger system, focusing on the physical and energetic preparation necessary for the successful
integration of the higher limbs. One might practice Hatha Yoga to prepare for the deeper meditative practices of
Yoga, or one might engage in the ethical and mental disciplines of Raja Yoga to imbue their Hatha Y oga practice
with deeper meaning and purpose. Both are integral to the rich tapestry of yoga, and their understanding
illuminates the multifaceted nature of this ancient path to self-realization.

The Indian Genesis and the Philosophical Infrastructure

To appreciate the impact of the Yoga Sutras on East Asian culture and the rest of world, the foundational
architecture of the text must be critically examined in the context how the approach of Yoga sutra became
universal and gave birth to various transcendental philosophies including the Vivakananda school of thought
popularally known as Raja Yoga having a tinge of Upanishadic wisdom.

Initially when examined, we find that the work is a compilation of 195 or 196 aphorisms organized into four
padas or chapters i.e.:

1. Samadhi Pada (contemplation),

2. Sadhana Pada (practice),

3. Vibhuti Pada (powers), and

4. Kaivalya Pada (liberation).

The text’s authorship is complicated by the historical evidence, which indicates that several figures with the
name Patanjali, including a renowned grammarian and a physician, existed in the pre-Christian era. The opinion
differs as some oriental scholars regard all of these persons as having a single identity as one, but some differ and
opine that Sage Patanjali is a multiple persona born in different eras (Renou, 1940). However, mainstream
scholarship often distinguishes the compiler of the Yoga Sutras as a distinct specialist in Samkhya and Buddhist
traditions. The presence of “Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit” within the sutras suggests that the text was composed in

4 Yoga Sutra 1.3 “Tadah Drashtuh Svarupeavasthanam” meaing that “Following the experience of Yoga the practitioner resides in
their true self.



THE TRANS-HIMALAYAN SYNTHESIS 289

an environment where Hindu and Buddhist ideas were in constant dialogue, a feature that facilitated its eventual
acceptance in Buddhist East Asia (lyengar, 2002).

The primary mechanism for the text’s influence was its “Eight Limbs” (Ashtanga) system. This framework
offered a comprehensive approach to spiritual development and enlightenment popularly known as “the
awakening” that integrated restrained ethical pratices, physical discipline, and meditative depth. The limbs
include Yama (ethical restraints), Niyama (observances), Asana (posture), Pranayama (breathcontrol),
Pratyahara (sensorywithdrawal), Dharana (concentration), Dhyana (meditation), and Samadhi (absorption).
This structure provided a practical methodology that could be adapted across religious boundaries, serving as the
“mechanics of generic yoga” upon which later theological trappings were layered. A table given below illustrates
the Limbs of Ashtanga Yoga with their primary focus and Psychological =~ Objective  to  indicate  the
Philosophical Implication.

Limb of Ashtanga Yoga |Primary Focus Psycho-physiological Objective Philosophical Implication

Yama & Niyama Ethics and Discipline  |Moral purification Essential Foundation for mental stability
Asana Physical Posture Mastery of the body Preparation for long-duration stillness
Pranayama Vital Force (Prana) Regulation of nervous energy Connecting physical and mental states
Pratyahara Sense Withdrawal Internalization of focus Decoupling from external stimuli
Dharana Concentration Fixing the mind on one point Narrowing the field of consciousness
Dhyana Meditation Uninterrupted cognition Deepening the meditative flow

Samadbhi Absorption of self Transcendence of subject-object Direct realization of the Self/Truth

The Yogacara Conduit: Transmission Through the Practitioners of Yoga

The primary vehicle for the transmission of yogic concepts to East Asia was not a direct translation of the
Yoga Sutras as a Hindu text, but rather its thorough integration into the Yogacara school of Mahayana Buddhism
(Bryant, 2018). The term Yogacara itself literally translates to “Practitioners of Yoga,” (Bryant, 2009) and the
school’s founders, the brothers Asanga and Vasubandhu, were deeply engaged with the meditative techniques
codified in the Indian yoga traditions (Whicher, 1998). In the 5th century CE, the Lankavatara Sutra and other
Yogacara texts entered China, bringing with them a sophisticated psychology that mirrored Patanjali’s analysis
of the mind (Renou, 1940).

The most influential figure in this transmission was the Chinese monk Xuanzang (600-664 CE), who
traveled to India specifically to study the Yogacarabhumi-sastra (Treatise on the Foundation of the Practitioners
of Yoga) (Dasgupta, 1992). Xuanzang’s translation of this massive treatise introduced the concept of the “Eight
Consciousnesses,” including the alaya-vijnana (storehouse consciousness), which bears striking functional
similarities to the samskaras (latent impressions) and karmashaya (karmic residue) described in the Yoga Sutras
(Dasgupta, 1992). Through the Faxiang (Dharma Characteristics) school established by Xuanzang, the technical
vocabulary of Indian yoga became an integral part of Chinese Buddhist discourse (Dasgupta, 1992).

The influence was not merely philosophical but also ritualistic. Tantric rituals, such as the yujia yankou
(flaming-mouthed hungry ghost yoga), were introduced by monks like Siksananda and Amoghavajra during the
Tang Dynasty (Maas, 2013). These rituals utilized mudras (gestures) and mantras (sacred sounds) to transform
the practitioner’s state of being, demonstrating a practical application of the powers (siddhis) discussed in the
Vibhuti Pada of the Yoga Sutras (Maas, 2013). This “Yoga Religion” (Yujia jiao) eventually spread into the
Fujian province and beyond, blending with local folk beliefs and Taoism (Michaels, 2004). The 45,000 square
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meters of murals in the Dunhuang Caves are not merely religious decorations; they are a spatial representation
of the “Inner Journey” described in the Yoga Sutras. In caves such as Mogao 85 and 202, the depiction of the
“Dharma assembly” functions as a visual Samadhi, where the practitioner enters the cave and is surrounded by
the “miraculous images” of enlightened beings. This immersion in sacred iconography serves the limb of
Pratyahara, withdrawing the senses from the dusty world of the Silk Road and focusing them on the “Pure Land”
of the mural.

Furthermore, the “Mudra Drawings” found in the Library Cave (dating from 851-900 CE) serve as a manual
for the ““Yoga of the Hands,” providing a standardized set of gestures for the rituals of the Tang and Five Dynasties
periods. These drawings demonstrate that the “technical terminology” of Indian yoga was not just written in
books but was physically practiced and recorded with artistic precision. The transition from the “Western Region”
style of robust, big-eyed figures in the early caves to the more “ethereal and free” Chinese style of the late Tang
reflects the successful “Sinicization” of the yoga tradition, where the Indian seeds of Patanjali bore distinctively
East Asian fruit.

In the contemporary academic world, the legacy of the Yoga Sutras is maintained through bibliometric and
hermeneutical research at major institutions. Studies from 2010 to 2025 show a consistent growth in publications
on yoga psychology, particularly in China and India, spurred by post-COVID health consciousness and new
educational policies that encourage “indigenous knowledge systems”. This modern research increasingly uses
the Yoga Sutras as a framework for understanding “Mindfulness” (Vritti-less states), validating the ancient
aphorisms through the lens of modern neurological science. The impact of the Yoga Sutras on East Asian culture
is therefore a journey from the ancient caves of Dunhuang to the high-tech laboratories of the 21st century—a
resilient and ever-evolving tradition of mental and physical mastery.

Sinicization and the Development of Chan Meditation

As Buddhist yoga moved from the scholastic environments of the Faxiang school into more indigenous
Chinese expressions, it evolved into Chan (the Chinese transliteration of Dhyana), which would eventually
become Zen in Japan and Seon in Korea (Michaels, 2004). While Chan often claimed a “special transmission
outside the scriptures,” its core practice—Zazen (sitting meditation)—is a direct descendant of the asana and
dhyana limbs of Patanjali’s system (Maas, 2010). The Yoga Sutras’ definition of yoga as the cessation of mental
fluctuations provided the foundational logic for the Chan pursuit of “no-mind” (wuxin).

The comparison between Patanjali’s Samadhi and the Chan experience of Satori reveals a shared emphasis
on experiential wisdom over intellectual study. Both traditions prioritize the “direct experience” of reality, though
they differ in their metaphysical goals (Maas, 2010). Patanjali seeks the isolation (Kaivalya) of the individual
Purusha (consciousness) from Prakriti (matter), whereas Chan seeks the realization of the emptiness (Shunyata)
and the inherent “Buddha-nature” within all things (Crangle, 1984).

Feature Patanjali Yoga (Classical) Chan/Zen Buddhism (East Asian)
Primary Goal Kaivalya (Liberation/lIsolation) Satori/Kensho (Enlightenment)
Core Practice Eight Limbs (Ashtanga) Zazen (Sitting Meditation)

View of Mind Dualistic (Subject/Object) Non-dualistic (One-Mind)
Method Gradual mastery of stages Sudden vs. Gradual approaches
Textual Basis Yoga Sutras Heart Sutra / Diamond Sutra
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This transformation of Dhyana into Chan was not a passive process. It involved the reconciliation of Indian
asceticism with Chinese values of social harmony and practical application. The Yoga Sutras’ emphasis on Tapas
(austerity) was often reinterpreted in the Chan context as diligent work and everyday mindfulness, exemplified
by the famous Chan maxim: “A day without work is a day without food” (Gokhale, 2020).

The Alchemical Body: Yoga and Taoist Neidan

The impact of the yoga tradition extended into the heart of indigenous Chinese religion: Taoism. By the
Tang Dynasty, Taoist masters were developing systems of Neidan (internal alchemy) that shared remarkable
parallels with the physiological techniques of Indian yoga. Both traditions viewed the human body as a
microcosm of the universe, and both sought to transmute vital energies to achieve higher states of consciousness
or immortality (Gokhale, 2020).

The Taoist “Three Treasures”™—Jing (essence), Qi (energy), and Shen (spirit)—function similarly to the
Prana, Bindu, and Atman of the yogic system (Kiyota, 1968). Taoist practitioners utilized breath control
(Pranayama equivalents) to circulate energy through the “Microcosmic Orbit,” a process that mirrors the
circulation of Prana through the Nadis (channels) and Chakras (energy centers) in later yogic developments.
While direct historical evidence of a “Yoga Sutra translation” in early Taoist circles is sparse, the cultural
environment of the Tang Dynasty allowed for a fluid exchange of these “somatic techniques” (Michaels, 2004).

Taoist Yoga, as practiced today, reflects this synthesis by combining Indian stretching and breathing with
Chinese theories of Yin and Yang (Michaels, 2004). The goal is the cultivation of the “Immortal Fetus,” a spiritual
entity that emerges from the transformation of the practitioner’s base energies into spirit. This alchemical
transformation is essentially a physiological interpretation of the Vibhuti Pada’s description of the powers and
perfections of the body.

Korean Scholasticism: Wonhyo’s Harmonization of Yoga

In the Korean peninsula, the impact of the yoga tradition was refined by the 7th-century scholar-monk
Wonhyo (617-686 CE), one of the most influential thinkers in East Asian history. Wonhyo mastered the newly
translated Yogacara texts brought back from India by Xuanzang and applied them to his philosophy of Hwajaeng
(harmonization of disputes) (Baier, Maas, & Preisendanz, 2018).

Wonhyo was tasked with reconciling the technical, analytic “Yoga” of the Indian masters with the more
intuitive “Buddha-nature” theories popular in East Asia. His commentary on the Vajrasamadhi Sutra used the
“essence-function” (tiyong) framework to show that the various schools of meditation were expressing different
facets of the same ultimate reality. By doing so, he provided a theoretical bridge that allowed the rigorous mental
training of the yoga tradition to flourish within the broader Mahayana context of Korea (Baier, Maas, &
Preisendanz, 2018). His work emphasized that meditation was not merely a passive state but an active
“investigation” and “scrutiny” of the mind, a theme central to Patanjali’s Dharana and Dhyana.

Japanese Esotericism: Kukai and the Shingon Synthesis

The introduction of Shingon Buddhism to Japan by Kukai (774-835 CE) brought another wave of yogic
influence, specifically in its esoteric or Mikkyo form. Kukai’s Shingon (“Word of Truth”) emphasized the
attainment of Buddhahood in “this very body” (sokushin jobutsu), a concept that elevated the physical body as a
direct medium for enlightenment.
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Modern Reception: From Theosophy to Global Fitness

The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a significant shift in the reception of the Yoga Sutras in East
Asia, driven by the forces of globalization and the “rediscovery” of the text by Western and Indian reformers.
Swami Vivekananda’s 1896 work, Raja Yoga, which included a translation and commentary on the Yoga Sutras,
was instrumental in presenting yoga as a “scientific”” and “rational” system to the world. The interpretation was
somewhat influenced by the ancient Upanishadic wisdom.

In China, early 20th-century scholars like Liu Renhang were introduced to yoga through Japanese
translations of Western studies. At a time of national crisis and warfare, yoga was viewed as a potential tool for
national strengthening and mental health (Sarbacker, 2011). The Theosophical Society also played a role in
popularizing Indian mysticism in China and Japan, framing the Yoga Sutras as a universal spiritual classic.

The contemporary popularity of yoga in East Asia is staggering, though it has evolved significantly from its
classical roots. In China, an estimated 20 million people practice yoga, often in the context of modern fitness and
stress reduction. Japan has seen a surge in yoga practitioners since the 1970s, with over 2 million active
participants today. In these contexts, yoga is often valued for its “mind-body connection” and its ability to
counteract the pressures of fast-paced, urban society.

Philosophical Implications: The Persistence of the Seer

Despite its modern adaptations, the core insight of the Yoga Sutras—that there is a “Seer” or a level of
consciousness that exists beyond the fluctuations of the mind—remains a powerful theme in East Asian culture
(Baier, Maas, & Preisendanz, 2018). The text’s emphasis on Abhyasa (constant practice) and Vairagya
(detachment) continues to influence the disciplines of East Asian martial arts, tea ceremonies, and calligraphy
(Kiyota, 1968).

The Yoga Sutras also provide a framework for modern psychological inquiries. Academic research in
Chinese and Japanese universities increasingly investigates the “Yogic Chitta” through the lens of neuroscience
and epigenetics, exploring how the cessation of mental patterns (vrittis) affects gene expression and inflammatory
pathways. This represents a “Convergent-Pragmatic Thesis,” where ancient Indian discipline meets modern East
Asian scientific rigor.

Literary and Cultural Ripples

The subtle influence of the yoga tradition can even be found in East Asian literature. The classic novel
Journey to the West recounts the pilgrimage of Xuanzang to India to retrieve Buddhist scriptures, including the
yoga treatises that would define the Faxiang school (Gokhale, 2020). While the novel is a fantastic allegory, it
underscores the cultural prestige and perceived spiritual power of the Indian “yoga” that Xuanzang sought.
Similarly, the Dream of the Red Chamber incorporates themes of renunciation and the illusory nature of reality
that echo the Yoga Sutras’ focus on the detachment of the Purusha from the material world (Prakriti).

Synthesis and Conclusion: A Living Tradition

The impact of the Yoga Sutras on East Asian culture and tradition is not a story of a single text being adopted
by a new population. Rather, it is a complex narrative of how a systematic analysis of human consciousness
crossed the Himalayas and found fertile ground in the minds of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese thinkers. Through
the conduit of Yogacara Buddhism, the physical disciplines of Taoism, and the scholastic brilliance of monks
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like Wonhyo and Kukai, the “Eight Limbs” were adapted to local needs without losing their essential
transformative power (Baier, Maas, & Preisendanz, 2018).

Today, as yoga continues to flourish in East Asia, it serves as a bridge between ancient wisdom and modern
life. Whether practiced as a rigorous spiritual discipline in a Shingon temple or as a stress-relief technique in a
Shanghai high-rise, the legacy of Patanjali persists. The Yoga Sutras have proven to be a resilient “thread” (the
literal meaning of sutra) that has successfully woven together the disparate cultures of the “Indic world” and East
Asia into a shared heritage of meditative and philosophical excellence.

The future of this tradition in East Asia likely lies in a deeper integration of these ancient techniques with
modern psychology and healthcare, ensuring that the “cessation of the fluctuations of the mind” remains a
relevant and attainable goal for generations to come. The trans-Himalayan journey of the Yoga Sutras thus
remains an ongoing process of discovery, translation, and realization (Radhakrishnan & Moore, 1957/1989).

Detailed Analysis of the Padas and Their East Asian Reception

The four chapters of the Yoga Sutras each resonated differently within the various cultural contexts of East
Asia. The Samadhi Pada, focusing on the nature of absorption, was the primary interest of the early Yogacara
scholars and later Chan masters who sought to define the ultimate state of enlightenment. The Sadhana Pada,
with its practical instructions on Ashtanga Yoga, provided the toolkit for Taoist alchemists and martial artists
interested in the cultivation of Qi and physical longevity.

The Vibhuti Pada, describing supernatural powers (Siddhis), was particularly influential in the development
of esoteric (Mikkyo) Buddhism and folk religious practices in China and Japan. The ability to control the elements,
perceive the past and future, and achieve physical perfection fascinated the practitioners of the “Yoga Religion”
in Fujian. Finally, the Kaivalya Pada, dealing with the ultimate liberation and the isolation of consciousness,
provided the philosophical counterpoint to the Buddhist theories of Nirvana and emptiness, sparking centuries of
debate among East Asian scholastics.

This thematic resonance ensured that the Yoga Sutras remained a “perennial source of interest,” even when
the text itself was not the direct object of study. The “threads” of Patanjali’s thought were so deeply integrated
into the fabric of East Asian spirituality that they became inseparable from the indigenous traditions that adopted
them (Radhakrishnan & Moore, 1957/1989). The legacy of the Yoga Sutras is therefore found in the very structure
of East Asian meditative life—a legacy that continues to evolve in the globalized 21st century.

Philosophical Tensions: The Self vs. Emptiness

One of the most significant intellectual challenges in the transmission of the Yoga Sutras to East Asia was
the fundamental disagreement regarding the nature of the “Self.” In Patanjali’s system, the goal is the realization
of the Purusha—an eternal, unchanging, and individual consciousness. This is diametrically opposed to the
Buddhist doctrine of Anatta (non-self), which argues that there is no permanent, independent self to be found
(Gokhale, 2020).

East Asian thinkers, particularly those in the Yogacara and Chan traditions, navigated this tension through
several hermeneutical strategies. One approach was to identify the Purusha with the Tathagatagarbha (Buddha-
nature), interpreting “Self-realization” as the realization of a universal, rather than individual, consciousness
(Gokhale, 2020). Another strategy, employed by Wonhyo, was to use the concept of “essence-function” to show
that while the self might be empty of inherent existence (shunyata), it still functions as the “Seer” within the



294 THE TRANS-HIMALAYAN SYNTHESIS

relative world of practice. These debates were not merely academic; they shaped the meditative instructions given
to practitioners, moving the focus from the isolation of an individual soul to the integration of the mind with the
COSMos.

The Bodily Turn: From Asceticism to Health

The modern reception of yoga in East Asia represents a “bodily turn” where the physical aspects of the
practice (Asana and Pranayama) have taken precedence over the metaphysical goals of Samadhi. While
traditional Indian yoga often viewed the body as a source of suffering to be transcended, modern East Asian
practitioners often view it as a vessel for health, beauty, and social success.

This shift is partly due to the influence of the Western “physical culture” movement in the early 20th century,
which reimagined yoga as a form of gymnastics and hygiene. In contemporary Japan, yoga is increasingly
integrated into school curricula, not as a religious practice, but as a method for improving students' fitness and
focus. In China, yoga is packaged as an “antidote to stress” for the affluent middle class, often associated with
luxury spas and high-end fitness clubs. Despite this commodification, the “spiritual discipline” of the Yoga Sutras
remains a latent force, providing a sense of depth and authenticity that distinguishes yoga from other forms of
exercise.

The enduring impact of the Yoga Sutras on East Asian culture is thus a testament to the text’s versatility. It
has served as a manual for monks, a guide for alchemists, a source for artists, and a lifestyle choice for modern
urbanites. In each iteration, the “threads™ of Patanjali have been adapted to new contexts, yet they continue to
point toward a shared human aspiration: the mastery of the mind and the realization of a deeper reality beyond
the surface fluctuations of life.
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