









Samkhya Karika



“The Samkhya Karika conveys the core ideas underlying the practice of yoga. The witness or seer (purusha) can only find freedom by understanding and purifying his relationship to the manifest world of the body and senses (prakriti). In this elegant new translation, Srivatsa Ramaswami provides easy access to this important text. Explanatory cross-references connect the Samkhya to Patañjali’s Yoga Sutra and Krishna’s wisdom in the Bhagavad Gita. All serious students of yoga will benefit from reading and learning the 25 principles of Samkhya as described in these 72 verses.”

CHRISTOPHER KEY CHAPPLE, DOSHI PROFESSOR OF INDIC AND
COMPARATIVE THEOLOGY AND FOUNDING DIRECTOR 
OF THE MASTER OF ARTS IN YOGA STUDIES AT 
LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY

“The Samkhya Karika is the core text of Samkhya, and Samkhya is the master key to unlocking the secrets of both Patañjali’s yoga Sutras and Vedanta. Srivatsa Ramaswami, one of the few remaining living disciples of T. Krishnamacharya, has translated the text, including word-for-word breakdowns, and provided his personal commentary based on extensive study and practice. Ramaswami is a man of great integrity, and this is a wonderful resource for all serious students of yoga. Highly recommended!”

RANJU ROY, AUTHOR OF YOGA AS PILGRIMAGE AND 
COAUTHOR OF EMBODYING THE YOGA SUTRAS

“Srivatsa Ramaswami’s translation of the Samkhya Karika is a boon to every yoga student, teacher, and spiritual seeker. This book and its tools illuminate the way to freedom from suffering and understanding of the Self. It is a rare gem that provides access to the teachings of yoga beyond asana. This book is more than a superb technical exposition and an engaging read. Srivatsa Ramaswami’s lifelong dedication to study and practice shines throughout this text. His sincerity, honesty, wisdom, wit, clarity, and expertise help the reader better understand the path of yoga and the nature of the Self. If you are looking to immerse yourself in yoga, look no further than this book. It is truly a gift for anyone on the path to truth.”

RYAN LEIER, FOUNDER OF ONE YOGA AND 
VINYASA YOGA FOR YOUTH AND A STUDENT OF 
THE KRISHNAMACHARYA YOGA LINEAGE

“The Samkhya Karika is an essential scripture for understanding yogic thought and instrumental in building the fundamental teachings of Sanātana Dharma. With several decades of experience teaching yoga and Vedanta, no one is more qualified to translate the Samkhya Karika than Srivatsa Ramaswami. This version is destined to become the traditional authority on this important ancient text in the pantheon of Dharmic philosophy.”

JASON GREGORY, AUTHOR OF THE SCIENCE AND PRACTICE OF
HUMILITY, ENLIGHTENMENT NOW, AND EFFORTLESS LIVING

“This book is a true treasure trove for those seeking a deeper understanding of Samkhya philosophy presented in a simple conversational style. Generously sprinkled with stories and anecdotes shared with subtle humor, it is bound to keep you engaged. The explanations are supported by interesting references drawn from a huge repository of knowledge that testifies to the author’s mastery of yoga, Samkhya, and all related subjects. For those of us from this tradition who have not met Sri Krishnamacharya, Srivatsa Ramaswami’s simple presence and generous sharing helps us get a glimpse of the great master and the depth of his mastery. For students of yoga, this book will remain an important reference and inspiration to deepen our self-inquiry and understanding of the mysteries of life, touching the many subtle layers of our existence and leading us on the path to light and truth!”

SARASWATHI VASUDEVAN, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF
YOGAVAHINI AND STUDENT OF SRI TKV DESIKACHAR
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A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

This book necessarily contains many Sanskrit terms, which we have rendered into more user-friendly English in the text. I encourage serious students of Samkhya, Yoga, and Vedanta to try to get some basic knowledge of the ancient root language of Sanskrit. In times past, anyone whose mother tongue was English or some other language had great difficulty learning Sanskrit, especially as it is rendered in nagari characters. But now with the advent of various Sanskrit translation sites on the internet, it is much easier to acquire a working knowledge of basic Sanskrit. If someone takes the trouble to learn and thoroughly understand a minimum vocabulary of say about three hundred Sanskrit terms and words predominantly found in Vedic philosophical works, they would find it to be immensely helpful. A glossary is also provided beginning on page 198 of this book.
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PREFACE

My Vedic initiation (upanayana) took place when I was about ten years old. I used to wake up around six in the morning and do my morning sandhya, a sun worship ritual in which I did 108 Gayatri mantra recitations, or japa, and ten rounds of samantraka pranayama, the practice of pranayama accompanied by mantra recitation that allows one to totally immerse one’s mind in the mantra. One day I woke up around five a.m. and heard some muffled voices downstairs. Curious, I went down and opened the puja room door. There I found my father learning to chant Vedic mantras from a young teacher, a student at the famous Madras Sanskrit College. I quickly brushed my teeth and washed my face, then sat down next to my father and started repeating each mantra twice, along with my father. Neither the teacher nor my father raised any objection. This went on for about an hour. Afterward I learned that it was the first chapter of the Vedic text known as the Taittiriya Aranyaka, which consists of the well-known Aruna Surya Namaskara* mantras. Thereafter I continued to study along with my father up until the end of the text, and then later I learned the earlier portions that I had missed. In the course of the next four years, I learned how to chant a number of Vedic Sanskrit works commonly taught in South India, such as the ancient Vedic chant known as the Rudram Chamakam, the hymns of the Vedas known as suktas, and the Taittiriya and Mahanarayana Upanishads from the Yajurveda, an ancient collection of mantras used in Vedic rituals. The teacher also taught some well-known Sanskrit verses, or slokas, such as the Vishnu Sahasranama and the Chandrasekharashtakam and Shankaracharya’s Dakshiamurti Stotram. While the other slokas were accessible, the Dakshinanmurti slokas, which explain the source and metaphysics of the universe from the advaita Vedanta perspective, were not understandable. I asked my teacher to explain them, but he told me that I should learn to chant it first, then later on in life I could try to understand the philosophy behind it.

My studies with the young teacher ended after four years, when he left the city.

I first started studying with Sri Krishnamacharya in 1955, and he remained my guru until his passing in 1988. Initially and for several years it was all “on the cotton mat” yoga. It was all cotton mats at that time and not the synthetic stuff commonly used in the West and everywhere nowadays. He taught a wonderful breath-oriented yoga asana practice that included hundreds of vinyasas in scores of asana sequences that included synchronized breathing. He called his system, which I now use in my own teachings, vinyasa krama.* Thereafter and for several years I studied Vedic chanting with Sri Krishnamacharya, covering almost the entire Taittiriya Aranyaka. At that point he started teaching the important texts he thought a yoga student should study if so inclined. He started with the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali—every sutra, word by word. Other texts followed: the Samkhya Karika of the fourth-century sage Ishvarakrishna, with commentary by sixth-century Vedic philosopher Gaudapada and some of the classic treatises of Hatha yoga—the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, the Gherunda Samhita, Yoga Yagnyavalkya, and the Siva Samhita. But before that he taught the Bhagavad Gita, which he considered an important Yoga text just as it is considered an important Vedanta text. Thereafter he taught the Brahma Sutras and many vidyas or topics of the major Upanishads, such as the Chandogya, Brihadaranyaka, Prasna, Mundaka, Taittiriya, Mandukya, Kausitaki Brahmana, Svetaswatara, Katha, Kena, Aitareya, and a few others. In all, this course of study took three decades for me to complete.

After my guru’s passing, I decided to retire from my work in finance and investment and start teaching as much of what I had absorbed from my wonderful teacher as I could. I didn’t realize it at the time I was studying with him but I later came to discover that Sri Krishnamacharya was very famous, well-known all over the world, yet most of his teachings were completely unknown in the western yoga world. Even the asana practice I found was being taught in India and elsewhere in the world was much different from the vinyasa krama yoga he taught in all the years I had studied with him. His vinyasa krama system was predominately breath-oriented and based on the correct interpretation of the term prayatna saitilya, translated as “effortless life effort (breath),” a description of smoothing the breath in aesthetic vinyasa variations. So, I told myself that I would endeavor to teach as many of the subjects I had learned from him as I could, as I loved what he taught and how he taught. Nothing touched me as deeply and was as fulfilling as his teachings on the ancient wisdoms. I thought there may be a few yoga enthusiasts who will resonate with these teachings as deeply as I had, so sort of lonely.

Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles gave me ample opportunities to teach, and I initially taught yoga according to Krishnamacharya’s method of vinyasa krama. Then in 2000 I published my book Yoga for the Three Stages of Life (Inner Traditions). In it, I gave a comprehensive view of yoga as articulated by Patanjali, following the thought process behind it. It had a fair amount of discussion and teachings on asana, but it also had other aspects of yoga that in my view are not sufficiently emphasized in modern yoga books or in studios. Then in 2005 I published The Complete Book of Vinyasa Yoga (DaCapo Press), which I have used as a textbook in my 200- and 100-hour yoga teacher training programs, taught many times in different places.

Around this same time, I recorded many of the Vedic chants and other popular Sanskrit devotional works that I had learned from Sri Krishnamacharya, using a leading company in Madras, India, the Master Recording Company. An album, titled Sundara Kanda, runs close to ten hours and includes the Sundara Kanda, the fifth “beautiful chapter” in the Hindu epic the Ramayana, of more than 2800 verses. Other major chants that I recorded include a three-hour recitation of the Aswamedha ritual (described later); the Mooka Pancha Sati, a 500-sloka classic on the goddess Kanchi Kamakshi Devi; the Devi Mahatmayam, or “Glory of the Goddess”; and many of the sahasranamas (thousand names) mantras of popular deities such as Shiva, Vishnu, Ganesha, Lalita, Durga, Subrahmanya, Gayatri, Anjaneya, Raghavendra, and others.*

Thereafter I offered teachings to yoga practitioners on a number of Vedic treatises at Loyola Marymount and other locations around the world: the Bhagavad Gita, the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, the Samkhya Karika, Sri Krishnamacharya’s Nathamuni Yoga Rahasya, the Yoga Yajnavalkya, the Hatayogapradipika, and the Upanishad Vidyas. Some of my talks on the Gita and the Samkhya Karika were filmed and can be found on YouTube,* as were talks on other yoga-related subjects such as “Yoga for the Internal Organs.” My twenty-hour lecture series on the Samkhya Karika, which took place at Yoga Vahini, a yoga teacher training facility in Chennai, India, was transcribed by a team chosen from among the participants, and this has become the basis of the book you are reading now.† While preparing this book, I also recorded a recitation of the complete Samkhya Karika.§

I am now eighty-five years old. Although yoga is multidimensional, most modern books on yoga deal exclusively with asana practice, so my goal for my remaining years is to continue to teach and publish works on the foundational subjects of yoga that Krishnamacharya taught, and so the book you now hold in your hands, the Samkhya Karika for yoga practitioners, is the fruit of my labors.



*The sun gives continuously, but never takes; runa means “debt,” so aruna means “unindebted.” The sun is credited with removing the burden of debt of those who worship him with the Surya Namaskara and Aruna Surya Namaskara mantras. Further, sun worship is said to take care of the three debt burdens every human being is said to carry: the debt to parents/forefathers known as pitru runa; those debts one owes to gods of nature like fire (agni devata), wind (vayu devata), rain (varuna devata), and others known as deva runa; and the indebtedness to sages who have given knowledge or rishi runa.

*In Sanskrit, the prefix vi means “variety,” nyasa means “placement,” and krama means “sequence” or “methodology.”

*Almost all of these Sanskrit chants are still available on my YouTube page, “Ramaswami Srivatsa,” and also on Spotify, JioSaavan, and other platforms.

*The YouTube videos were expertly edited by my friend Jacquelin Sonderling.

†I am grateful to Jyoti Shanbag, Suchitra Sohoni, Anita Balasubramaniam, Enika Planovszky, Pratibha Varadarajan, and Savitri Ravikrishnan for their hard work in transcribing the teachings from these lectures. And also, to Saraswathi Vasudevan for sponsoring so many yoga programs, including this one in Chennai, India.

§ This can be found on my YouTube channel and is titled “Samkhya Karika Recitation Srivatsa Ramaswami.”
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SAMKHYA KARIKA

There are six darshanas, or schools of philosophy, associated with the Vedas. They are the Vaiseshika, Nyaya, Mimamsa, Samkhya, Yoga, and Vedanta schools. The latter three are called nivritti shastras,* that is, philosophies that teach us how to reach a complete state of freedom from rebirth. Samkhya in particular is a groundbreaking Vedic philosophy in this regard. This school, based on several Vedic mantras, is said to have been founded by the sixth century BCE sage Kapila, while its definitive treatise was written in the fourth century CE by the philosopher and poet Ishvarakrishna. It is said that Samkhya schools postulated the existence of the Self, or atman, as distinctly different from the body-mind complex, which is merely the physical self yet is usually mistaken for being the true Self, the atman, by most everyone in the modern world.

Both Yoga and Vedanta, the other two nivritti philosophies, totally embrace the Samkhya view of the Self as pure, unvarying consciousness and hence immortal, even though there are some clear differences among the three nivritti philosophies. Samkhyas—those who embrace the path of Samkhya—are a proud lot. They would say that theirs is the only comprehensive philosophy that can free the mind of any doubts about the essential things one has to know: the origin of the universe, its evolution, and the nature of the subject in a subject-object relationship. Panchashikha, one of the earliest teachers of the Samkhya philosophy, said of Samkhya,

एकमेव दर्शनं साम्ख्यमेव दर्शनम्।

ekameva darśana[image: ]sāmkhyameva darśanam|

There is only one darshana, or complete exposition, and that is Samkhya philosophy.

The Samkhya Karika is hailed as a masterpiece by many Sanskrit scholars for its literary and philosophical content. Ishvarakrishna, the author, is considered an avatar of the fifth-century classical Sanskrit poet Kalidasa. Sri Krishnamacharya taught all seventy-two slokas of Ishvarakrishna’s text word by word, over a long period of time.

Ishvarakrishna’s Samkhya treatise is written in Arya meter,* a poetic rhythm unique to Sanskrit. In Arya meter, the sloka consists of four lines, or padas, meaning “feet” or “quarters.” In this meter, every short syllable is taken as one time measure (maatra), and long syllables are treated as two time measures. In addition, a short vowel or syllable followed by two consonants is treated as two time measures, or a compound letter like khya in samkhya will be two time measures, even if it is a short syllable. This makes for a very beautiful and rhythmic pattern when chanting these slokas. Chanting the Samkhya Karika is a wonderful experience.

Samkhya philosophy provides a thorough and very logical explanation of three essential areas one should know: 1) the origin of the universe, 2) its evolution, and 3) the nature of the Self. Another of the three nivritti shastras, Yoga, takes a lot from Samkhya by developing it into a practical system, including the development of unique yogic mental discipline to achieve the Samkhya goal of liberation from cyclic existence, known as kaivalya.

The word samkhya translates as “enumeration” or sometimes as “perfect declaration.” This explains the aim of Samkhya: to take into account all the important factors of the world, especially those related to the human condition, and to enumerate those basic aspects of reality so that we can understand them and thereby find liberation. There are twenty-five tattvas, or aspects of reality, elaborated in this doctrine. Taken together, the tattvas account for the totality of the universe as a whole, as well as the true Self in each individual human being.

What is a karika? It comes from the root kru, “to do,” or “to work.” What kind of work? Here it is a literary work, an investigative philosophical work. The suffix ka indicates a container or a book that contains this philosophical work. The karikas are written as verses, or slokas. The meanings are usually very dense, somewhat like the sutras. Karikas like the Samkhya Karika excel not only in their philosophical content, but also in their literary value. Ishvarakrishna is both a great philosopher and a poet. There are not many karika works. The most famous are the Samkhya Karika, which expounds on Samkhya philosophy, and the Mandukya Karika by Gaudapada, who was the guru of Adi Shankara’s mentor Govinda Bhagavatpada. The Mandukya Karika is written as an exposition of Advaita Vedanta philosophy as developed around the OM or pranava mantra found in the Mandukya Upanished. Both the Samkhya Karika and the Mandukya Karika are highly revered works of Vedic philosophy, one on Samkhya and the other on Advaita Vedanta philosophy.

This book explains the meaning of each karika, analyzing the verses word-by-word. You will find the original Sanskrit, a transliteration of the Sanskrit, an English-language translation, followed by additional commentary. In some of the karikas I’ve also included some of the most common questions from my students, and my replies to those questions.



*The word nivritti is vritti with the prefix ni. Vritti means “activity,” and nivritti signifies activity associated with avoiding something one does not want. What is that which is unwanted? It is future pain, especially rebirth. So, practices and systems that help us avoid future pain and especially future births would be nivritti shastras.

*For example, the first chapter in Mookapanchasati, a 500-verse devotional outpouring on the supreme goddess of beauty and tranquility, Kanchi Kamakshi, and some works by the poet Kalidasa, are also in Arya meter. You can find a video of me chanting the Mookapanchasati on YouTube titled “Sanskrit—Mooka Panchashathi, H. H. Shri Shri Jayendra Saraswathi Swamigal, Srivatsa Ramaswami.” The first chapter is “Arya Satakam” (one hundred verses in Arya Meter).
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Kārikā 1


The need to unearth the definitive means of removing suffering



दुःखत्रयाभिघाताज्जिज्ञासा तदपघातके हेतौ ।

दृष्टेसापार्थाचेन्नैकान्तात्यन्ततोऽभावात् ॥ १॥

Du[image: ]khatrayābhighātājjijñāsātadapaghātakehetau ।

d[image: ][image: ][image: ]esāpārthācennaikāntātyantato’bhāvāt ||1||

duh.kha—vitiated mental space, suffering, pain

traya—three types or causes

abhighātāt—injured, intolerable

jijñāsā—desire to know, discussion

tat—refers to the three types of duhkha

apaghātake—destroy

hetau—means

dr[image: ][image: ]e—all already known

apārthā—therefore aimless, goalless

cet—if so said

na—no

ekāntāt—definite

antatah—permanent

abhāvāt—absent

// Having repeatedly been tormented by the three types or sources of suffering, or duhkha, there is a desire to know (jijnasa) the means to remove duhkha. However, if it be said that the means are already known and available, then those known, available means suffer from not being definitive (ekantata abhavat) and not being permanent (atyantata abhavat). //

Notably, the Samkhya Karika of Ishvarakrishna starts with the word duhkha, “suffering.” There are three causes of duhkha. The first cause is produced by afflictions of the body and mind. Vyadhi refers to physical illnesses like fever. Those afflictions caused by the mind like desire, anger, anxiety, depression, disappointment, and others are known as adhi. Pain inflicted by or caused by other beings such as insects, animals, and other human beings is called adhibhautika. The third cause of suffering, literally called acts of god (adhidaivika), is brought about by nature. Floods, fires, earthquakes, and tornadoes come under this category. Deva means divine or god and deivika would be of god or acts of god. According to puranas (Indian mythology) all of nature is governd by different gods like Varuna for rain, Agni for fire, and so on. So adhidaivika would be the damage or pain cased by acts of gods or nature.

The text says that the known means of overcoming these causes of suffering are subject to impermanence and uncertainty. For instance, if one suffers from hypertension, the medication one has to take may work for some but may not work at all; moreover, it will not cure the condition permanently. Likewise, mental afflictions like desire, anger, and so forth are seldom fully eradicated. Sometimes we succeed in getting what we want, sometimes partially, and mostly not at all. The degree of success in our endeavors is less than perfect, and the mind is never satisfied. Even if one is satisfied, the satisfaction does not stay for long. So, the Samkhya Karika says one has to find a definitive and permanent solution, one has to find remedies to remove these pains permanently and perfectly. The Samkhya system does precisely that.

Here is a famous quote from Kumarila Bhatta,

प्रयोजनम् अनुद्दिश्य न मन्दोऽपि प्रवर्तते |

prayojanam anuddiśya na mando’pi pravartate

Even a dimwit will not undertake any activity without knowing its benefits.

Without knowing the benefit of an activity, why undertake it? In the same way, why should people study Samkhya? Because the goal of Samkhya is to reach the state of liberation, or kaivalya, through deep contemplation. To be liberated is to be unafflicted; it is to be eternally free. But then, free from what? Free from the endless cycle of birth and death. Trapped in the cycle of samsara, life is mostly painful. Many may counter that by wondering, Even though there is pain in life, surely there is also pleasure. But to the discerning minds of sages like Kapila or Patanjali, life is full of duhkha, and all the efforts to eradicate it definitively and forever are futile. Shankaracharya, Kapila, Patanjali, and indeed sages throughout time have felt the suffering of human beings who do not or cannot take the necessary steps to end the painful and purposeless cycle of samsara. Most people seek pleasure and happiness in life; they rise with the tide and roll with the punches, traveling through life clueless.

It could be said that conditions during the time of Kapila or Shankaracharya were relatively primitive. Today things have changed. Science has made life so much better. Many diseases have been completely eliminated. Rapid advances in cancer treatment, heart disease, and diabetes have helped prolong lives. Overall, people are living longer and healthier than during Ishvarakrishna’s time. Yet people are still unhappy. In the Yoga Vasishta, the authorship of which is attributed to sage Valmiki and which is considered a definitive text for spiritual aspirants, there is the tale of two siddha yogis. Both had the siddhi of traveling in time. They wanted to see if people would be happier in the future compared to the past. One went back in time and the other went into the future. After an elaborate study, they met to discuss their findings. The yogi who had gone back in time said that he found that most people were unhappy in the past and happy only one-sixteenth of the time. The siddha yogi who went into the future said that despite enormous material progress, people were happy only one-sixteenth of the time.
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