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To Discriminate. Viveka  

Discrimination is often misunderstood. In common language, it can suggest prejudice or exclusion. But in the 
context of yoga, to discriminate is to discern—to separate that which is entangled, to see with clarity the 
distinctions that ordinarily pass unnoticed. Viveka is to discern the real from the unreal; that which is enduring 
and reliable from that which is transient and illusory. To discriminate is to perceive clearly. 
 
For the practitioner of yoga, this capacity is essential. In the physicality of the body we learn to discriminate. 
Without discrimination, practice remains generalised, undifferentiated, and imprecise. It is through discrimination 
that the practitioner begins to identify not only the quality of a sensation and its location, its origin, and its 
nature. Where a sensation begins and ends? What is the difference between effort and strain? What is the subtle 
divide between the breath that expands and the breath that distorts? Even the distribution of weight between 
left and right hand in Adho mukha svanasana is an example of discernment. These are not academic questions. 
They are embedded the texture of daily practice and provide a pathway that leads us into the more subtle realm 
of studying the consciousness. 
 
The capacity to discriminate begins with the body. Asanas are our first laboratory. Through asanas, we encounter 
sensations that seem whole but are in fact layered. The hamstrings may feel tight, but this tightness includes 
length, resistance, memory, along with mental and emotional responses such as fear or ambition. The shoulders 
may ache, but that ache is made up of action, alignment, and our mental/ emotional responses. To be able to 
discern within these sensations—not to analyse them with the intellect but to feel their texture with clarity—is 
the emergence of yogic discrimination. 
 
We discriminate in order to understand, rather than separate or divide. Perception is tested so that we can see 
what exists without superimposing what the mind expects. Patanjali tells us that we can slip into illusion and 
delusion at any point and that it is easy to fall into false narratives about ourselves and the world. This testing of 
perception allows us to feel that one side of the body acts with stability while the other does not. It is what 
reveals that the chest opens unevenly in Urdhva Dhanurasana or that the mind resists stillness as we follow a 
sequence of forward bends. 
 
In the beginning, everything is experienced as ONE—a sensation, a thought, an emotion are experienced 
simultaneously and are indistinguishable. But through repetition and enquiry, the practitioner begins to tease 
apart these experiences. They learn to feel the distinction between intensity and tension, between attention and 
awareness. These distinctions are not subtle for their own sake. They are the difference between a practice that 
clarifies and a practice that confuses. 
 
Discrimination does not stop at the body. As the practitioner refines their awareness of sensation, they can begin 
to turn that same lens inward. Thoughts and feelings are no longer accepted at face value. A moment of agitation 
is not simply agitation—it may be rooted in comparison, in disappointment, or in fatigue. The practitioner begins 
to examine the texture of their own mental states. We hear that the consciousness moves in 5 states: dull, 
oscillating, partially stable, one pointed, or integrated. But the question is are you able to discern the changes in 
your mental state without practicing. This is the beginning of the inner quest, the turning of the gaze toward the 
subtle movements of consciousness. 
 
Patanjali describes the constituents of consciousness (citta)— comprising manas (mind), ahamkara (I-ness), and 
buddhi (intelligence). To discriminate these facets of citta is developed through ongoing practice. It is to notice 
when mind is merely reacting, when ego asserts itself, and when we stand in our own intelligence. These 
distinctions are not easily made, for these components function simultaneously and are deeply enmeshed. 
 
Manas is the part of the mind that collects information, that attends to the senses, that engages with what is 
present. It is reactive, fluid, and easily distracted. Ahamkara, the sense of "I," claims these experiences. It asserts 
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ownership, compares performance, defends identity. Buddhi, by contrast, is the discerning faculty. It is the part 
that sees without grasping. It is the space in consciousness that can perceive without identifying. 
 
To discriminate among these facets of citta requires practice and Iyengar’s method is ideally suited to the task. In 
the performance of asana, we can ask: which aspect is dominant here? If manas is dominant, jumping from action 
point to action point, sensation to sensation? Is it ahamkara, pleased or frustrated with the result, always 
comparing to the past or to the ideal? Or is it buddhi, perceiving calmy and clearly, even our responses? The 
answer is never fixed and these functions ebb and flow. The work of the practitioner is to observe this interaction. 
As a watcher or witness in the work. 
 
In a practice of yoga we aim to use consciousness in a specific way. To move beyond the volatile nature of manas, 
full of likes and dislikes, and avoiding to self-centred focus of ahamkhara, we aim to stand rooted in buddhi. It is 
not activated by will alone, but by standing in the cool light of observation, seeking stillness and clarity. The more 
reactive the mind, the less space buddhi has to operate. But through observing attributes within the asanas, 
through the practice of objectification whereby we aim to observe without distortion, and through the quiet 
discipline of sustained enquiry, buddhi is cultivated. And with it, the power to discriminate. 
 
Discrimination becomes crucial when navigating the difference between memory and insight. Much of what we 
do in practice is shaped by memory—where we place the hands, how we approach each asana, the way we 
interpret and understand sensation. But with discrimination, we begin to ask: are we working from memory or 
direct experience? Is this response automatic, or is it conscious? For example, riding a bicycle is initially learned 
and refined, but over time it becomes felt and responsive. If bicycle riding were to become a practice it would 
need to be observed closely. This close observation is less focused on the achieving the outcome of riding the 
bicycle better but aims to study the interaction with riding. In essence we study ourselves in relation to riding (the 
object). We study our responses and interactions, and this in turn develops an intimacy with riding that allows for 
insights to emerge, so that the rider and the bicycle become one. 
 
To discriminate is to hold a wider field of awareness in which we understand that all experience is shaped by 
context. Asanas practiced in the morning feel different when practiced in the evening. Responses that arise after 
a long day vary to those felt after rest. The practitioner becomes sensitive not only to their inner state but to the 
conditions in which it arises. This sensitivity is what transforms yoga from a practice of repetition and 
improvement, to become a reflective practice whereby we come to experience ourselves more fully. Through 
this, the practitioner develops a refined sense of internal measure and equilibrium. They begin to know the 
difference between a safe edge and a dangerous one, along with a sense of imbalance or poise. 
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