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Abstract
Indian philosophy and psychology are one of the World’s oldest and most 
profound intellectual traditions. While Western psychology began as a 
formal field in the nineteenth century, Indian philosophy has been studying 
the nature of mind, awareness, emotions, and human behaviour for over 
three millennia. Indian traditions, including the Vedas, Upanishads, Buddhist 
Abhidharma, Jain doctrines, Yogic writings, and classical systems such 
as Samkhya, Vedanta, and Ayurveda, have provided elaborate theories 
regarding cognition, personality, suffering, well-being, motivation, and 
self-realization. This research article investigates the origins of Indian 
philosophical psychology, its major schools, mental models, and contribution 
to modern psychology. It also investigates how Indian perspectives—such 
as mindfulness, yoga, meditation, and holistic well-being—have inspired 
contemporary therapeutic techniques.

INTRODUCTION 
Indian philosophy and psychology constitute one of the world’s oldest and 
most sophisticated intellectual traditions. While modern Western psychology 
evolved as a scientific study in the nineteenth century, Indian philosophy has 
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been investigating problems about the mind, awareness, emotions, and human 
behavior for over three thousand years. Indian traditions, including the Vedas 
and Upanishads, Buddhism, Jainism, Yoga, Sāṅkhya, Ayurveda, and Vedānta, 
have always emphasized the importance of the mind in defining human 
experience and establishing the route to well-being.

comprehending the mind in Indian philosophy is more than just cognition or 
activity; it also includes comprehending the inner nature of oneself. Desires, 
habits, impressions, emotions, and ethical dispositions are all thought to 
influence the mind in a dynamic way. As a result, Indian psychology focuses on 
both the causes of suffering and the ways for overcoming them, including mental 
discipline, meditation, self-awareness, and moral living. Unlike the materialistic 
explanations common in Western ideas, Indian traditions see consciousness as 
basic and mental training as critical for personal growth. Indian psychology 
theory incorporates physical, emotional, and spiritual components, providing a 
comprehensive account of human development. The concepts of the three guṇas, 
saṃskāras, kleśas, mindfulness, yoga, and self-inquiry demonstrate a complex 
understanding of motivation, personality, and emotional wellness. These 
theories are now widely accepted for their application to stress management, 
positive mental health, and therapeutic techniques. Thus, Indian philosophy 
provides a rich and lasting framework for a comprehensive psychological view.

HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS OF INDIAN PHILOSOPHICAL PSYCHOLOGY
1.	 Vedic and Upanishadic Roots: The earliest psychological conceptions 

can be traced back to the Vedas, which name mind (manas), consciousness 
(citta), and intellect (buddhi) as vital faculties. The Upanishads, however, 
provide the earliest systematic psychological framework, describing:

•	 Layers of personality (pañcakośa)

•	 Unity of the individual self (atman) and ultimate reality (brahman)

•	 Mind as the cause of bondage and liberation

•	 Introspection as a method of inquiry
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According to the Upanishads, misery is caused by ignorance (avidyā) and 
mistaking the self for the body and mind. Knowledge (jñāna) removes ignorance 
and liberates individuals.

2.	 Classical Philosophical Schools: Indian philosophy is typically divided 
into two schools: Āstika (orthodox) and Nāstika (heterodox). Each became 
profoundly involved in concerns regarding the mind.

Āstika Schools

•	 Sāṅkhya – Dualistic psychology of puruṣa (consciousness) and prakṛti 
(matter)

•	 Yoga – Practical methods for mental purification

•	 Nyāya – Logical analysis of cognition and error

•	 Vaiśeṣika – Atomistic view including psychological categories

•	 Mīmāṃsā – Theory of knowledge and motivation

•	 Vedānta – Elaborate theories on consciousness and self

Nāstika Schools

•	 Buddhism – Momentary theory of mind, mindfulness, suffering, and 
liberation

•	 Jainism – Karmic psychology, ethics, and purification

•	 Cārvāka – Materialist view rejecting non-physical consciousness

Together, these schools produced one of the richest intellectual traditions in the 
world.

Conceptions of Mind and Consciousness: Indian psychology differs from 
Western techniques in that it prioritizes consciousness above brain function.

1.	 The Panchakosha Model (Five Sheaths): The Panchakosha Model, 
detailed in the Taittiriya Upanishad, describes human existence as a series 
of five interwoven layers or “sheaths.” The Annamaya kosha depicts the 
physical body, emphasizing the need of nutrition, health, and self-care. The 
Prāṇamaya kosha is the vital energy that controls breathing, movement, 
and life processes. The Manomaya kosha controls ideas, emotions, and daily 



71	 Indian Philosophy and Psychology: 

mental activity.The Vijñānamaya kosha represents intelligence, thinking, 
and the ability to make smart decisions. The Ānandamaya kosha, or sheath 
of happiness, represents inner calm and spiritual fulfillment. These layers 
interact continually, demonstrating how disruptions in one layer affect the 
others. This holistic perspective is closely related to modern biopsychosocial 
approaches, which see human well-being as a balance of physical health, 
emotional stability, cognitive performance, and spiritual harmony. Thus, the 
Panchakosha theory offers a holistic view of human individuality and well-
being.

2.	 The Sāṅkhya Model of the Mind: Sāṅkhya offers a detailed psychological 
structure:

•	 Manas (mind) – Coordinator of sensory data

•	 Ahaṁkāra (ego) – Sense of individuality

•	 Buddhi (intellect) – Decision-making

•	 Citta (storehouse) – Memory and latent impressions (saṁskāra)

This model resembles cognitive psychology, identifying different mental 
processes.

3.	 The Buddhist Model of Consciousness: Buddhist Abhidharma divides 
consciousness into:

•	 Five sensory consciousnesses

•	 Mental consciousness

•	 Subconscious flows (bhavaṅga)

•	 Momentary thoughts arising and dissolving rapidly

Buddhism emphasizes:

•	 Impermanence (anicca)

•	 Non-self (anattā)

•	 Suffering (dukkha)

•	 Mindfulness (sati)
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•	 This aligns with modern mindfulness-based therapies.

4.	 Ayurveda’s Psychological Perspective: Ayurveda explains mental 
health as a balance of three mental qualities: sattva, rajas, and tamas. 
Sattva denotes clarity, harmony, purity, and emotional stability, and a 
healthy mind is considered to be sattva-dominant. Rajas symbolizes energy, 
desire, restlessness, and strong emotions, whereas tamas represents inertia, 
confusion, lethargy, and ignorance. Psychological diseases develop when 
rajas and tamas become overactive, disrupting mental calm and clarity. 
Ayurveda improves mental health by encouraging a sattvic lifestyle that 
includes a balanced diet, regular habits, meditation, ethical behavior, and 
emotional regulation, thereby assisting individuals in maintaining harmony 
among these three traits.

HUMAN MOTIVATION AND EMOTIONS IN INDIAN THOUGHT
1.	 Motivation in Yogic Psychology: Yoga describes motivation through the 

lens of kleśas (afflictions):

•	 Avidyā (ignorance)

•	 Asmitā (egoism)

•	 Rāga (attachment)

•	 Dveṣa (aversion)

•	 Abhiniveśa (fear of death)

All human actions are motivated by these forces until one achieves wisdom.

2.	 Emotion Regulation: Indian philosophical traditions provide a 
sophisticated approach to emotion control that promotes balanced mental 
states. They emphasize non-reactivity (upekṣā) to assist individuals stay 
calm during confrontations or emotional triggers. Compassion (karuṇā) 
promotes understanding and kindness towards suffering, while lowering 
anger and hatred. Loving-kindness (maitrī) cultivates positive feelings 
for oneself and others, providing emotional stability.Enjoying others’ 
accomplishment (muditā) reduces jealousy and fosters positive social ties. 
These techniques are strongly related to current concepts of emotional 
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intelligence, resilience, and well-being, demonstrating that ancient Indian 
approaches offer excellent tools for controlling emotions in everyday life.

Jainism’s View of Emotions: Jainism categorizes emotions as:

•	 Anger

•	 Pride

•	 Deceit

•	 Greed

These bind karma to the soul and must be reduced through discipline and 
meditation

3.	 Indian Theories of Personality: Indian theories of personality offer a 
comprehensive explanation, particularly through the three guṇa paradigm. 
Sattvic personalities are calm, sincere, compassionate, and guided by 
wisdom, exhibiting emotional balance and clarity. A rajasic personality 
is motivated by ambition, desire, restlessness, and competitiveness; it is 
frequently productive yet easily agitated. Tamasic personality traits include 
lethargy, bewilderment, negativity, and destructive inclinations. These three 
tendencies occur in varying degrees in each person, resulting in unique 
personality patterns.

This concept is similar in many aspects to Western personality frameworks such 
as the Big Five, which describe human attributes systematically. Dharma, or 
righteous life, is another important aspect in personality development according 
to Indian psychology. A healthy personality combines ethical behavior, emotional 
restraint, focused intelligence, and a balanced lifestyle to achieve harmony 
between thought and action. This moral and spiritual dimension, which is often 
overlooked in modern theories, emphasizes character development and inner 
maturation as critical parts of personality.

4.	 Psychological Health and Disorders in Indian Systems: Ayurveda 
classifies psychiatric problems into two categories: Unmadā and Mano-
vikāra. Unmadā, like psychosis, is caused by imbalances in the doṣas. 
Treatment includes herbal medications, a therapeutic diet, purification 
rituals, counselling, and meditation. It emphasizes the close relationship 
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between the body, mind, and energy systems. Mano-vikāra, similar to 
neurosis, causes tension, unpleasant emotions, poor behaviours, and 
unhealthy lives. Treatment focuses on mind-calming techniques such as 
routine, emotional regulation, sattvic cuisine, and spiritual activities. Thus, 
Ayurvedic therapy combines physical, psychological, and spiritual healing 
to promote overall mental well-being.

CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE AND APPLICATIONS
Mindfulness-Based Therapies: Mindfulness-based therapies, which 
originated in ancient Buddhist meditation techniques, have become fundamental 
to modern therapeutic psychology. These therapies teach people to notice their 
thoughts and emotions without judgment, lowering reactivity and increasing 
calm awareness. Today, mindfulness is commonly used to treat depression, 
anxiety, stress, and chronic pain. Its efficacy is proven by extensive empirical 
research, making it an essential component of cognitive-behavioral therapies. 
Mindfulness connects ancient contemplative wisdom to modern therapeutic 
science by improving emotional regulation and present-moment focus.

Yoga Therapy: Yoga treatment combines physical postures, breath management, 
and meditation to promote overall wellness. Modern clinical research is rapidly 
proving its effectiveness for illnesses such as hypertension, PTSD, addiction, 
and sleep difficulties. Yoga helps to minimize physiological stress responses, 
promote emotional stability, and increase body-mind awareness. Therapists are 
now incorporating yoga-based therapies into rehabilitation, trauma recovery, 
and lifestyle management programs. Yoga therapy’s non-invasive nature and 
emphasis on self-regulation make it a beneficial supplement to modern medical 
and psychological treatments around the world.

Indian Psychology as a Global Discipline: Indian psychology is gaining 
global attention as institutions offer courses in transpersonal psychology, 
awareness studies, and meditation-based therapies. Scholars and clinicians 
are utilizing Indian concepts such as dharma, guṇas, mindfulness, and yogic 
practices to expand psychological theory beyond Western frameworks. These 
principles have an impact on modern neuroscience, psychiatry, and mental 
health because they emphasize inner consciousness, ethical life, and holistic well-
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being. As worldwide interest rises, Indian psychology provides unique insights 
into consciousness, human potential, and integrative healing, complementing 
modern psychological science.

COMPARATIVE INSIGHTS: INDIAN AND WESTERN PSYCHOLOGY

Areas of Convergence:

1.	 Mindfulness parallels modern therapy: Mindfulness, a key idea in 
Buddhist and Yogic traditions, focuses on present-moment awareness, 
nonjudgmental observation, and acceptance of inner events. Modern 
therapeutic paradigms, such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 
and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), are directly influenced by 
these techniques. Both approaches assist individuals in regulating emotions, 
reducing stress, and developing psychological resilience by teaching 
attention and reducing automatic reaction behaviors. While traditional 
Indian mindfulness is based on spiritual emancipation, modern therapy 
emphasizes mental health benefits. Despite having differing purposes, both 
systems recognize attentive awareness as critical for psychological well-
being and personal growth.

2.	 Cognitive restructuring resembles Buddhist analysis of thoughts: 
Buddhist psychology suggests that suffering stems from faulty perceptions, 
unquestioned beliefs, and habitual mental patterns known as vṛttis. 
Mindfulness and insight teach people how to observe their thoughts, 
question their validity, and replace them with true understanding. This is 
similar to cognitive restructuring utilized in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
(CBT), which involves identifying and correcting illogical thinking in order 
to promote emotional wellness. Both systems emphasize modifying internal 
narratives to alleviate anxiety, rage, and stress. CBT employs organized 
approaches, whereas Buddhism relies on meditation and contemplative 
investigation. Their similarity demonstrates that ancient thought-analysis 
is highly aligned with modern cognitive psychology.

3.	 Positive psychology echoes sattva-based living: Positive psychology 
emphasizes strengths, virtues, optimism, well-being, and thriving. This is 
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consistent with the Indian notion of sattva, which refers to purity, balance, 
clarity, compassion, and inner harmony. Both emphasize good emotions, 
ethical behavior, thankfulness, and meaningful life as the cornerstones of 
mental wellness. Sattva promotes self-discipline, moderation, kindness, 
and quiet thought, which are replicated in contemporary interventions 
such as gratitude diaries, strength building, and character development 
programs. However, Indian psychology associates these attributes with 
spiritual growth, whereas Western positive psychology focuses primarily 
on happiness and life fulfillment. Nonetheless, both emphasize that mental 
well-being stems from internal harmony.

4.	 Personality typologies resemble the three guṇas: Indian psychology 
categorizes personality into three guṇas: sattva, rajas, and tamas, which 
influence emotions, behavior, motivation, and thinking processes. This 
typology is similar to Western personality theories such as the Big Five, 
which explain stable qualities impacting behavior. For example, sattva is 
associated with agreeableness and conscientiousness, rajas with strong 
extraversion and neuroticism, and tamas with low openness and motivation. 
Both systems acknowledge that personality develops from interacting 
inclinations rather than set categories. The guṇa model emphasizes sattva as 
the ideal condition for well-being, while Western frameworks are descriptive 
and value-neutral.

Areas of Divergence

1.	 Western Psychology: Western psychology is mostly empirical and 
behavior-focused, with emphasis on scientific studies, observable data, and 
measurable consequences. It frequently takes a materialistic viewpoint, 
assuming that mental processes result from brain activity, neural networks, 
and biological systems. Consciousness is commonly seen as a cognitive 
function or emergent characteristic of the brain. As a result, Western ideas 
emphasize behavioral training, cognitive processing, emotional regulation, 
and developmental variables. Although useful in therapeutic settings, this 
method limits psychological understanding to physical and mental activities, 
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frequently excluding deeper spiritual or existential components from its 
primary explanatory frameworks.

2.	 Indian Psychology: Indian psychology is based on introspection, meditation, 
and spiritual investigation. It sees humans as fundamentally conscious, with 
the mind and body serving as tools for higher awareness. Rather than seeing 
consciousness as a brain-generated phenomenon, Indian traditions view it 
as the primary reality from which mental processes emerge. This framework 
emphasizes moral development, self-awareness, mindfulness, and escape 
from suffering. Yoga, dhyana, mantra, and ethical living are essential for 
psychological development. Because Indian psychology incorporates 
spiritual, ethical, emotional, and cognitive qualities, it provides a more 
comprehensive and transformative model than many Western approaches.

CONCLUSION
Indian philosophy and psychology provide a comprehensive knowledge 
of human nature, encompassing the body, cognition, emotions, ethics, and 
consciousness. Whereas Western psychology has historically stressed visible 
behavior and brain processes, Indian traditions provide a deeper interior 
examination based on millennia of disciplined reflection and practice. 
According to the Indian paradigm, the mind is more than a cognitive engine; it 
is a dynamic field influenced by prior experiences, ethical tendencies, emotional 
patterns, and latent impressions. It also offers practical strategies for overcoming 
mental distress and promoting well-being, including as meditation, mindfulness, 
moral discipline, yoga, and self-inquiry.

In a modern society fraught with stress, anxiety, and isolation, Indian 
philosophical psychology provides a comprehensive and scientifically relevant 
paradigm. Its findings continue to influence global research, therapeutic 
methods, and our current understanding of consciousness. As psychology shifts 
toward integrative and transpersonal models, Indian traditions will remain 
critical to the growth of human understanding and well-being.
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