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ABSTRACT 

This paper constructs a novel theoretical framework for understanding adolescent aggression 

by integrating Erik Erikson's psychosocial developmental theory with Patanjali's Yoga sutra. 

We propose that adolescent aggression emerges from the dynamic interplay between the 

normative developmental crisis of identity formation and the activation of fundamental 

psychological afflictions (kleshas). The model posits that Erikson's "identity versus role 

confusion" stage provides the essential developmental context, while Patanjali's kleshas —

avidya (metacognitive error), asmita (egoic identification), raga (affective attachment), and 

dvesha (phenomenological aversion) — illuminate the underlying psychological mechanisms. 

This East-West synthesis offers a more compassionate and comprehensive understanding, 

suggesting that aggression is not merely a behavioral dysfunction but a symptomatic expression 

of deeper existential afflictions ignited by the adolescent quest for self. The paper concludes 

by discussing implications for clinical practice and educational interventions, and proposes 

specific directions for future empirical research in cross-cultural developmental 

psychopathology. 
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Psychology 

dolescent aggression represents one of the most complex and multifaceted challenges 

in developmental psychopathology, with significant implications for individual well-

being, family systems, and societal health (World Health Organization, 2021). 

Traditional psychological paradigms have approached this phenomenon through various, 

often fragmented, lenses. Neurobiological models emphasize the asynchronous development 

of the limbic system and prefrontal cortex, leading to heightened emotional reactivity and poor 

impulse control (Casey et al., 2019). Social-cognitive theories focus on maladaptive 

information-processing patterns, such as hostile attribution bias (Dodge, 2011). While these 

perspectives offer valuable insights, they frequently overlook the profound existential and 

developmental dimensions of the struggle. Erik Erikson's (1968) psychosocial theory provides 

a crucial developmental framework, positioning the "identity versus role confusion" crisis as 

the central task of adolescence. This stage involves a psychosocial moratorium where 
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individuals explore possible selves before making lifelong commitments. However, even this 

rich narrative often fails to fully account for the intense, primal energy that characterizes 

adolescent aggression. To address this theoretical gap, this paper turns to the enduring wisdom 

of Eastern psychological traditions. Patanjali's Yoga Sutras (circa 200 BCE) present a 

sophisticated model of the human mind through the concept of the Kleshas — five 

"afflictions" considered the root causes of all human suffering (Bryant, 2009). These are not 

pathologies but universal psychological tendencies that become particularly salient during 

periods of transition and stress. 

 

This paper proposes a theoretical synthesis, arguing that Erikson's identity crisis provides the 

developmental stage upon which the drama of aggression unfolds, while Patanjali's Kleshas 

identify the fundamental actors and script. We posit a dynamic, reciprocal relationship: the 

psychosocial pressures of adolescence powerfully activate the dormant Kleshas, and the 

activated Kleshas, in turn, profoundly intensify the experience of identity confusion, creating 

a vicious cycle that frequently culminates in aggression. By bridging the developmental focus 

of the West with the ontological depth of the East, this integrated model aims to provide a 

more complete and effective framework for understanding and addressing adolescent 

aggression. 

 

Theoretical Framework I: Erikson's Identity Crisis in the Modern Age 

Erikson's (1968) conception of adolescence remains a cornerstone of developmental 

psychology. The crisis of "Identity vs. Role Confusion" is not a pathological state but a 

normative psychosocial conflict essential for growth. Successful resolution results in a 

cohesive sense of self (ego identity); failure leads to confusion and a fragmented self-concept. 

Contemporary research has expanded our understanding of this process through several key 

mechanisms: 

1. Neurobiological Underpinnings: The maturation of neural networks, particularly the 

default mode network (DMN), facilitates advanced self-referential processing and 

future-oriented identity projection (Pfeifer & Peake, 2012). The lag between the 

development of the socioemotional limbic system and the cognitive control prefrontal 

cortex creates a neural vulnerability to identity-related emotional storms (Casey et al., 

2019). 

2. Social-Cognitive Complexity: Adolescents develop the mentalizing capacity to see 

themselves through others' eyes, making peer evaluation a powerful force in identity 

formation (Blakemore & Mills, 2014). 

3. The Digital Landscape: Modern adolescents navigate "networked publics" (boyd, 

2014), where identity experimentation is conducted on a public, permanent, and 

performative digital stage. This "tethered self" (Turkle, 2011) amplifies the stakes of 

identity work, as feedback is immediate, quantified, and inescapable. 

 

The turmoil of this stage is aptly captured in the Indian tradition, which recognizes the struggle 

with the emerging ego: 

अहकंारं बलं दर्पं कामं क्रोधं च संश्रितााः |मामात्मर्परदहेषे ुप्रश्रिषन्तोऽभ्यसयूकााः ||(Bhagavad Gita 16.18)"Given to egoism, 

power, arrogance, desire, and anger, the malicious ones hate me in their own bodies and in 

those of others. “This shloka reflects the adolescent's confrontation with egoic forces (asmita) 

and the resulting aggression directed both inward and outward, stemming from a place of 

confusion and envy (abhinivesha). 
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Theoretical Framework II: Patanjali's Kleshas as Universal Afflictions 

Patanjali's Yoga Sutras describe the Kleshas as the colored filters that distort perception and 

perpetuate suffering. They form a logical sequence of arising (Feuerstein, 2011): 

1. Avidya (Ignorance): The fundamental root, a metaphysical misapprehension of reality. 

It is the error of mistaking the impermanent for the permanent, the impure for the pure, 

pain for pleasure, and, most critically, the non-Self (the body-mind complex) for the 

true Self (pure consciousness). 

2. Asmita (Egoism): The crystallization of Avidya into a separate, individual "I"-ness. It 

is the identification of the Seer (pure awareness) with the instruments of seeing (the 

mind and body), giving birth to the ego or self-concept. 

3. Raga (Attachment): The clinging to pleasurable experiences, driven by the memory of 

past enjoyment. It is the force of attraction. 

4. Dvesha (Aversion): The avoidance of painful experiences, born from the memory of 

past suffering. It is the force of repulsion. 

5. Abhinivesha (Clinging to Life/Fear of Death): The instinctive will to live, manifesting 

as a deep-seated fear of annihilation — both physical and, for adolescents, social (e.g., 

fear of ostracism or invalidation). 

 

Patanjali systematically outlines this framework 

:अश्रिद्याश्रममतारागिेषाश्रिश्रििेशााः र्पञ्च क्लेशााः॥३॥(Yoga Sutras 2.3)" 

The five kleshas are ignorance, egoism, attachment, aversion, and clinging to life." 

He further notes their pervasive nature: 

सश्रत मलेू तश्रिर्पाको जात्यायिुोगााः॥१३॥(Yoga Sutras 2.13)" 

As long as the root exists, it will bear fruit in the form of birth, life, and experience." 

 

The Integrated Model: The Developmental-Afflictive Nexus 

The core of our thesis is that adolescent aggression erupts from a "developmental-afflictive 

nexus" — a recursive feedback loop between Erikson's identity crisis and Patanjali's activated 

Kleshas. This interplay operates through specific pathways: 

1. Avidya and the Crisis of Self-Definition: The adolescent task of identity formation is 

inherently vulnerable to Avidya. The teenager, lacking a stable inner anchor, 

mistakenly identifies with transient, external markers: social media popularity, 

academic performance, or peer group affiliation. The inherent impermanence of these 

identifications guarantees suffering. When an identity based on being "the athlete" or 

"the popular one" is threatened, the foundational ignorance is exposed, creating a 

profound anxiety that can trigger aggressive defense of this false self. 

2. Asmita and the Fragile Ego: Erikson's "ego identity" is, from a Patanjali’s perspective, 

the necessary but precarious structure of Asmita. This nascent ego is inherently fragile 

and hypersensitive. Any perceived challenge — criticism, social exclusion, or failure 

— is experienced as an existential threat. Aggression becomes the primary defense 

mechanism of a vulnerable Asmita striving to establish and maintain its boundaries. 

The bullying, dominance, or verbal attacks are assertions of a self that feels its tenuous 

existence. 

3. Raga and Dvesha: The Emotional Fuel: The adolescent's social world is a minefield of 

Raga and Dvesha. 
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Raga (Attachment): The intense craving for social validation, romantic partners, or specific 

self-images. When these attachments are frustrated, the resulting disappointment and jealousy 

can fuel aggressive behavior. 

 

Dvesha (Aversion): The profound dislike for feelings of shame, humiliation, or weakness. 

Adolescents may engage in aggression to preemptively avoid these feelings or to project them 

onto others. A bully, for instance, often transfers their own felt inadequacy (aversion to self) 

onto a victim.This destructive cycle is eloquently described in the Bhagavad Gita: 

ध्यायतो श्रिषयान्र्पुंसाः सङ्गमतेषरू्पजायत े|सङ्गात्संजायते कामाः कामात्क्रोधोऽश्रिजायते ||(Bhagavad Gita 2.62) 

"When a person dwells on sense objects, attachment to them arises. From attachment, desire 

is born; from desire, anger arises. “This shloka perfectly encapsulates the psychodynamic 

sequence: mental preoccupation with an identity object (e.g., social status) leads to attachment 

(Raga); when that desire is thwarted, it transforms into anger (Krodha), the hallmark of 

aggression. Research in social neuroscience supports this integration. Studies show that social 

rejection activates the same neural pathways as physical pain (Eisenberger et al., 2003), 

explaining why identity threats — mediated through Asmita and Dvesha — can trigger 

aggressive responses akin to physical threats. Furthermore, the adolescent brain's heightened 

sensitivity in reward-processing systems (Galván, 2013) likely amplifies the emotional impact 

of both attachment fulfillment (Raga) and frustration. 

 

Implications for Clinical and Educational Practice 

This integrated model suggests a paradigm shift from behavior management to meaning-

making and fundamental awareness. Interventions for adolescent aggression must be multi-

layered. 

1. Klesha-Informed Assessment and Therapy: Clinicians can move beyond symptom 

suppression by helping adolescents map their dominant Klesha patterns. Is the 

aggression fueled by Raga for social status, Dvesha towards a perceived threat, or a 

fragile Asmita? Therapeutic conversations can explore: "What part of you feels so 

threatened?" (Asmita), "What are you so attached to getting or keeping here?" (Raga), 

or "What are you trying to avoid feeling?" (Dvesha). This externalizes the problem 

and empowers the adolescent. 

2. Cultivating Witness Consciousness (Sakshi Bhava): Techniques from mindfulness and 

yoga, such as meditation and pranayama, are not mere relaxation exercises but 

powerful tools to develop meta-awareness. By learning to observe their thoughts, 

emotions, and identity struggles without complete fusion, adolescents create a space 

between stimulus and response. This witnessing stance is a direct antidote to Avidya, 

as it helps differentiate the transient mind from the enduring awareness behind it. 

3. Reframing Identity Formation in Education: Educators and parents can be guided to 

create environments that reduce Klesha activation. This involves: 

●  Emphasizing process over outcome to reduce Raga for specific achievements. 

●  Normalizing failure and struggle as part of learning to reduce Dvesha for difficult 

emotions. 

●  Valuing intrinsic qualities like curiosity and kindness over external markers of 

success to weaken a fragile Asmita. 

 

Integrating "klesha literacy" into social-emotional learning (SEL) curricula to provide 

adolescents with a language for their inner world. The therapeutic process aligns with 
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Patanjali's core prescription for working with the mind: श्रितकक बाधिे प्रश्रतर्पक्षिाििम॥्३३॥ (Yoga Sutras 

2.33) 

 

"When disturbed by negative thoughts, opposite [positive] ones should be cultivated." 

In practice, this means consciously cultivating compassion (karuna) to counter aversion 

(dvesha), or nurturing contentment (santosha) to soothe attachment (raga). 

 

CONCLUSION AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This paper has presented a theoretical model synthesizing Erik Erikson's psychosocial concept 

of identity crisis with Patanjali's ontological framework of the Kleshas to illuminate the 

complex phenomenon of adolescent aggression. By viewing the identity crisis as the activator 

of root afflictions and the afflictions as the intensifiers of the crisis, we arrive at a more 

compassionate and holistic understanding. The aggressive adolescent is not merely a bundle 

of hormones or faulty cognitions, but an individual caught in a perfect storm of developmental 

pressures and existential confusion. The ultimate goal, as suggested by this synthesis, is not 

merely to suppress aggression but to facilitate a journey of self-understanding that addresses 

its deepest sources. The wisdom of the final shloka points towards this state of freedom from 

affliction: 

प्रसंख्यािेऽप्यकुसीदमय सिकथा श्रििेकख्यातेधकमकमेघाः समाश्रधाः॥२९॥(Yoga Sutras 4.29)" 

For one who has no interest even in this [highest knowledge], due to the perpetual 

discernment, there is the dharma meghah (rain-cloud of virtue) samadhi. "This state of 

profound inner clarity and peace, while lofty, provides a direction for intervention: to help the 

adolescent build a self-concept that is less dependent on external validation and more rooted 

in a stable, witnessing awareness. 

 

Future research should focus on operationalizing this model for empirical testing. Key 

directions include: 

1. Scale Development: Creating and validating a "Klesha Activation Scale for 

Adolescents" to quantitatively measure the presence and intensity of these afflictions. 

2. Intervention Studies: Designing and implementing Randomized Controlled Trials 

(RCTs) to compare the efficacy of standard Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) with 

CBT integrated with Klesha-informed mindfulness and psychoeducation. 

3. Neurophenomenological Research: Using fMRI and other neuroimaging techniques to 

study the neural correlates of Klesha states and how they are modulated by 

contemplative practices. 

4. Cross-Cultural Examination: Investigating how the manifestation and interaction of 

identity crisis and Kleshas vary across individualistic and collectivistic cultures. 

 

By continuing to build bridges between the vast epistemological traditions of East and West, 

psychology can move closer to a truly integral science of the human experience, better 

equipped to alleviate suffering and foster resilience during the critical developmental window 

of adolescence. 
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