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Abstract: 

This paper explores the profound symbolic significance of Halahala, the cosmic poison consumed 

by Lord Shiva during the Samudra Manthan (churning of the ocean), as interpreted through the 

lens of Upanishadic philosophy and Shaiva metaphysics. Far beyond mythological narrative, 

Halahala is understood here as a powerful metaphor for Avidya (ignorance), mental toxins, and 

the psychological resistance encountered during deep spiritual sadhana. By integrating the roles of 

Pranava Omkar (Om) and Shiva's containment of poison, the paper presents a holistic model 

of inner alchemy, wherein the yogic principle of Sākṣī Bhāva (witness-consciousness) enables 

the transformation of inner darkness into transcendent light. This re-reading of ancient symbolism 

offers practical insights into the process of self-realization and liberation (moksha). 
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1. Introduction 

In Hindu cosmology, the myth of the Halahala poison emerges from the Samudra Manthan — 

the cosmic churning of the ocean by Devas and Asuras. While most interpretations focus on the 

mythological heroism of Shiva who drank the poison to save the universe, a deeper reading rooted 
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in Upanishadic philosophy reveals the symbolic dimensions of this act. Halahala becomes the 

metaphor for inner psychological toxicity — fear, ego, desire — that surfaces during spiritual 

practice. Shiva’s act of drinking and holding the poison at the throat is an act of profound yogic 

restraint and wisdom. 

 

2. Halahala in the Context of Samudra Manthan 

The Samudra Manthan represents the inner churning of consciousness. The poison that arises 

first is not incidental — it is the inevitable surfacing of shadow elements as one undertakes deep 

self-inquiry. The process of awakening is not linear or gentle; it begins with the surfacing of that 

which has been hidden. The Halahala symbolizes this confrontation with Avidya (ignorance) and 

Vrittis (mental disturbances). 

 

3. Shiva’s Containment of Halahala: The Model of Sakshi Bhava 

Shiva’s response to the poison is central to its spiritual meaning. He neither swallows it nor rejects 

it — he retains it in his throat, signifying the Vishuddha Chakra, the center of purification and 

expression. In yogic psychology, this reflects the witness consciousness (Sākṣī Bhāva) — the 

ability to observe internal phenomena without reaction or identification. 

 

This aligns with the Upanishadic teaching: 

"He who sees the Self in all and all in the Self, he sees truly." — Isha Upanishad 

Here, the poison is not externalized but transcended through conscious presence. 

4. Halahala as Avidya and Mental Toxins 

In the Upanishadic tradition, Avidya (ignorance of the Self) is the root cause of samsara (cycle of 

birth and death). Halahala symbolizes this ignorance, made manifest as: 

• Ego and pride (Asmita) 

• Desires and attachments (Raga) 

• Aversion and hatred (Dvesha) 

• Fear of death (Abhinivesha) 
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These psychological poisons must be faced and integrated during the process of sadhana 

(spiritual practice). Like Shiva, the seeker must neither suppress nor indulge in these forces but 

hold them in awareness — thereby neutralizing their power. 

 

5. Role of Omkar (Pranava) in Containing the Poison 

Om (AUM), as described in the Mandukya Upanishad, represents the states of waking, 

dreaming, and deep sleep — all of which are realms where ignorance operates. Only by 

transcending these through Om meditation does the seeker enter Turiya, the pure state beyond 

poison. 

In this context: 

• Om becomes the mantra of containment 

• The breath and vibration of Om bring equanimity 

• Chanting Om while observing Halahala within leads to its sublimation into silence 

Shiva as Neelakantha (Blue-Throated One) is the embodiment of the meditative containment of 

inner turmoil. 

 

6. Integration: Inner Alchemy of the Seeker 

The myth of Halahala and its containment by Shiva represents a universal principle in spiritual 

growth: 

Symbol Interpretation 

Halahala Avidya, mental toxins, suppressed egoic patterns 

Shiva's Throat Vishuddha Chakra – purification, non-reactive observation 

Retention Sakshi Bhava – witness without identification 

Om Sonic support for inner stillness and transcendence 

This model demonstrates how spiritual transformation is not a denial of darkness but its conscious 

containment and transcendence. 
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7. Conclusion 

Halahala is not merely a story element — it is a spiritual truth about the nature of transformation. 

Every seeker, in their inner churning, must face their own Halahala. The teachings of the 

Upanishads and the example of Shiva offer a method: become the witness, chant Om, hold the 

poison in awareness, and allow it to be transmuted by stillness. 

Through this process, the seeker does not escape from the poison but uses it as the fuel for 

awakening, turning the myth of Shiva into a personal path to liberation. 
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