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Yoga and Ayurveda belong to each other like a brother to his sister, the breath to the body, a plant in its soil. Taken in context, each one nourishes the other; removed from each other, they can exist for awhile but will lack the feeling of wholeness and continuity and will ultimately perish. Yoga has been known in the West for over one hundred years, yet it has only been in the past few decades that Ayurveda has come to be studied. Ayurveda and Yoga are sister sciences of the Indian Vedic tradition known as the Sanatana Dharma, paths to the Eternal Truth. The teachings are considered timeless as they apply to everyone in all cultures and times. By the practice of the lifestyles they recommend, life becomes more fulfilling. The goal of this book is to help you understand Ayurveda and Yoga sufficiently, leading you to specific Classical Yoga practices that have the potential to bring about a lasting change in your lifestyle, health, and overall outlook on the purpose of life.

David Frawley, a preeminent authority on Vedic culture has written that “Ayurveda is the Vedic science of healing for both body and mind. Yoga is the Vedic science of Self-realization that depends upon a well-functioning body and mind.”[1] Yoga builds upon the foundation of Ayurveda and similarly Ayurveda alone is unfulfilling to the human psyche as it evolves toward Self-realization. The practice of the two sciences as a lifestyle is necessary for the achievement of their independent goals. “Yoga rests upon Ayurvedic medicine for its health implications. Ayurveda rests upon Yoga for its mental and spiritual dimension.”[2]

Four Goals of Life

Ayurveda and Yoga developed during a cultural period of India’s history that was broad in its perspective of the significance of human existence. While Yoga developed over a 4,000 year history before being written down as the Yoga Sutras by the sage Patanjali during the time period between 200 BC and the third century, it is suspected that Ayurveda also enjoyed a long history of medical and health studies before being written as the Caraka Samhita towards the end of the first millennium. The prime directive of this culture is to lead a fulfilling life. According to the teachings of Classical India, called the Sanatana Dharma, there are four avenues which must be fulfilled in order to live a full life: dharma (righteous duties); kama (sensual pleasures); artha (material prosperity); and moksha (self-liberation).[3] This way of life requires one to perform duties in a virtuous manner, to maintain the health and vitality necessary to fulfill one’s desires, to acquire and possess the material wealth necessary for social position, and the pursuit of peace of mind and spiritual liberation.

For most people, these form a hierarchy of concerns, and accordingly, their pursuit of happiness will be determined by the priority they place on these four avenues. For the Ayurvedic practitioner, the goal is to balance the subtle elements (doshas) so that health may be maintained or restored. For the Yogi, the objective is to promote the spiritual progress of the individual through deepening sadhana as the means to moksha (liberation).

Often, people joke about how difficult life can be, as we were never given an owner’s manual for self-care. Ayurveda provides just such an “owner’s manual” by presenting us with timeless teachings that inform our decisions for a more fulfilling lifestyle. In contrast, Classical Yoga helps by providing us with detailed guidelines on freeing the positive potentials of the mind for living a fulfilling spiritual life.

Ayurveda and Yoga’s Triple Forces

The Yogi’s aim is to bring the primal qualities of the three gunas to equilibrium and then to promote the state of spiritual balance that is called harmony or sattva guna. For the Ayurvedic practitioner, the goal is to balance the three qualities called the doshas (fundamental element combinations of ether/air, fire/water, water/earth as they manifest in the visible world) which are seen as the primary driving forces in maintaining and creating health and well-being.

Both Ayurveda and Yoga are based upon the profound study of the forces of life. Their teachings are interrelated, based upon experiences gained through samadhi or deep absorption of the mind into the unchangeable spiritual essence veiled by the diversity of forms. This interrelationship will be made clearer as we discuss the underlying elements of Ayurveda and Yoga. For Ayurveda, these are the doshas, which describe how the building blocks of life are unstable yet follow certain specific patterns. For Yoga, these are the gunas, which are more primal qualities or “threads” that regulate subtler realms to control the direction of all life activities.

In Yoga and Ayurveda, the universe is seen as manifesting three fundamental biological properties. The first property possesses creativity that expresses itself as movement in which the elements air and space are predominant. In Ayurveda, this property is called Vata. In yogic literature, this same biological property is refined into its higher subtler form of energy called prana, which governs rhythm, motion, and sensitivity of the mind. The second property is transformation, which expresses itself as energy or vitality through the elements of fire and water, called Pitta in Ayurveda. Tejas is a refined form of Pitta that creates discernment, the higher function of mind composed of the essence of light. The third property is preservation, which expresses nourishment through the elements of water and earth, called Kapha. Ojas is the refined form of Kapha, providing the foundation of all nurturing qualities that become the immune system, breast milk and the placenta.

The Ayurvedic practitioner learns to feel the life force in food and, in fact, in all manifestations of the material world. He or she comes to know what possesses full potential for health and what doesn’t. Lacking or overabundant energy of a dosha is experienced directly; this knowledge is not merely textbook theory. For example, a lack of Vata would be directly experienced as excessive moisture while an overabundance of Vata would be experienced as dryness – raw foods (which will increase Vata) not consumed enough will increase mucous while in overabundance will increase dryness. The information conveyed by an expert Ayurvedic practitioner is not merely one more alternative method to be free of diseases. By learning to read the digestive process, the manner in which the quality of food becomes the skin, facial expressions, tone and pitch of the voice, observe the changes in respiration, reading the twelve radial pulses, and other diagnostic skills, the Ayurvedic practitioner gains a way to perceive manifestations of life force changes which are instantaneous. Food is the primal substance from which the body is created, nurtured, and ultimately, will dissolve into. By studying the changes that life makes in food, the Ayurvedic practitioner must become a student of the Life Force itself; only then will the full potential of Ayurveda’s scope make itself known.

The entire world manifests in a multiplicity of ways that can be seen through this worldview or Darshan. Darshan is given in six classical worldviews of which Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras is one. By reading Patanjali’s text, we begin to look at the world through his eyes. His perspective begins to reveal the fullness of life. There is a tendency for those without a spiritual perspective to see the world as filled with stagnation, emptiness, or illusion. In contrast, for those with a strong faith in their world view, the world becomes alive pulsating with the rhythm of life.

The Darshan of Ayurveda shows us how changes in diet, lifestyle, exercise, and the spiritual practices of Yoga promote health and longevity. Ayurveda directs us to live a life of fulfillment as stated in Caraka Samhita section entitled Sutrastanam, chapter I, sutra 55. “The body and mind constitute the substrata of diseases and happiness [i.e., positive health]. Balanced utilization [of time, mental faculties, and the objects of sense organs] is the cause of happiness.”[4]

Within his own body, the Yogi directly experiences the subtle forces known as the Ayurvedic doshas. Through this personal experience, the underlying teachings of the timeless classic, the Yoga Darshan of Patanjali, come to life. It is directly revealed that the Spiritual Nature of all life becomes known through the disciplines of yoga that provide the experience of yogic samadhi as the Science of Communion. By sincere practice of Classical Yoga and Ayurveda, a life of service to others is lived fully. From the inner practices of sustaining harmony with the Life Force itself, arises the motivation to be of service to all.

The Primal Qualities – The Gunas

For the Yogi, the means to the goal of health, or to “living ones own Self” is to become “freed from the primordial forces of suffering.”[5] In Sanskrit, these forces arise from the gunas. The gunas are three naturally arising forces. They are philosophical concepts of the mind. These three states are called tamas, rajas, and sattva.

The state of balance or harmony is called sattva. This is the goal of yoga therapy – to achieve a sattvic state of peace and tranquility. For the yogi, it is a naturally arising state originating from being true to your inner teacher, guru or God. By purifying the body, senses, and mind, the yogi experiences his natural self.

Individuals tend to identify themselves with their actions, their roles in life, or the praise received from others. This state of activity and hyperactivity is called rajas. It is a mental state in which someone identifies himself with his actions and seeks to gain the rewards of a full life. In the rajasic state, the mind is identified with the concepts of karma, as expressed in the saying that “whatever you sow, you will reap.”

The third guna is called tamas. Tamas refers to the darkness, ignorance and lazy nature of the mind or body. This is the force that tells us to take a break and relax when we are near to completing a project whose deadline is approaching. As a result, we do not finish the race. This is similar to the story of the hare and the tortoise. The hare manifested tamasic behavior thinking he was so far ahead of the tortoise that he could sleep, when in fact his sleep led to losing the race. To change this state is to move towards the center of the cycle of the mind – the state of sattva – wherein dwells the True Self.

rajas – sattva – tamas 
activity – harmony – inertia

The method recommended to achieve sattva – a balanced state of body and mind in harmony with the natural rhythm of life – is to watch the indicators of balance and carefully adjust lifestyle, diet, physical and mental exercise accordingly. This includes:


	
eating foods which are in season, adopting a vegetarian diet consisting primarily of locally-produced foods;



	
living a lifestyle in harmony with the seasons so that sleeping, meals and work are regulated daily events;



	
incorporating meditation and prayer as the first and last events of the day; and



	
waking and rising before the sun to capture the delight of the glorious sunrise.





In addition, exercise is best during the period before breakfast, followed by a light meal. The major meal of the day would be lunch between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. The evening meal should be at the time of sunset. The hour prior to bedtime can be spent in restful and pleasant activity such as reading or a walk in nature with bedtime around 10 p.m. and not later than 11 p.m.

The Three Doshas

In Ayurveda, five basic elements of creation – earth, water, fire, air, and ether – manifest as the three biological energy forces, called the doshas. These three qualities are: Vata composed of air and ether; Pitta composed of fire and water; and Kapha composed of earth and water. The three doshas can be seen as the vitalizing forces of life; when they are in balance, health and clarity are the natural outcome. Frawley’s Ayurvedic Healing defines dosha as “that which darkens, spoils, or causes things to decay.” It implies that which is unstable. When out of balance, the doshas cause disease, decay and death – this is their nature. If we are to make full use of the limited lifespan we are given, it is important to understand these principles and balance our lifestyle to minimize the negative effects of the doshas.

Each individual is composed of a mixture of the doshas. “It is important to remember that these descriptions reflect the pure aspect of each constitutional element: however, no individual constitution is made up solely of any one element. Rather, each person is a combination of all three elements, with a predominant tendency toward one or more.” [6] The seven resulting combination of doshas that exist are: Vata predominant (Vata/Pitta, Vata/Kapha, Vata/Pitta/Kapha); Pitta predominant (Pitta/Vata, Pitta/Kapha); and Kapha predominant (Kapha/Pitta, Kapha/Vata).

Koshas: The Subtle Bodies

The yogic perspective of anatomy is quite different from that of Western anatomy. In the yogic view (Darshan) we are composed of five bodies (Pancha Maya koshas). The first body is the same in both yogic and Western views, but the other four bodies are unique to the yogic Darshan. The names of these bodies reveal a radically different perception of reality. In the second chapter of the Taittiriya Upanishad, it is said that our true nature is hidden from our perception because five sheaths enclose it. Each of these sheaths has their own language and method of communicating amongst the layers of the personality.

The first yoga body is called the Annamaya Kosha, literally the “body sheath made of food, which is an illusion.” This is our physical body. The physical body is created by and sustained by food. If the quality of the food is high, the illusory nature of the body is more readily perceived. This is one reason why live, fresh, seasonal food from vegetables and fruits is recommended as a yogic diet. Eating fresh food prepared immediately before eating, results in an increase in live vitality available to nurture this “food body.” When we eat overcooked foods, stale foods, or animals the food body becomes devitalized and has difficulty refining the food to a quality necessary to be converted into the needs of the second body.

The second body is hidden by a subtler sheath and is called the Pranamaya Kosha, the “body sheath made of prana, which is an illusion.” This subtle body’s anatomy is made of energy channels called nadis, which terminate in spinning energy centers called chakras. The word chakra means wheel, implying an ever-spinning center of activity. The subtle body is composed of our senses and emotional states. The energy flowing through these channels is sensory input from the five gross senses and the subtler senses associated with the mind. Hence these vortices and channels are always active during our waking state seeking sensory and emotional stimulation. When we are fed beautiful sense impressions – art, nature, live vibrant colorful aromatic food – they can be converted into the “prana” which keeps this subtle body healthy. From these stimuli, the chakras become open and functional. When we are not interested, repulsed or fall asleep, the chakras activity slows down or stops. The energies withdraw from the outer world and become replenished provided they can assimilate the sensory input provided. With negative input – violent movies, stale odors, and chemical food – there is less vitality available to be converted to prana.

The third body is called the Manomaya Kosha, the “body sheath made of thought, which is an illusion.” This is the body of the mind. This body is made up of the refinements produced from the first two bodies as well as its own capacity to generate positive uplifting thoughts. When thoughts are beneficial, the mind is content and at peace. From this, more positivity is generated and the mind refreshes itself. The nature of this body is thought. Mantra can transform the mind to a higher level of perception and cognition. Mantra literally means “the word which when contemplated transforms the mind.” Mantras given properly as a meal prepared lovingly will plug the mind into a higher and more creative mind, which thinks of the welfare of others.

The fourth body is the Vijnanamaya Kosha, the “body sheath made of wisdom, which is an illusion.” This body is made of transcendent thoughts. It is awareness that is free of self-centeredness. It is concerned for the welfare of all. This is generated by a naturally-arising state of detachment from the grosser bodies. This body knows it is not the physical food body; therefore, one established in this awareness is indifferent to what happens to the body. For what happens to the physical body does not change the state of wisdom. Wisdom is the beginning of contact with transcendence. This state is accessed by meditation, reflection, and giving it proper food. The proper food is good company, spiritual literature, and selfless service to others. By a regular diet of these nutritious foods, the body of wisdom becomes more active and can fend off periods of unwholesome contact.

The fifth body is the Anandamaya Kosha, the “body sheath of bliss, which is also an illusion.” This body is said to be as small as a mustard seed, seated in the secret chamber of the interior heart to the right of the physical heart. This body is composed of happiness. It does not need anything to generate its happiness, as that is its natural state. The beneficial foods given to the four grosser bodies will be refined into the food, which makes up this body. But also it is by nature joyful. And that is not the end. According to the Yoga Philosophy there is hidden beyond this body the Truth of Who you are.

Each of the bodies hides the next one. And yet it also reveals something of the subtler body. The physical body appears to possess energy and vitality and yet it derives that substance from the subtler body of prana. In turn, when we have energy and emotional fulfillment, our mind appears healthy yet it derives mind substance from yet a subtler source.

This is how yogis perceive health. This process proceeds from the grosser kosha being fulfilled then it naturally produces a refined energy that becomes the material of the subtler kosha. Thus, health of the body produces a by-product which is vitality and emotional health. This creates a tendency for mental health. If the higher koshas are dis-eased by negative thinking or emotions they will block the efforts of the more gross koshas toward health. Hence, energy becomes wasted and the student’s attainments are unstable. Classical Yoga is more concerned with the relationship of the third and fourth koshas bringing the mind into a receptive mode with the source of higher knowledge. All the Yoga sadhanas (practices to establish a spiritual lifestyle) seek to promote health and the full receptivity of the being to the Creative Spirit.

And so for the yogi, health is not merely determined by the physical body, nor is it created by physical exercise alone. The Sanskrit word for health is svastha, which literally translated means “established in the Self.” To the yogis, true health is a coming home to your Self. In the condition of not being at home to your Self, there is disease.

Yoga Refined: The Five Prana Vayus

The principle element that the Yogi focuses upon is prana, experienced as the first of the four subtle bodies, the Pranamaya Kosha. This quality is what is sought during the practice of asana. For it is from maintaining a regular disciplined lifestyle and physical manipulations that the yogi creates more prana and the ability to sustain it within himself. One of the definitions of a yogi that I like is that a yogi is one whose prana does not leave their body. By following the guidelines of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras on asana and pranayama in chapter II, 46-53 one gradually develops the lifting of the veil that “obscures the radiant supreme light of the inner Self”[7] These sutras describe the process of naturally-arising experiences that progressively lead to freeing the mind of its false perceptions of reality.

In the ancient Hindu texts, the life force was called a Vayu, meaning wind or air. The more contemporary treatises call the life force prana. Prana is seen as the intermediary force behind the mind, the force that creates movement in all arenas of life. Its subtlest component is the movement of thought. So as we regulate the prana we can slow down the speed of thought and direct it toward a specific task. There are five Pranas (Prana, Samana, Udana, Apana, and Vyana), all of which are subdivisions of Vata.

The first and primary prana is more properly called Adya Prana. In its universal or primary form, this force is omnipresent, it is said to be “that which is everywhere at all times.” As it moves within the human body, prana, literally the “forward moving air” or the “in breath,” descends into the chest region from the nostrils, progressing downward and inward as the inhalation.

Samana, the “mid-breath” or the “balancing air,” moves from the outer body to the center and serves to absorb beneficial material. In the respiratory cycle, it is active during the pause following the inhalation. It is especially located in the abdominal organs and centered in the small intestine.

Udana, the “upward moving air,” moves upward as the first portion of the exhalation. Udana moves opposite of Prana as it is responsible for moving our attention outward into the universe. It primarily resides in the chest cavity, though when balanced it is centered in the trachea where it governs speech and exhalation.

Apana, the “out-breath” or “the air that moves away,” is the prana that moves downward and outward functioning as the last portion of the exhalation. As it leaves the body, it is experienced as warmer than the inhaled air. It predominates in the lower abdomen and is centered in the pelvic cavity (located at the bottom of the pelvis). It governs movements from the navel down to rectum and from the hips to the feet. This prana is concentrated in those organs that separate and eliminate waste products of menstrual fluids, urine, and feces.

Vyana, the “through-breath” or the “outward moving air,” moves from the body’s center and sends vitality to the peripheral regions of the body. It governs movements from the navel throughout the body. It governs the heart and circulation to all levels of the mind/body. Its basic dynamic is as a centrifugal force. Vyana Prana maintains the voluntary muscles and skeletal system for conscious motions and is responsible for involuntary movements that maintain health of these systems.

When perfect health is present, this pranic cycle feeds each of the pranas in turn and they create health. Health is a multidimensional concept; similarly the pranas affect the different koshas generating health when consciousness is permitted to return to its source as the inner Self.

A Yogic Perspective on Ayurveda

Dr. Vasant Lad, a foremost exponent of Ayurveda, has said that Ayurveda and Yoga are sister sciences, implying that they share a similar worldview and descended from the same root. Yet these sisters are clearly not twins; they take different directions in fulfilling their objectives. From my perspective, Ayurvedic teachings provide the foundation for physical health and Yoga develops our spiritual side. When they are carefully studied and developed into a personal lifestyle through guidance from an experienced teacher, these practices lead to a harmonious personality.

As a Yogi, my perspective is that all my clients are spiritual seekers whether they declare themselves to be or not. My intention is to help them live a lifestyle that gives the experience of this doshic evolution of Vata, Pitta, and Kapha into their higher manifestations as peace, discriminative insight, and love. My goal is to stabilize and enrich the foundational positive qualities of the balanced doshas.

I prioritize my attention according to the state of the five bodies (Pancha Maya koshas), paying less attention to the vacillations (vrittis) of physical health relating to the gross body; more attention to balance of the five pranas of the subtle body; and even more attention to the generating of positive thoughts for health of the mental body. I strive to share how to nurture their most subtle bodies – the bodies of wisdom and bliss through spiritual practices and keeping good, uplifting company both inwardly and socially.

When this is accomplished, the student, through the evolution of their Vata qualities, is able to touch their intuitive source and that increased prana guides them in the form of their inner teacher. Their Pitta qualities induce discernment and the experience of knowing the mind’s root as the source of spiritual light. Finally their Kapha quality can evolve into compassion and open-heartedness, thereby increasing their capacity for love and nurturance of the Self, and that blessing is naturally extended to all beings.

It is often unclear in Ayurvedic teachings whether there is a need to increase, or decrease the dosha that is imbalanced; for this reason the person may have a prescribed practice very different from another. There are three major models for working with Ayurvedic principles to restore harmony. In the most prevalent approach, an Ayurvedic practitioner strives to decrease the qualities of a dosha that has been elevated. This striving to achieve balance is an ongoing practice (sadhana).

In the second, one increases the opposite quality in a different dosha. This is the method for relieving the primary attributes of each dosha as described in one of the original treatises on Ayurveda, the Caraka Samhita.[8] For example, when working with an elevated Kapha as manifested by increased lethargy, one might choose rigorous, heat increasing practice such as Bikram or Ashtanga Yoga, which would elevate Pitta and makes them detoxify by sweating.

Finally, a third approach is to focus attention to doing Yogasanas resulting in a balanced state of the dosha. Thus positive attributes such as strength, stamina, patience, open heart, and humility will predominate. The practices would differ based upon whether Kapha was imbalanced due to rajas (hyperactivity) or tamas (lethargy). For rajasic Kapha, in which the student is overactive in their physical health maintenance, I would have the student hold the posture to develop patience and perseverance while relaxing their overactive efforts. They need to read and reflect on Yoga Sutras II, 47. For tamasic Kapha, the student would be encouraged to push themselves with the resulting warmth directed not merely at overcoming lethargy but at opening their heart. They need to reflect on Yoga Sutras II, 48 and begin to seek the experience of duality and its opposite. The goal is to achieve a balanced or sattvic experience of Kapha and then elevate that to produce ojas, the experience that can lead to the states of joy and love (anandamayaAnandamaya kosha). This is my preferred way of working with students.

In applying this third approach to imbalanced Vata, note that rajasic Vata students will tend to move too much. They will not be able to be still for long and often can be seen squirming in between instructions in yoga class. They need to watch their pranic currents and not immediately react to them, being sensitive yet not reactive. They need to read and be reminded of Yoga Sutras I, 30-31. For tamasic Vata, they will be the opposite and not listen to what the teacher is saying. They will follow their own inner voice and become lost in the maze of mind. There is frequently an indication of them entering into a realm of fascination but not one of elevation. They need to reflect on Yoga Sutras II, 1-11 and seek practical advice on how to manifest these teachings.

The rajasic Pitta will continue to focus on the “burn” on being stimulated and hot. Their practice will feed their desire for stimulation yet will lack discernment about how much effort to do or how much is too hot. They need to read Yoga Sutras II, 40-41 and also 46 and see that these are important building blocks to attaining self mastery that they seek so adamantly. The tamasic Pitta will be afraid of their energy and power thus developing into lethargy mentally and physically. While the same sutras will apply to them, they also need to reflect on Yoga Sutras II, 42-43 for without freedom from impurities the contentment that they are truly seeking will remain a fantasy.

To reestablish sattvic state all practices need to follow the Classical Yoga guidelines and seek the tried and proven path to harmony. It is not so much the technique that is at fault; it is the problem with the attitude, intention, and force with which the techniques are applied. When the student is not clear about the intention of the practice, they will be guided by their perception of their imbalance du jour. Such shortsightedness is characteristic of a Vata imbalance. The greatest way to restore balance is finding a teacher of depth and seeking their advice.

The major pranayama needed for restoring Kapha to a sattvic state is Kapalabhati taught as one of the six purifying actions (Shatkarma Kriya). When taught for the purpose of purifying Kapha, it can keep the tendency of Kapha, which is to congeal into tightness and excessive mucous, to a minimum. This pranayama can be beneficial for all major Kapha disorders when taught by teachers who are adept at its usage for themselves. It promotes courage, hopefulness, faithfulness, and humility. These are natural qualities that come from an increase in ojas. On the physical level ojas represents health and the strength of the immune system. For the Yogi, ojas is the love of the Self as God within, the capacity to love and accept all as unique aspects of the singular Divinity. The pranayamas for each dosha will be given in detail in chapter 14 entitled “Ayurvedic Yoga Therapy – Dosha Balancing.”

I am not too concerned with the maintenance of health via balancing the doshas if spiritual practice, sadhana, is thereby compromised. What is the result of good spiritual practice – peace is the sign Vata is balanced and sattvic; enthusiasm and love of life is Pitta balanced; and love and understanding of others is a sattvic Kapha experience. Of course, during sadhana the barriers to these balanced states will naturally arise to find their way out. During this process of Kriya Yoga in which impurities of body, prana, negative emotions and thoughts are removed, the student is likely to be uncomfortable and may not take care of his or her body. One may stay up too late processing all that is arising, have a binge of eating comfort foods, or may overly indulge in sensual pleasures. All these will have a negative impact on health, but in the long run when commitment to sadhana is secured, such events are minor bumps in the spiritual path.

This attitude is disturbing to some health practitioners who seek physical health. I perceive the challenges brought upon by a temporary period of strong spiritual practice as necessary and ultimately beneficial disturbances leading toward greater alignment with the guidance of Spirit. My intention is to bring consciousness to reflect upon the relative importance of health as contrasted with spirituality. What is the primary interest the student has? The confusion between the four goals of life has led to many twists on one’s karmic path. From the Yogic perspective, righteous duty (dharma) is naturally carried out by practicing the first two of the eight limbs (Ashtanga) of Classical Yoga, the ten ethics of yama and niyama. Those who live a righteous life will experience the movement towards the attainments that are cited by Patanjali in chapter II, 35-45. For instance, “By abiding in truthfulness, one’s words and actions are subservient to truth and thus whatever is said or done bears the fruit of that sincerity.”[9] Living from this foundation, life will naturally produce pleasure and abundance (kamaKama and artha). There is no need to do separate practices for their fulfillment.

As most serious seekers know, doing sadhana with sincerity and devotion can imbalance the doshas since it is seeking to remove the obstructive patterns laid down by years or even lifetimes of fixed mental attitudes and behaviors. This is most pronounced in those seekers who have had a spiritual awakening. Kundalini is the latent spiritual energy most commonly awakened by manipulating Udana prana. It can become temporarily awakened via willful practices like sustained back bending asanas, long rajasic practice of energetic breathing exercises (pranayama), austere dieting and fasting, and mantras. These types of awakening are short lived and often produce tremendous imbalances in the mental and physical aspects of the doshas. A knowledgeable Ayurvedic practitioner can be of help to restore them to serenity.

Students who lack experienced guidance often pursue these practices subconsciously motivated by a desire for success in any of the other goals of life, rather than a sincere desire for spiritual liberation. They must suffer the consequences of their misdirected actions. However in true spiritual awakening, which comes from Spirit seeking to know its own nature, the imbalances of the doshas that arise are more like a flowering of a preexisting condition. They are relatively easy to overcome when following the guidance of a spiritual guide whose devotional foundation is solid.

The great revolutionary philosopher Sri Aurobindo said “Yoga is condensed evolution.” The Yogini experiencing spiritual awakening begins to sense that she is moving through lifetimes within her one current lifetime. To become successful in fulfilling the goal of spiritual liberation (moksha), the seeker is encouraged to develop a relationship with the body based on personalizing the teachings with discrimination, “detachment and consistent earnest effort” as described in the Yoga Sutras I, 12.

Certainly one can utilize Yogasanas to help maintain balance in the unstable doshas, yet the Yogini knows better than to put all her attention into health maintenance. The concern for health is balanced with the need for purification in the opening aphorism of chapter two of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. “This sutra describes the threefold process of Kriya Yoga necessary to prepare the mind for the experience of yoga. It consists of self-study (svadhyaya) that correlates in Ayurvedic language to a deeply pacifying method for balancing Vata, which develops the prana, and stilling the mind. The second component is self-discipline and purification (tapas) corresponding to Pitta practice for strengthening and directing willpower. The third component is devotion to God (Isvara-pranidhana), which fulfills the deepest desire of the Kapha dosha for a lifelong pursuit of selfless service. When studied together Ayurveda and Classical Yoga have tremendous potential for speeding up the course of one’s maturity.”[10]



[1] David Frawley. Yoga and Ayurveda. Twin Lakes, WI: Lotus Press, 1999, preface, page iii.

[2] David Frawley and Sandra Summerfield Kozak. Yoga for Your Type. Twin Lakes, WI: Lotus Press, 2001, pg. 11.

[3] There are several texts that speak of this. Among them is the introductory sloka to the Guru Gita.

[4] Caraka Samhita, op. cit., pg. 40.

[5] Ibid. Yoga Sutras II, 2.

[6] Vasant Lad. Ayurveda – the Science of Self-Healing. Wilmot, WI: Lotus Press, 1985, pg. 31.

[7] Mukunda Stiles. Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. Boston: Weiser, 2002, pg. 30.

[8] Ram Karan Sharma and Vaidya Bhagwan Dash. Agnivesa’s Caraka Samhita. Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, 1976, pg. 43, Sutrastanam I, 59-61 states that an increase in the doshas is “reconciled by medicines having opposite qualities.

[9] Mukunda Stiles. Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. Boston: Weiser, 2002, pg. 26.

[10] Mukunda Stiles. Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. Boston: Weiser, 2002, pg. xx.


II. Ayurvedic Concepts
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The Twenty Attributes of the Doshas

The three primal qualities of Nature, the gunas, manifest as three forces, according to the Caraka Samhita, Sutrastanam I, 49. The first category consists of the five elements – earth, water, fire, air, and ether – as they manifest as smell, taste, vision, touch, and sound, respectively); the second is the 20 attributes; and the third relates to the soul, including qualities such as the intellect, memory, consciousness, ego, virtues, and discernment.

The twenty attributes are divided into ten pairs of opposites. Their properties are manifest throughout nature and give us the ability to define and structure the world within and around us. By understanding and perceiving each of these attributes, we can comprehend the current state of affairs as well as the direction of change from the point of balance or sattva. As you read the list, consider an experience of each of them that you have recently had. By contrasting the polar opposites of the attributes, you can come to know the immediacy of change that they can create.


	
Cold – Hot



	
Wet – Dry



	
Heavy – Light



	
Gross – Subtle



	
Dense – Flowing



	
Static – Mobile



	
7 Dull – Sharp



	
Soft – Hard



	
Smooth – Rough



	
Cloudy – Clear





Comprehension of the attributes helps us to understand the primal changes that take place within and around us all the time. Subtle changes within the body and breath are occurring each moment, but without the capacity to sense them, we can be overcome by the volatility of a turbulent mind. Without a sattvic mental state, this turbulence creates anxiety and disturbed thinking. Questions arise in the mind that can have no easy answer: How did I get here? Why does this keep happening to me? What’s going to happen to me? Why Me?

By cultivating a sattvic attitude, questions that stimulate creativity and that can have beneficial answers can arise. How can I improve my relationships? How can I be of more loving service to others? What can I do to improve my conscious contact with Spirit on a moment-to-moment basis?

An examination of the attributes of your body or breath will assist you in comprehending your changes to the environment, which in turn will assist you in becoming self aware, though not necessarily more comfortable initially. But in the long run, this will enable you to adapt to change without stress. It is this ability to adapt that Ayurveda and Yoga seek to promote. By knowing your own constitution and the qualities of the objects of your senses, you can predict how you will likely respond. With patience and perseverance, you can learn to prepare yourself for predictable changes of the seasons or changes in life that are foreseeable. By making Yoga and Ayurveda into a lifestyle, you will increase your capacity to ride the waves of life’s current.

The qualities of the ten pairs of opposites in relationship to the doshas:

1. Hot is most associated with the element fire and the dosha Pitta.

↑P  ↓K & V

Cold is associated with all the elements except fire. The gross elements of earth and water retain heat, while the subtle elements of air and ether disperse it.

↑K & V  ↓P

2. Wet is most associated with water and Kapha.

↑K (mildly P)  ↓V

Dry is an air quality related to Vata. All the elements are dry except water. Earth can hold water while the other elements tend to disperse it.

↑V  ↓K (mildly P)

3. Heavy is especially associated with earth and water elements. It strongly diminishes Vata and moderately diminishes Pitta.

↑K  ↓V & P

Light relates to fire, air and ether.

↑V & P  ↓K

4. Gross is associated with earth and water. It strongly diminishes Vata and moderately diminishes Pitta.

↑K  ↓V & P

Subtle is related to fire, air and ether. It strongly increases Vata and moderately increases Pitta.

↑V & P  ↓K

5. Dense relates to the earth.

↑K  ↓V & P

Flowing or liquidrelates to water and fire. It moderately decreases Kapha and strongly decreases Vata.

↑P  ↓V & K

6. Mobile (sometimes thought of as fast) is a quality of both air and fire. It strongly increases Vata and moderately increases Pitta.

↑V & P  ↓K

Static (considered as slow) is the quality of earth and water. Strongly decreases Vata and moderately decreases Pitta.

↑K  ↓V & P

7. Dull is the quality of earth and water. It strongly decreases Vata and moderately decreases Pitta.

↑K  ↓V &  P

Sharp or penetrating relates to fire, air and ether. Fire is the sharpest of substances. It strongly increases Pitta and moderately increases Vata.

↑P & V  ↓K

8. Soft is the quality of water. It strongly increases Kapha, moderately increases Pitta, and strongly decreases Vata.

↑K & P  ↓V

Hard is the qualities of air and earth. It strongly increases Kapha and Vata, mildly decreases Pitta.

↑V & K  ↓P

9. Smooth is a quality of water. It strongly increases Kapha, moderately increases Pitta, and strongly diminishes Vata.

↑K & P  ↓V

 Rough is a quality associated with air and earth. It increases Vata, strongly diminishes Kapha, and moderately decreases Pitta.

↑V  ↓P & K

10. Clear or light relates to fire, air, and ether. It strongly increases Vata, moderately increases Pitta, and decreases Kapha

↑V & P  ↓K

Cloudy or dark relates to earth and water.

↑K  ↓V & P

Summary of the Attributes

Cold/hot, wet/dry, heavy/light, gross/subtle, dense/flowing, static/mobile, dull/sharp, soft/hard, smooth/rough, cloudy, clear

Vata – cold, dry, light, subtle, flowing, mobile, sharp, hard, rough, clear Pitta – hot, slightly wet, light, subtle, flowing, mobile, sharp, soft, smooth, clear

Kapha – cold, wet, heavy, gross, dense, static, dull, soft, smooth, cloudy

Both Vata and Pitta share the attributes of light, subtle, mobile, sharp, and clear. Kapha and Pitta have in common the attributes of wet, liquid, soft, and smooth. Vata and Kapha have in common only the attribute of cold.

In Ayurvedic pulse diagnosis, the doshas are experienced as resembling the motions of three animals. Pitta is in continuous motion like a snake; Vata is disconnected with pauses like a frog jumping. Kapha is smooth, balanced motions likened to graceful motions of a swan on a calm lake.

Earth and water combine to form the Kapha dosha. Water and fire combine to form the Pitta dosha. Air and ether combine to form the Vata dosha.

We are all born with an inherent constitutional balance of these three doshas.

When they are in balance, they create a state of physical and psychological harmony, an experience of Yoga. When imbalanced, they create a sense of dis-ease.

Ether – cold, dry, light, subtle, liquid, mobile, sharp, soft, smooth, clear

Air – cold, dry, light, subtle, mobile, sharp, rough, hard, clear

Fire – hot, dry, light, subtle, mobile, sharp, rough, hard, clear

Water – cold, wet, heavy, gross, liquid, static, dull, soft, smooth, cloudy

Earth – cold, dry, heavy, gross, solid, static, dull, hard, rough, cloudy

Vata – The Principle of Motion

Vata is the combination of air and ether elements with air predominating over ether. The word Vata means “that which moves.” “Vata is the principle of movement in the body and the energy that governs biological movement in the body... Vata regulates breathing, all movements of the muscles and tissues, the heart muscle, and all biological movements, intracellular and extra cellular, including the single movements of the nerve impulses.”[1] It brings substances into the body, transports them to their beneficial sites for metabolism, and expels waste products from the tissues. It governs all life functions and manifests as the life force called Prana. The Yogic term Prana, and the more ancient term Vayu, are synonymous with the Ayurvedic term Vata. In the mind, it creates peace, open-mindedness, adaptability, intuition, and a higher intelligence concerned with Oneness. Vata governs the region from the waist down. Its home neighborhood is the pelvic cavity. It’s seat of balance is the colon.

While Vata’s principle function is to create motion, it also includes the primary characteristics from the twenty attributes of cold, dry, light, subtle, mobile, sharp, hard, rough, and clear. This is the most important of the doshas, for changes in it occur before all others. Bringing it to balance restores the system. Vata is divided into five functional forms – Prana, Udana, Samana, Apana, and Vyana. These are the same in Yogic and Ayurvedic literature.

Prana as the first subtype of Vata is more properly called Adya Prana, the primary prana. It governs intake and moves down from the head into the chest. In an imbalanced state, it is the root source of all disease and pain. It especially creates respiratory disorders, mental problems, neurological disorders and difficulties of the head, specifically the brain.

Udana Prana governs output and moves upward from the chest toward the head. In a spiritually-developed individual, Udana becomes elevated and transformed then renamed as Kundalini Shakti. Signs of this elevation are experiences of spiritual awakening, the direct knowledge of a higher power. On a biological level, Udana prana is responsible for diseases of the ears, nose, throat, speech problems, and diseases of the chest.

Samana Prana governs absorption. It rules the region of the abdomen and moves outward from there, spreading nutrients into the tissues throughout the body. It is involved in digestive problems, especially weak or irregular digestion, improper formation of tissues, anorexia, and diarrhea. It rules the liver, spleen, stomach, pancreas, and the upper section of the colon.

Apana Prana governs elimination. Its major motion is downward and outward thus creating excretion of waste through urine, feces and also the release that is sexual climax. With dysfunction, it creates constipation, menstrual problems, sexual dysfunctions, and problems with immunity.

Vyana Prana is the subtlest form of Vata and it rules circulation. It is connected with all diseases, especially circulatory problems, coldness of the extremities and motor problems. It is the subtle energy we call the aura.

In Yoga, we have practices for balancing our Vata qualities to promote natural biological rhythms like menstruation, sleep, and digestion, as well as practices to calm the mind, clarify perceptions, and elevate intuition. On the therapeutic level, these practices are used for osteoarthritis, motion sickness, poor circulation, hypoglycemia, epilepsy, and stress-generated diseases like hypertension, headaches, constipation, and insomnia. Psychologically, they can be adapted to address fear, anxiety, fatigue, self-confidence, improve memory, and to develop a stronger will power. My guru, Swami Muktananda, said that “If the body is weak, Prana flows in and out. When this is the case how can you find any joy in life?”[2]

Ayurveda works by calming the agitated dosha, restoring balance and returning the dosha to its home site. For instance, if Vata is aggravated, it may produce symptoms in different sites such as constipation, dull pain, dry cough, headache, and restlessness. While the doshas have their main region and home organ, they are all pervasive throughout the body. Each dosha produces symptoms that can be in any organ or tissue. Regardless of which dosha is imbalanced, balancing Vata and returning the pranas to their home region and function can rectify all other doshas. For this reason, all students need to have a sadhana that begins and concludes with Vata balancing.

Pitta – the Principle of Transformation

Pitta is the combination of fire and water, with fire as the predominant quality of this dosha. Pitta translates as “that which digests.” Its qualities are hot, penetrating, light, mobile, liquid, and slightly oily. Its most characteristic quality is that of transformation. It is most readily apparent as the energy creating body heat. Those persons who are seemingly unaffected by winter’s cold and wear T-shirts year round have strong Pitta in their constitution. It gives hair a natural luster and provides subtle oil to the skin to regulate body temperature. It is responsible for all chemical, metabolic reactions including those of the psyche. Pitta imparts the necessary heat for the individual’s constitution and regulates metabolic transformations to keep up the radiance of the body. Pitta not only nourishes, it also senses the breakdown of tissues as they are transformed back into waste material (ama). Ama is a malfunctioning digestive problem. It represents undigested food and the waste tissues formed as feces, urine and sweat. Pitta regulates the cycle rotating between nourishment and waste.

Pitta manifests as our hunger and thirst to stimulate and provide nourishment. Diminished Pitta is common as we age, and with it, a loss of the sense of thirst. Subtle signals of thirst must be retrained and cultivated. Thirst must be re-established to balance metabolism. This requires reminding oneself to drink frequently until the thirst reflex begins to naturally assert itself. In people over 40 this may take two months or more.

Pitta allows material and information to be changed into substances that are beneficial for the Life Force. It digests information and changes it into experiences and data that we can utilize. It governs digestion, assimilation, and nutrition. In its most subtle form, it manifests as Tejas, the fire that transforms yet nourishes. In the mind, it manifests as enthusiasm, vitality, interest, curiosity and love of life. Pitta governs the region from the diaphragm to the top of the pelvis. Its home neighborhood is the abdominal cavity and its seat of balance is the small intestine.

There are five subtypes of Pitta: Pachaka, Sadhaka, Alochaka, Bhrajaka, and Ranjaka.

Pachaka is the fire of digestion. It is responsible for absorption of nutrients in the small intestine. This is the primary form of Pitta and manifests as the digestive fire known as Agni. It moves similarly to Samana Prana, moving outward, distributing nutrients to our tissues. It also has a discriminating function that separates beneficial nutrients from those that are not healthy. In normal function, it destroys that which is not beneficial.

Sadhaka Pitta is located in the brain and is the light of right understanding and discrimination. Its root “sadh” means “to realize” as the word sadhana means the way to realization. Therefore, this form of Pitta creates the ability of the mind to realize the true Self. It functions on both a worldly level to direct us toward fulfilling personal goals and on the higher level for spiritual development. Similar to the movement of the primary Adya Prana, its primary movement is inward.

Alochaka Pitta is in the eyes and is responsible for visual acuity, perception of depth, color, size, and shape. When functioning well, vision is clear and the eyes are lustrous. In iridology, the science of iris analysis, the clarity of the iris reveals the health of the internal structures. Lack of clarity is seen with darkness or malformations of energy lines within the iris. Like Udana Prana, it moves upward and helps to promote a more spiritual vision of the world.

Bhrajaka Pitta is in the skin, giving it its temperature and color. It promotes absorption through the skin when using mineral waters, medicated oils or medicines applied to the skin. It is the heat that generates perspiration. It generates the warm of the body and promotes the glow we associate with our aura. It moves similarly to Vyana Prana and has an outward motion.

Ranjaka Pitta is in the liver and is responsible for the secondary level of digestion that takes place on the tissue level. It is the form of Pitta that gives color to the blood and waste products. It produces warmth in the blood and circulatory system. It moves similarly to Apana Prana in having a downward motion that can help to expel wastes.

Agni is an interrelated aspect of Pitta. It is the bodily fire that transforms foods into body tissues and information into knowledge and experience. The main site of Agni is in the small intestine. It’s name is Jatharagni and it is responsible for the primary level of digestion of food. From here, it feeds the other twelve subtypes of Agni situated throughout the body. If the primary Agni is low, other tissues and the mind suffer from lack of the ability to transform intake into useable products. Therefore, ama or waste products begin to accumulate which can damage the tissues by creating sluggish function, obstruction to the movement of fluids or loss of bodily heat.

The yoga practices for balancing Pitta energy promote a good appetite with strong digestive fire, heighten our enjoyment of life, and maintain the stability of our vitality. Therapeutically, these practices are used for inflammatory conditions such as arthritis, ulcer, colitis, acne, and sciatica. The psychological applications include conditions of anger, excessive self-criticism, dissatisfaction with life, and jealousy.

Kapha – the Principle of Stability

Kapha is the combination of earth and water elements, with water being the primary constituent. The word translates as “that which holds together.” Its qualities from the twenty attributes are cold, wet, heavy, gross, static, dull, and cloudy. Kapha governs tissue growth, strength, stability, and natural tissue resistance. It lubricates the joints in the form of synovial fluid, promotes coolness in the intestines and stomach as the mucosal lining, cools the skin as perspiration, gives vitality to the heart and lungs, and helps heal wounds. It governs growth, maintenance, and longevity on the cellular level, and stabilizes the auto-immune system to promote stamina. On the mental level, it promotes qualities such as patience, endurance, calmness, serenity, and devotion. Kapha governs the region from the head to the diaphragm. Its home region is the chest cavity and its seat of balance is the heart.

Kapha manifests in five forms as Avalambaka, Tarpaka, Bodhaka, Kledaka, and Shleshaka.

Avalambaka Kapha is the primary form of Kapha located in the chest, especially in the heart and in the vertebral column. Its name means “that which gives support.” It protects the vital organs of the heart and lungs and promotes ease of motion and stamina in the back. It is the storehouse of Kapha and all other forms are governed by its health. For example, clearing the chest of mucous has a longer lasting effect than clearing the symptomatic tissue of its increased Kapha. Avalambaka Kapha moves downward like Apana Prana and gives the feeling of being grounded with emotional and physical stability. When increased too much, it causes major diseases due to over-accumulation of tissue, hardening and excess mucous.

Kledaka Kapha is principally in the stomach as the form that moistens. It protects the stomach lining from the stomach acids and gases of Pachaka Pitta that are necessary for digestion. Thus, it has a discriminating factor in that it protects the stomach yet allows the fire to be strong enough to do its duty. It moves inward like Samana Prana to balance and discern what is beneficial from that which is potentially harmful.

Bodhaka Kapha is in the taste buds and mucous of the mouth. It protects the tissues from foods that are too hot or cold. It is the form that gives perception, especially of taste. Iced beverages and cold foods lessen this and diminish the effectiveness of digestion, which can contribute to slowed metabolism and a tendency for constipation. It moves like Udana Prana upward to promote self-awareness and enjoyment of the senses.

Tarpaka Kapha is in the brain and spinal cord as cerebral spinal fluid (CSF). It protects the brain from injury and also supplies nutrients to the nervous system. It is a form of water that promotes contentment (tripti). On the subtle side, it imparts calmness, happiness, and memory. Its primary motion is inward like Adya Prana and gives the feeling of contentment as arising from within oneself. It builds especially from regularity in meditation.

Shleshaka Kapha is in the joints and protects them from wear, providing smooth function of the skeletal joints. Its name means “that which gives lubrication” (the Sanskrit word “slish” means to be moist and sticky). It is synovial fluid and when healthy prevents arthritis. It moves outward like Vyana Prana regulating strength and stability in joint motions.

Optimal Kapha Balance

Good health is the natural outcome of a balanced Kapha quality. This is the biological goal for the Ayurvedic practitioner. The psychological goal achieved by Kapha balance is compassion and natural charity to help others.

“If you haven’t any charity in your heart, you have the worst kind of heart trouble.” 
Bob Hope[3]

For the Yogi, once Kapha is balanced, a veil over consciousness is lifted, revealing the underlying Spirit. The Yogi’s process of purification leads to the experiences of the mystic. The great Sufi poet Rumi describes this veil beautifully.

“Between God and his servant are just two veils, all other veils manifest from these two: health and wealth.

He who is healthy says, “Where is God? I don’t know and I don’t see.” As soon as he begins to suffer he says, “Oh God! Oh God!” He begins sharing his secrets with Him and talking to Him. So you see that health was his veil and God was hidden under his pain.
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