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Yoga: A Brief Introduction

I remember my spiritual guru telling us that yoga 
was not so much a series of physical positions as 
the science of mind-control and, thereby, also 

body control. As he pointed out, Patanjali actually 
defined yoga as Chitta Vritthi Nirodhaka, or that 
which controls the vagaries of the mind. Patanjali, 
for the uninitiated, was the author of Yoga Sutras, 
the most definitive work on the subject. 

 In an age and time when yoga is finding more 
and more adherents worldwide including India, 
and increasingly being associated with bodily 
exercises and difficult poses, this point cannot 
be overemphasised. Especially since asanas 
(positions in yoga) have become the defining 
feature of yoga for many. There is no doubt that 
so much of yoga is about superb physical mastery. 
And the breathtaking body-control these asanas 
indicate, have, in fact, been the reason why many 
have become attracted to it. 

 I recall legendary BKS Iyengar, founder of 
the Iyengar School of Yoga and one of its finest 
teachers telling me many years ago that many 
students come to him or his schools of yoga 
because the prospect of being able to twist and 
contort their body into those breathtakingly 
difficult positions fascinates them. He says he 
never tires of pointing out that “these asanas are 
indeed important but first, you have to learn to 
attain mind control and then you achieve control 
over your bodily processes.” I listened in awe and 
total respect. He himself conquered a debilitating 
disease and physical weakness in early life with 
sheer willpower and mastered all the intricacies 
of this art including its most difficult physical 
positions and mental processes and emerged one 
of its greatest teachers. 

 The word yoga also means union or merging. 
This science has also been defined as the union 
of body and mind; and by some teachers as the 
union of the individual mind with the cosmic or 

universal mind, i.e. that of God. In fact, yoga has 
always carried strong spiritual overtones. Naturally, 
with meditation and enlightenment being such 
important features. It was actually a customary 
part of the education at ancient gurukuls (schools). 
And their greatest exponents were always rishis 
(sages) and yogis (those who practise yoga). Their 
view was that yoga was a transformation of the 
inner self. Breath-control, meditation, and holding 
the body steady in certain positions or asanas 
were all part of that process. Control, in fact, is a 
key aspect of yoga––control of the breath, the 
body and the mind––which is why yogis did yoga 
best. Yoga was more about expanding the mind 
than shrinking the waist and hips as it is today 
with many students, but then people take to it for 
different reasons. 

  Some people take to it for spiritual purposes 
i.e. enlightenment and reaching a higher plane of 
being. Others take it only for physical fitness and 
the trim, supple, strong body it gives. Many are 
attracted by both benefits. Whatever the purpose 
or definition of yoga, the power and efficacy it 
provides are unquestionable. No wonder it is India’s 
hottest and healthiest export—and lucrative too, 
for many top teachers. Yoga has become so popular 
in USA, especially with the rich and famous, that 
its most successful teachers—riding the wave of 
a countrywide yoga mania—have lifestyles that 
rival that of the celebrities they teach! Surprisingly 
enough, not only humans but dogs too are being 
made to take to it by their yoga-enthusiast owners. 
There are westerners who use a version called Dog 
Yoga or ‘Doga’ in short, for their pet dogs!

 From stressed corporate professionals to 
homemakers, from students to super-successful 
showbiz persons, and from pregnant women to 
convalescents and senior citizens, yoga can help 
anyone. You just need to get a good teacher and 
have the right attitude. However, it is always better 
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to take some medical advice before 
embarking on yoga, especially if you are 
pregnant; a senior citizen; recovering 
from injury; or have any health condition 
diagnosed or suspected (especially back 
and neck problems). And after beginning, 
if you feel a lot of fatigue or intolerable 
pain, do inform your teacher and consult 
a doctor. 

 There are plenty of doctors today 
in India including psychiatrists who 
recommend yoga to their patients. 
Leading heart specialists, cancer experts, 
and heads of psychiatry at major mental-
health institutions recommend yoga 
as one of the means of coping with the 
pain and alleviating symptoms. Yoga 
is considered especially useful in the 
treatment of psychosomatic disorders. 

 Mainstream medical practitioners, who 
embrace alternative therapies and are best-selling 
authors like Dr. Andrew Weil and Dr. Dean Ornish, 
speak very positively of yoga. To give another 
example, the cardiac and rehabilitation centre at 
Cedars-Sinai Medical Centre uses yoga as one of 
the tools for helping heart patients. 

 Remember that yoga is not meant to stress 
you or tax your body. Don’t compare yourself 
with others—each one has his/her own rate of 
progression. You should never feel pressured 
to perform—making you aware of that is the 
teacher’s duty as well. 

 DIFFERENT SCHOOLS OF YOGA
The following are the major schools of yoga. 

Their basic goal is more or less the same and they 
all help you achieve mastery over body and mind. 
It is just the approach that is different. 

BKS Iyengar School of Yoga: Founded by B.K.S. 
Iyengar and headquartered in Pune, this school 
has adherents worldwide. It stresses proper body 
alignment and with precision. Here the asanas are 
held for a comparatively longer period of time.  

Bikram Yoga: A rather strenuous and 
demanding style, this one is the brainchild of 
Bikram Choudhary and often called hot yoga 

because of the way classes are generally held in 
heated rooms with (temperatures of about 100 
degrees) so the body can stretch without injury 
and release toxins easily. 

Ashtanga Yoga: This is again for very physically 
fit individuals being an intense, and fast-paced 
approach. It requires swift changes from one 
asana to another. 

Kripalu Yoga: This has been often described 
as meditation in motion since it emphasises 
extended periods of meditation and relaxation.  

Integral Yoga: An approach pioneered by 
Swami Satchidananda it is also the one used in 
Dr. Dean Ornish’s programme to reverse heart 
disease. A gentle yoga, it focuses the meditative 
aspect of yoga over the physical one. 

Kundalini Yoga: A style with a very spiritual 
orientation it aims to release the kundalini—
energy that remains coiled at the base of the 
spine. The energy is made to rise till it reaches the 
so-called ‘third eye’, the seat of all psychic energy, 
resulting in spiritual enlightenment. 

Artistic Yoga: This is well known yoga-teacher 
Bharat Thakur’s approach, which combines 
yogic exercises with cardiovascular exercises. 
He is working on devising yoga programmes for 
the aged and the pregnant and one targeted at 
corporate professionals called desktop yoga. r
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