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Sukhita Yoga introduction 
 
What is Sukhita Yoga? 
 
Sukhita Yoga is an approach to yoga and movement in general with mindfulness at 
the very heart of it, meaning you work with your mind as much as your body. It gives 
a way of bringing your 1st (logical, conceptual, problem solving) brain and your 
2nd (intuitive, feeling, emotional) brain into balance.  
 
Whilst we have become skilled at using our 1st brain to rationalise, obfuscate, plan, 
verbalise, procrastinate and plain deny what we really need to learn (our “doing 
mind”), our 2nd brain has no such capacity. This 2nd brain is our intuitive, non-
rational, non-logical, non-conceptual intelligence that is completely non-verbal 
expressing itself through the felt experience of our senses (our “being mind”).  It tells 
it as it is, it doesn’t know how to lie. 
 
What mindfulness is and isn’t 
 
Mindfulness is a process of paying attention to yourself, your environment and those 
around you. By so doing, you become aware of your behaviour and interactions, 
giving you the opportunity to respond more skilfully to events in your life and to past 
patterns of behaviour. This natural state of awareness can be learned by anyone 
regardless of cultural or religious background.  
 
Mindfulness is not a quick fix. It is in the practice that its benefit is developed (rather 
than the teaching in class) since it is not in the intellectual understanding but in the 
direct experiencing that learning occurs. The approach therefore is one of instruction 
rather than therapy. 
 
Recommended viewing/reading 
 

1. On neural plasticity/our capacity to change at any age 
 

a. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8rRzTtP7Tc  
 

2. What is mindfulness? 
a. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbi4lq77YVE (a little overlong 

but the last interview is informative) 
 

3. Hugh Poulton’s articles in Yoga Magazine 
 

a. http://bit.ly/1KruOT4  
 

b. http://bit.ly/1Lx2ahb 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8rRzTtP7Tc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbi4lq77YVE
http://bit.ly/1KruOT4
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Sukhita Yoga is fully integrated with mindfulness 
 
More than a subtle awareness of the physical body, what we mean by "integrated" is 
working with mental states, (e.g. fear, anxiety, boredom, anticipation, excitement) 
expressed in the body. We start by developing the capacity to “softly listen” to the 
felt experience caused by constantly changing mind states. This reveals the reactions 
in the body as a map of our mind.   
 

1. Hugh Poulton’s article in Yoga Magazine 
a.  http://bit.ly/1dFkQA0  

 
What happens? 
 
When you start to listen, connect and communicate using both your 1st and 2nd 
brain you gain a toolkit to self-reference with all your natural intelligence wherever 
you are and whatever you are doing. With this comes the recognition that we are 
often self-limiting and the choice is ours to do something different. 
  
Why do this? 
 
It enables us to recognise the impact mental states expressed in the body have on 
the experience of lightness, flexibility, balance and ease. We then develop the 
capacity to work with our mind through the body and our body through the 
mind. This gives the student a mode of self-referencing that shows them how to 
work with their mind guided by the experience in their body. As this develops it in 
turn shows how to work with limitation and blockage in the body through the mind 
and the practice becomes self-teaching, self-correcting and self-healing. 
 
How? 
 
The SUKHITA YOGA approach is based on general principles and a tension release 
process. It is very dynamic yet non-aggressive, requiring an implicit compassion 
which minimises the possibility of injury in physical practice whilst supporting 
expansion to the limit of our capacity.  
 

  

http://bit.ly/1dFkQA0
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IYM Principles 
 
There are general SUKHITA YOGA principles and cultivating these in the student is 
the role of the teacher. They are as follows: 
 

 
 
There are 6 supporting mental approaches. The effort to maintain these requires 
energy and purpose not being complacent and lazy. They bring us into balance with 
the reality we’re in and in so doing give us confidence to accept the truth however 
imperfect. They are based on the attitudinal foundations of mindfulness by Jon 
Kabat-Zinn and apply to dynamic physical practice in the same way as a mindfulness 
practice where the body remains still. They are: 
 

 
 
1. Beginner’s mind 
 
This is about staying present with this moment’s experience, not anticipating or 
expecting it to be a particular way. It is a state of openness and acceptance, however 
it is. This approach has no place for should’s, ought’s, must’s or can/can’ts, 
want/don’t wants. The beginner’s mind retains a sense of curiosity even when things 
are not as we would wish and is often accompanied with a feeling of not knowing. 
 
  

General Principles 
1. Balance in mind and body is only experienced in the present 
2. When our mind is tight, we are disconnected from the present 
3. Tightness in the mind brings tightness in the body and vice versa 
4. Releasing unnecessary tension in the body and mind brings us back into 

balance and the present 
5. Only in the present can we take responsibility for our choices 
6. The purpose of the practice is to develop a relationship to tension 

 

6 Supporting Mental Approaches 
1. Beginner’s mind 
2. Trust 
3. Acceptance 
4. Non-striving 
5. Patience 
6. Non-judging 
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2. Trust 
 
Balance is a state of trust; it’s what is left when we release everything (unnecessary 
tension) that takes us out of balance. In the physical practice it is marked by freedom 
of breath, freedom of the spine and release in the lower back. All the structural 
support and energy we need here comes from the employment of the Bandhas and 
Ujjayi.  
 
The absence of trust is often expressed as a closure across the heart which in turn 
compromises the balance in the lower back and is compensated for by the use of 
strength to hold the body when it is out of balance.  
 
Our practice helps show us how to take responsibility for ourselves rather than 
expect someone else to do this for us; when we make mistakes we can use this 
experience to refine our approach building and refining our 2nd brain intelligence. 
This responsibility includes our own mind states such as our thoughts, emotions and 
opinions. It is particularly important that as a teacher we do not take this 
responsibility away from our students either through the way we adjust or by 
restricting what we invite them to experience (see contraindications handout). 
 
3. Acceptance  
 
Acceptance means not holding on/letting be (rather than letting go which can have a 
sense of rejection / getting rid of). Here we are looking to: accept the present for 
what it is now; avoid comparisons with others; find inspiration in diversity and what 
can be learned here; be content with the present but not complacent. Acceptance is 
not the same as resignation, tolerance, complacency or approval but is about your 
relationship to the present moment experience. 
 
Acceptance is felt as an absence of tension inside our head, around the brain. When 
there is tension inside our head this often means we have an aversion or addiction to 
what is going on. The tension release process is key here to work with tension in the 
head. Release of this tension changes the aversion or addiction to acceptance so that 
we are not so invested emotionally in outcomes. This creates a feeling of 
spaciousness which helps us take things less personally and encourages greater 
clarification for action if any. 
 
4. Non-striving 
 
When we strive to make something different to how it is we have stopped listening 
to how it is unfolding naturally and substituted the belief that there is something 
wrong with how things are right now. We need to remain open to what the present 
has to teach us and learn to trust in our capacity to respond appropriately. Striving is 
expressed in the physical practice as excessive effort and often has a direct impact 
on our pattern of breathing. 
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Non-striving has the following qualities: 
 
Effortless effort is about the ego getting out of the way: rather than doing the 
practice it is about being the practice. In the physical practice we want to give 
ourselves permission to be light allowing gravity to do the lifting.  Thoughts are 
heavy and we can feel this with the accompanying sensation of weight and tension 
when we have not taken responsibility for our minds attention. When we force 
postures we lose the awareness that would allow them to be naturally and freely 
expressed.  If we stretch beyond what is helpful, we achieve a short-term gain that is 
lost later. Non- striving is the capacity to stay at the edge of tension and work at the 
release of this tension allowing the body to move more deeply into the posture 
without a sense of pushing or pulling. We need to make less physical effort to 
achieve more. It’s all the other way round!  
 
Intelligent strength comes from the integration of 1st and 2nd brain intelligence. For 
the most part it is an experiential recognition that muscular effort is focused on the 
alignment and support of our joints rather than to hold body weight. An example of 
how is in the experience of stability with flexibility.  
 
Attention/ intention/ tension is about releasing the tension of striving; being 
attentive to the earth element; cultivating the tension in the Bandhas. This requires 
soft listening and 1st brain to establish our intention. 
 
Fearlessness comes from being in a state of non-tension. This is about balance of 
mind rather than suppression of fear. 
 
5. Patience 
 
The way it is, however it is, is helped along with curiosity and a sense of humour. 
This is about accepting limitation, turning towards the difficult, including working 
with anything that not as we would wish it to be. In the physical practice it is about 
surfing the edge of tension, seeing our impulse to push though and releasing to our 
natural capacity. When we practice with patience we are not expecting any 
particular outcome. We are just listening openly to what is happening and allowing it 
to unfold in its own time even if it’s not what we want. It is a state of ease. When we 
try to be patient rather than being patient this becomes forbearance and tolerance 
and restraint in the face of provocation has a feeling of tension behind it. 
 
6. Non-judging 
 
Non-judging is about not holding onto automatic reactions to experiences and to 
listening to the way things are rather than insisting on something being a particular 
way. It is very easy to label as “good” or “bad”, to automatically react to experiences 
grabbing hold of or pushing them away. In so doing we have given away our balance. 
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Judging and criticising are 1st brain activities and rely on past and future referencing. 
At these times we are not in the present moment experience. 
 
When we are ruthlessly honest with ourselves we witness the body as a map of our 
mind – mental states such as frustration, jealousy, envy, pride, disappointment, 
expectation, anticipation, motivation, calmness are no longer hidden.  
 
When we find ourselves judging or criticising we need to just recognise we are doing 
it, smile and forgive ourselves. It is so tempting to believe that the shape of a yoga 
posture is the absolute expression of success. You only have to go onto Youtube to 
see that there is a continuum between yoga and contortionism. What is the right 
pose? The only answer is internal, invisible to others – “is your mind and body in 
balance?”  
 
Underpinning the physical practice are the intention, attention principles.  
 

 
 
 

Intention, attention, tension principles 
 

1. Construct the posture from the Bandhas; when the body is without 
tension they are the source of structure and support.  

2. Locate the Earth element and maintain your attention there. 
3. Move from the Bandhas to create each posture. 
4. Breathe freely using the Ujjayi breath. 
5. Maintain balance throughout the posture including all transitions rather 

than focusing on shape. 
a. Become familiar with the lower back as the barometer for tension 

elsewhere in mind and body;  
b. working from the Bandhas in balance means you will never force 

through tension (as soon as tension arises the movement is 
arrested). 

6. Keep using the tension release process.  
a. With soft listening we can be aware of the four elements checking 

us in to how we are: 
i. Earth:  provides support 

ii. Water:  shows our fluidity (internal smoothness of muscles 
moving, released fascia)  

iii. Wind: our breathing, Ujjayi 
iv. Fire: internal heat, sense of vitality 
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The value of the Mona Lisa smile1 : experimental evidence in 1988 confirmed the 
facial feedback hypothesis  that a purely physical facial change / movement, 
involving only certain facial muscles, can influence emotional experience. For 
example, an individual who is forced to smile during a social event will actually come 
to find the event more of an enjoyable experience. 
 

  

                                                 
1   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facial_feedback_hypothesis#Experimental_confirmation

Tension release process 
 

1. Soft listening to tune into the body and mind. 
 

2. Use 6R’s and DROPSS to return to a state of soft listening 
a. Mona Lisa smile, it’s not about happiness, it’s about releasing the 

tension of striving both in your face and around your brain 
creating a mind that is more uplifted and alert; 

b. laugh at the crazy attachments of your old habits (fearfulness, 
grumpiness, anxiety and the I can’t do it mind etc) and lovingly 
release the tension that they create and experience the change in 
your practice. 

 
3. Physically 

a. Cultivating Moola Bandha gives a route to sublimate tension into 
energetic support and physical release. 

b. Micro-roll the inner thighs, creating support and stability without 
tension, and releasing the top of the buttocks so freeing the 
sacrum to move; 

c. soften the backs of the knees without bending, to release the hips; 
d. allow tension-free arches to form distributing weight throughout 

the body particularly in your feet, and with the Bandhas and heart 
as keystones to the arches created between the feet, hands and 
feet and hands. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facial_feedback_hypothesis#Experimental_confirmation
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The Lite Meditation Cycle: The 6 R’s  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  

Release 
(your attention 

from the 
distraction) 

Expect to  
Repeat this 
many 100’s of 

times 

Recognise 
(your mind has 
wandered from 

the object or  
task) 

Relax 
(Any tension in 

your head and the 
rest of your body) 

Smile 
(Lift the corners of 

your mouth and 
eyes) 

Return 
(to your object or 
task of attention) 

 

 

The ‘Lite’  
 

Mindfulness cycle 

If the same thought or image returns persistently, 
then the chances are you are lost in rumination, 

just LAUGH (literally) at minds tricks 
and complete the cycle again. 

 
DROPSS: Don’t Resist Or Push, Soften and Smile 

 
from the teaching of Bhante Vimalaramsi  

Tranquil Wisdom Insight Meditation 
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Body Scan for Yoga  
 
The Body Scan for Yoga is an exercise in sense withdrawal where we are choosing to 
direct mind’s awareness away from external stimuli and towards the internal 
response of the body. As such it does not require any physical activity, movement or 
adjustment. Unlike Yoga Nidra, its purpose is not to relax, although it might be 
relaxing on occasions and is often commented to be so by clients. Rather the 
practice of the body scan is an act of investigation and self-study. 
 
The Body Scan for Yoga is a really useful practice to develop the capacity to 
purposely direct attention at will around the body being aware of sensations as they 
arise in the body. This includes energetic enquiries around the Bandhas (MB (gender 
specific) and UB), releasing the lower back, releasing the shoulders and opening the 
heart, rolling the inner thighs, and placing attention in the earth element. Creating 
an inner mapping of different parts of the body in this way gives clarity to working 
with the “intention, attention and tension” principles in dynamic practice. 
 
Key teaching points 
 

• There is no right or wrong experience in the Body Scan for Yoga. 
• There is only right awareness; a collected rather than concentrated mind that 

is aware of the process and the instructions throughout. 
• The mind and thoughts etc are one of our senses. 
• The Body Scan for Yoga is about checking into how things are; it does not 

have to be pleasant or enjoyable; it is an act of honesty / truthfulness.  
• Staying with whatever the experience is in the body and not trying to change 

it is an important building block for accepting the present moment 
experience without attachment.  

• Recognising the expression of mental states (e.g. uncertainty, dislike, 
boredom, elation, anger, joy) in the body giving access to intuitive 
intelligence (2nd brain) without the filtering of the 1st brain (the rationalising, 
conceptualising problem fixing brain). 
 

The role of the teacher is to facilitate clients’ investigation and self-study, leaving 
enough time for them to feel for themselves the internal response of the body 
(rather than simply concentrating on the teacher’s voice) and not leaving too long a 
gap between instructions (as this invites minds to wander). This is about cultivating 
soft listening just for the extent necessary for knowledge and awareness. Some tips:  
 

• Do not imply an outcome or correct response. Do not suggest what feeling 
‘should’ be present, such as: ‘feel the hardness of the shin bone’. 

• Try not to imply a mode of action such as: ‘breathe into the feeling, breathe 
out and relax away’; instead use words such as: ‘as best as you can, notice / 
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feel / observe’ whatever is being experienced in that moment, and in that 
part of the body.    

 
The Body Scan for Yoga can be instantaneous or up to an hour long. If spending 
some time on the practice, determine how long you have and then divide the time 
by six, this is the time for each of the four limbs, the torso and the head. An 
instantaneous practice may be sitting, lying down or standing. Where a longer 
practice is planned it is important to get everyone as comfortable as possible with 
their lower backs in natural curvature. Use rolled up mats to encourage this, 
demonstrate so no one feels inadequate.  
 
Beware of the possibility of trauma. This could be physical injury (e.g. car crash), 
trauma from childbirth or physical abuse. Keep observing the room, watch peoples 
reaction, feel what’s going on. Invite clients to come back to the breath if they feel 
any area of challenge or difficulty. 
 

 
 

Body Scan for Yoga 
 
Settle yourself into a comfortable position, establishing the body in balance with 
your lower back released. Connect to your breathing where it is clearest to you, 
perhaps deep in the abdomen, higher up in the chest, at the back of the throat or 
at the tip of the nose and know how the breath is. You do not have to force the 
breath or make it be any particular way, but allow it so to speak to breathe you.  
 
In a few moments after some further instruction we are going to use the breath 
as a vehicle to move our attention into different parts of our body. You do not 
have to do anything other than be aware of sensation. Perhaps there will be 
feelings of: hardness; softness; continuity; temperature; stabbing; tearing; 
picking; pins and needles; glowing pushing; holding or nothing at all. Just witness 
what is there, whether it is pleasant / unpleasant or neutral.  Some sensations 
may have no easy word to describe them, this does not matter. If there is an 
absence of sensation, simply be aware of this when it occurs. Also be aware of 
the texture of the mind:  be curious about whether it feels held; open, hard; soft; 
restless; sleepy; clear; alert; contracted; or expansive. 
 
If your mind becomes distracted, notice that it has moved off task. Recognise 
this, release away from the distracting thought/sensation, gently smile and 
return to the part of the body we are sensing. You may need to do this many 
times, it is the nature of mind to move and the work of mindfulness to notice 
this. Congratulate yourself for becoming aware. 
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Now with your attention resting with your breathing, as you breathe out, allow 
your breath to travel down your left leg to your left big toe. As you breathe in, 
smile, experiencing whatever sensations are present in your big toe, there may 
not appropriate words to describe it. As you breathe out, smile and soften any 
tension inside your head around your brain and around the outside of any body 
sensation and move your attention to your small toe. 
 
As you breathe out release away and feel the toes between your toes, the spaces 
between your toes, the upper part of your foot, the sole of your foot, the heal in 
contact with the floor and areas of the heal not in contact with the floor. Now be 
aware of the whole of your foot, just as it is and know that it is this awareness of 
contact that this is where we place our attention when we practice the standing 
postures.   
 
As you breathe out, release away and come to feeling the left calf and then the 
shin. As best you can feel areas of softness and areas that are firmer. As you next 
breathe out, release away and come up into the left knee cap and the back of the 
knee. How do they feel? Breathing out, release away and move your attention to 
the muscles of the left thigh and then narrow your focus to the thigh bone. How 
does it feel? As you next breathe out release away and come up into the left hip 
and know how it is. As you breathe out release away and travel across your pelvis 
to your right hip and as you breathe out the next time let you breath guide your 
attention to your right big toe. Repeat the guidance as for the left side. 
 
Now expand your attention to include your pelvis and left hip and then the sitting 
bones. Hold the whole of your pelvic girdle in your awareness with the organs of 
digestion and procreation. As you next breathe out allow your attention to settle 
inwards to the place where we have an inner core, in yoga known as the 
Bandhas. For men this is lifting the perineum, the muscle between the legs and 
for women it a lifting in the area of the pelvic floor specifically the perineum and 
a gathering in and up around the area of the cervix. As best you can, rest with 
your awareness here, feel these areas. * Notice how if our hips are free, they 
tuck under just a little encouraging your lower abdomen to draw in. Now expand 
your awareness to your inner thighs. In dynamic practice this is area we micro-
roll inwards. Feel without moving how this might be and be aware as best you 
can of any sensation of tension or release of tension in your buttocks and lower 
back leaving the inner core or Bandhas clearer to see. As you breathe out if your 
back feels open and free this know this is the feeling of balance in dynamic 
practice. 
As you next breathe out feel as best you can how your inner core might gather in 
and up and be aware of how this might affect feelings in your spine and ribcage. 
As you breathe out allow your awareness of the inner core or Bandhas to soften 
and breathing in become aware of the whole of your rib cage. As you breathe out 
know how it feels different. 
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It may sometimes be helpful to introduce moving subtly/energetically in the specific 
areas relevant to dynamic practice. Here is a suggested Body Scan for Yoga Variation. 
 

Breathing out release away and as you breathe in feel the tops of the shoulders, 
their width. Expand your awareness to include the space in front, around and 
behind the heart.  
As you breathe out release away from the shoulders and follow your breath 
down your arms to the palms of your hands. Be aware of the sensation here as 
you breathe in and out. As you next breathe out release from the palms and let 
your attention travel back up your arms through the shoulders to the back of 
your throat. Connect here to the contraction at the back of your throat creating 
the Ujjayi breath. Cultivate the Ujjayi breath as you breathe in and out.  
As you next breathe out release away maintaining the Ujjayi breathing and be 
aware of the feeling in your face, the soft tissue around your mouth and now 
your jaw. Be aware of your facial expression, the feeling of the corners of your 
mouth and the corners of your eyes. As you next breathe out release away and 
feel the sensation inside your head around your brain. Breathing out release 
away and move your attention to feeling the hair on your head.   
 
Feel the crown of your head 
Now as you breathe in smile, and see how you become aware of the whole of 
your body in a quiet listening way. 
[Option to extend into alternate nostril breathing] 
Now narrow your focus to the crown of the head and to a place the size of a 10 
pence piece. As you breathe in feel the air coming in through the nose, filling the 
head with air and moving up to this place and then releasing. Repeat a couple 
more times until you are ready to allow the crown of the head to open and 
release the air through the top of your head. Breathe in through the top of your 
head and then release the air down through your body and out through your 
fingers and toes. Then breathe in through your fingers and toes and out through 
the top of your head. Repeat a couple more times.  Now as you breathe in allow 
the breath to settle, softly smile and see how you become aware of the whole of 
your body in a quiet listening way. 
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Body Scan for Yoga Variation 
 
*Notice how if our hips are free, they tuck under just a little encouraging your 
lower abdomen to draw in. Now expand your awareness to your inner thighs. 
Gently micro-roll the inner thighs inwards. As best you can feel any sensation of 
tension or release of tension in your buttocks and lower back, leaving the inner 
core or Bandhas clearer to see. As you breathe out allow your lower back to 
soften, reducing tension; if your back feels open and free know this is the feeling 
of balance in dynamic practice. 
As you next breathe out as best you can gather in and up the inner core/Bandhas 
and feel the effect in your spine and ribcage. As you breathe in become aware of 
the whole of your rib cage; as you breathe out know how it feels different. 
 
As you breathe in allow the tops of the shoulders to soften, smile into them and 
feel how they widen and the heart softens. Be aware of the space in front, 
behind and around the heart; in yoga we look to open and expand here. As you 
breathe out release away from the shoulders and follow your breath down your 
arms to the palms of your hands. Be aware of the sensation here as you breathe 
in and out. As you next breathe out release from the palms and let your attention 
travel back up your arms through the shoulders to the back of your throat. 
Connect here to the contraction at the back of your throat creating the Ujjayi 
breath. Cultivate the Ujjayi breath as you breathe in and out.  
 
As you next breathe out release away maintaining the Ujjayi breathing release 
away and be aware of the feeling in your face, the soft tissue around your mouth 
and now your jaw. Be aware of your facial expression, the feeling of the corners 
of your mouth and the corners of your eyes. Softly smile and feel the sensation 
inside your head around your brain. Allow this to soften, smile inside your head. 
Breathing out release away and move your attention to feeling the hair on your 
head.  Feel the crown of your head. Now as you breathe in smile, and see how 
you become aware of the whole of your body in a quiet listening way. 
 
If you are sitting you can move straight into alternate nostril breathing. If you are 
lying down, invite clients to take a deliberate breath in and out, to wriggle fingers 
and toes and take a mild stretch above their heads. Then invite them in their own 
time and without rushing to gradually make their way up to sitting and continue. 
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General teaching points for mindfulness  
 
….dependant on experience 
 
The Body Scan and breathing meditations are exercises in sense withdrawal where 
we are choosing to direct minds awareness away from external stimuli and towards 
the internal response of the body. It develops a form of collected concentration. At 
all times the meditator is aware that they are meditating and aware of the 
instructions.   
 

1. Seeing ourselves lost in autopilot. 
2. Recognising mindfulness begins again and again with accepting the 

responsibility to become more aware. 
3. Awareness and acceptance of our present moment experience is the practice 

a. Being conscious of the feel of our body brings us back into the 
present, releasing tension allows us the spaciousness for acceptance 
to arise. 

4. Attending to our physical body shows how busy our mind has been and how 
easily we have been distracted. There can be relief from this constant activity 
each time we come back into the body.  

a. Being clear about intention / attention and releasing tension helps 
bring the mind to acceptance and responsibility 

5. Making a friend of the monkey mind with its rush to criticise, judge and 
comment on experience helps us see how the mind in this state conditions 
our reactions to everyday experience and interactions. 

a. The I can’t / I don’t like mind is often a limitation far greater than any 
physical restriction in yoga. 

b. Our enjoyment of the present is often masked by thoughts about: 
i. Not believing we deserve pleasure 

ii. Being too busy 
iii. Comparing   
iv. Being lost in our thoughts 

6. Acceptance is the absence of wanting to hold onto or push away our 
experience, awareness of the present moment shows we are most distracted 
when we try to hold onto or push away or escape from experience.   

a. When we are disappointed or irritated with our practice 
b. When we want to repeat an experience that felt different 

i. In the wanting, we create the striving that moves us away 
from the release we need.  

c. Being aware of our automatic thoughts, making friends of them. 
Recognising old favourites. 

7. Relating differently to experience:  allowing it just to be without judging it or 
trying to make it different.  Another aspect / expression of acceptance. 
DROPSS 
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8. Thoughts are merely thoughts, not facts.  
a. Don’t identify with your mind. Sadness is sadness, it is not ‘my 

sadness’ 
b. Notice patterns of thoughts 

i. Don’t need to question or seek alternatives just allow yourself 
to stand back from them 

ii. Recognising patterns is the essential first step to not holding 
onto them. 

c. Persistent thoughts investigate with curiosity and kindness (smiling 
and softening) 

9. Use a breathing space to create spaciousness around whatever’s happening 
gives you the space to choose your response. 

10. Awareness of tension around your brain, inside your head whenever the 
mind becomes engaged and absorbed without awareness. This is related to 
the aversion to or grabbing onto the object of attention. 

11. Observing tension building in mind and body 
12. Seeing the separation of physical sensation and the mind’s response. 

 
 
These are our observations from our own practice. They don’t need to be learnt but 
rather they are pointers to be explored through your own practice. It is from this 
place that they will naturally occur in your teaching. This underlies the importance of 
maintaining a regular practice and in daily life.    
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Working with the Bandhas 
 
Locating the Bandhas 
 
Locating the Bandhas to one’s own satisfaction can be a frustrating experience. 
These exercises cultivate awareness to help: 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
From these simple exercises, it is possible to comprehend the connection between 
breath and the Bandhas. In order to consciously cultivate this, practise the following: 
 

1. Sit comfortably, with the spine free of any support, each vertebra stacked one 
above the other in balance; breathe out fully, and then some more. The effort of 
the last stage activates the physical Bandhas, the sensation of the muscle 
between the legs lifting and the lower abdomen being drawn in (Moola Bandha) 
and the rest of the abdomen firming inward but not aggressively so (Uddhiyana 
Bandha). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Pinching the nose almost closed, blow, the effort activates the Bandhas in a 
similar way. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

3. Place the thumb deep into the mouth and use the back of the tongue to push 
the tip of the thumb to the roof of my mouth. Suck hard, and feel the Bandhas 
engage again. This action of the tongue is similar to that required to generate the 
Ujjayi breath. The connection between Ujjayi and Bandhas is seen. 
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Moving from the Bandhas and the earth element 
 
Moving from the Bandhas is undoubtedly a strange concept, and if we think about it 
too much we get caught in the idea of it and not the feel of it. 
 
Once we are happy with locating the Bandhas we rapidly become familiar with the 
sense of deep-seated subtle tension that accompanies their activation. It is this 
subtle tension we attend to when moving.  Because it is subtle and not gross, this 
tension can only guide the body movement whilst there is no resistant tension in the 
body. As soon as this resistance is present further body movement is arrested.  
 
Moving from the Bandhas is actually instinctive and natural and can be applied to 
daily life just as much as yoga practice. If fact it is one of the activities which defines 
taking ‘yoga off the mat’ and into daily life. All movement is helpfully thought of as 
relative to our spine. For instance in a forward bend the Bandhas are drawn into the 
spine. If no movement were allowed, this would create subtle tension in the lower 
back and to release this the heart moves in the direction of the intended bend.  
 
There are three key benefits to this: 
 

• The body is allowed to explore the full range of joint movement without 
undue strain 

• To move at all, unnecessary tension in the body needs to be released. (This 
is why using the medial rotation of the inner thighs is critical to establishing 
stability and strength in the postures without tension). This excess tension 
is intimately linked to our state of mind and so gives a dynamic way of 
acknowledging and working with different mind states 

• This tension is released by allowing the body and mind to be in balance. 

 Sit upright on the floor, spine relaxed, with straight legs, spread wide with feet 
dropping out.  Deliberately tighten all the muscles between the knees and lower 
ribs, thighs, quads, buttocks, anus, groin, genitals, abdomen and the muscles 
around the spine. Maintaining this, place your attention on the inner thighs and 
gently roll them towards the floor (medial rotation) so the feet become vertical.  
In spite of the effort, notice that it is almost impossible to maintain the tension: 
thighs soften, the buttocks noticeably so. Looking carefully, be aware of tension 
remaining deep within the body, from the pelvic floor to up in front of the spine, 
the lower abdomen remains firm, and there is a quiet tension in the abs, but it is 
not aggressive.  Notice that other than that, everything has released, everything 
that is except the Bandhas. The connection between rolling the inner thighs 
backward and releasing unnecessary tension is felt.  The ability to isolate the 
tension of the Bandhas from other tension in the body is a fundamental part of 
this practice. 
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Balance in the body is expressed by a sense of openness and tension-free lower 
back. 
 
Impact of the earth element 
 
When we place our mind’s attention in the earth element we define which parts of 
our body are providing our foundation and which are free to move to maintain 
balance. So each asana is created by: 
 

• Our initial intention that is the orientation of the body. 
• The placing of our attention in the earth element 
• Moving the Bandhas appropriately 

 
It is time to stop practising if the Bandhas or Ujjayi together cannot be maintained.  
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Postures and sequences 
Salute to the Sun Classic form 
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Salute to the sun modified for restrictions in hips and shoulders 
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Salute to the Sun modified for head staying above heart
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Short Form making up 8 min practice with salute to the sun 
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Additional Postures to the 8 min form making a 15 min practice  
Use legs up the wall variation of Shoulderstand only. 
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Additional postures making a 20 min practice 
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Post Salute to the Sun postures making up the 20 min practice 
Use legs up the wall variation for Shoulderstand only 
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Post Salute to the Sun 30 min practice. Only use the variations for Shoulder-
stand and Headstand detailed in “long form 30 min sequence with variations” diag. 
. 
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Backbend postures 
 
Always use the Bandhas particularly Uddhiyana Bandha to support your back and 
focus on tension free balance rather than making shapes which can create strain.  
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Long form 30 min sequence with variations 
Use the variations for Shoulderstand and Headstand only. 
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SUKHITA YOGA Adjustments 
 
Before each class it is essential that you check into how you are. Use your commute 
to the class as an opportunity to tune in to what is going on. Be aware of tension 
held in the body and mind, particularly if you are late for whatever reason. If you are 
driving, relax the tension in your hands on the wheel. If cycling, use the bandhas to 
isolate the effort of the legs from your shoulders. If walking, walk from the bandhas 
allowing your body to follow in balance. 
 
It is very helpful to start each class with a period of transition from daily life to a 
formal practice. Take this opportunity to come into contact with how you feel and 
invite your students to do the same.  
 
It’s important that your personal situation, whatever it is, does not impact on the 
way you adjust clients or in what they experience. Equally it is important that 
whatever the client is working with does not land on you. 
 
If life has been challenging recently, ask yourself if it is appropriate to physically 
adjust anyone in the class today or not. 
 
Protecting yourself psychologically 
 
The approach you take is often a matter of personal preference. You might choose to 
have a protective bubble around you, or an imagined hand, held palm forward or a 
mirror reflecting any energy from the student back to them. The imagery doesn’t 
matter, it’s the intention and awareness behind it that helps. 
 
Working with potential trauma  
 
It’s easy to make assumptions about the way we run our classes, particularly if what 
we do has an element of routine about it. 
 
Whilst physical limitations are often (but not always) visible, it’s unlikely that clients 
working with mental challenges will show any outward signs, and given the stigma 
many feel around this they may be reluctant to share their situation with you 
initially. 
 

• How accepting are you of someone leaving the class for a few minutes and 
ask yourself how easy is it for them to do so? 

• Ask before touching and continue to listen to a client’s body language in 
case he/she said yes to please you and would actually prefer you not to 
touch. Don’t surprise people approaching from their blind side. 

• Place one finger first and judge their reaction. 
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• Where ever possible use the back of your hand or finger rather than the 
palm and fingertip (it’s less personal to you and them). 

• Check in with new clients after the class, and ask open questions about 
their experience: “how did you get on?” rather than “did you enjoy the 
class?” 

• Give an alternative to closing eyes (soften your gaze, particularly during 
relaxation). Think for a moment about this. Some abuse scenarios involve 
the dark and being told to relax.  

• Give alternatives to guided imagery if you use it (e.g. or you can stay with 
your breath).  

 
Preparation before adjusting 
 
Knowing where you are: 
 

• Make sure there is sufficient space for you and the student to move freely 
and look out for hazards:  
 

 Towels 
 Straps / blocks 
 Pools of sweat / water (from spilt water bottles) 
 Other students (including those walking around or falling over 

(in spite of being told to wait for assistance). 
 

• Ask yourself if the falling circle is clear. 
 

• If necessary reposition the client to suit the adjustment and your needs. 
 

• Do you the teacher have sufficient support? 
 

o Do you need to be next to the wall? 
o Is there room to step back? 

 
• Remember an adjustment should not require your strength. 

 
• Be clear about your intention before touching or speaking. 

 
o If there is any ambiguity this will be felt by your client. 
o If you are not sure what will help, do not adjust. 
o If you are exploring certain possibilities explain this verbally. 
o Always assist in a way that allows the client to retain responsibility for 

the posture and their body / support even if they don’t appear to 
want to. 
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o What is your mind state? Is your wish to correct / help them greater 
than their wish to be helped or more than their body needs right 
now? 
 

• Be present with the earth element, be grounded. 
• Use the Bandhas for support and relax the rest of your body into balance. 

 
o Place your feet and body in such a way that you remain in balance 

throughout the adjustment Do not use strength to compensate for 
lack of balance. 

 
• Beware of being distracted by other activities in the room. 

 
o Can you see what else is going on? 

 
• Do not adjust if you might be needed quickly elsewhere or instruct other 

people to wait. 
 

• If you are addressing the client you are helping, prefix the instruction with 
their name. If you don’t know their name use a change in voice tone and 
possibly touch to confirm. If it is a general instruction to the class then say 
something like “everyone else, please …. “ so the student you’re are helping 
does not get confused.  A different tone of voice helps differentiate as well. 

 
Preparing your client 
 
What do you think are the important aspects of adjusting? 
 

• Keeping people safe 
• Preventing people working inappropriately 
• Assisting students to get the most out of their body / mind today without 

strain or injury 
 
What is the first adjustment your students feel? 
 

• Cueing of the physical posture 
 
We will provide cueing approaches for all the major postural forms. These cues 
include approaches consistent with SUKHITA YOGA principles. 
 
Mindful Observation 
 

• Look at the client’s facial expression. Excessive tension or colour may 
indicate: 



Sukhita Yoga 
  

  

 
Teachers manual v30 added to sequencing© Hugh Poulton; Sarah Haden; IYM Ltd   36 

 
 

 

 
o Too much striving 
o A body under stress or imbalance 
o Pain 

 
• Look at the client’s body’s geometry, orientation, posture. 

 
o When correcting alignment, start with the joint nearest the spine and 

work outwards. 
 
Mindful Listening 
 

• Listen to their breathing. 
 

o Open relaxed breathing frequently means they are relaxed and in 
balance. 

o Laboured or heavy breathing (as opposed to Ujjayi breathing) can 
indicate too much effort. 

o Ask them what’s going on if it’s not clear to you. 
 Where feels open, where feels constricted. 

 
Mindful touching 
 

• Ask permission either: 
 

o At the start of a class, when everyone’s eyes are closed, just ask 
students to put their hand up if they would rather not be adjusted. 

o Or ask as you approach them. They may not wish to be adjusted in 
this posture this week (inversions with women having their period). 

 
• Say what you are going to do. 

 
• Establish where the client’s mind’s attention is. 

o Prompt verbally. 
o In non-sitting postures touch where appropriate (your foot on theirs 

etc…). 
 

• Remind them where the earth element is. 
 

• Use your hands to suggest the movement you want to see but do not push 
or pull. 

o Check for flexibility in their joints. If your body is in balance (lower 
back released) you will feel their resistance in your back. 

o Look for possible points of resistance. 
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 Are the Bandhas in control. 
 Ask them to rotate their inner thighs. 
 Soften their knees. 
 Lift arches etc… 
 Confirm with the client where his/her mind’s attention is 

(earth element). 
o Try bringing the client out of the posture and start again. 

 
• Never take over responsibility for holding the client’s body weight.  

o Anticipate what you would do if the client suddenly didn’t hold 
his/her body weight. 

 
• Your responsibility is to bring the client’s body into balance and help him/her 

maintain balance. 
 

• Successful adjustments should bring a greater sense of openness and more 
relaxed breathing. 
 

• Check the client’s breathing and if necessary buddy breathe to re-establish 
regular breath. 
 

• Keep listening, what they felt comfortable with at the start of touching, may 
not remain that way. Be particularly sensitive if you move to another part of 
the body or your hand migrates. 
 

• For potentially sensitive parts of the body, if possible use the back of your 
hand or finger if at all. 
 

• Say when you are leaving and ask permission (check in balance, are you 
happy to continue on your own etc…). 

 
Types of bodies 
 

• Twiglets 
o Feels like if they were to bend they would snap. 

 
• Concrete 

o Any attempt to adjust feels impossible. 
o Depending on the posture you might invite them to brace and 

release. 
o Breathe into the place.  

 
• Flowing 

o Moves freely, easily adjusted, feels grounded.  
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o May reveal your own body to feel like one of the other categories. 
Beware a sense of disappointment or jealousy! 

 
• Rusty 

o Sometimes related to high toxin intake (but make no assumptions, 
wait to be told if ever). 

o Smoking. 
o Drinking. 
o Substance abuse. 

 
• Light 

o Lack of grounding.  
o This is not the same a flowing and has a slightly unsettling feel about 

it. 
o More Bandha and earth element required. 

 
• Heavy 

o Totally resistant. 
o Confirm where the client’s mind’s attention is. 
o What is their intention? Often commitment is absent or half- 

hearted. 
 

• Soft / spongey 
o Absence of core, joints unprotected. 
o Ask them to re-establish Bandhas before proceeding 
o Listen carefully, people with higher than normal BMI are often not in 

this category. 
 

• Fragile 
o Can often match the shape but not in an organic way, more like a 

marble tree rather than the tree itself, a mechanical brittleness. 
 
If you want to reinforce the learning from your adjustment, repeat it three times 
(KAV). 
 

o Positive touch with clarity of intention (Kinaesthetic learning) 
 Talk, touch (establish contact) only then move. 

o Describe what you are doing (Auditory learning) 
o Repeat posture yourself (Visual learning) 

 
Expect the unexpected 
 

• Panic  (yours or client’s) or anxiety or upset. 
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o Remind client of their breath and if you need it take a 3 breath 
breathing space. 

o Buddy breathing. 
o Give reassuring contact (hand on the lower back). Stay with them 

whilst giving verbal instruction to the class. 
o Remember tears are allowed.  
o If prolonged let the client move into child and cover to keep warm. 

 
 

• Doing something different to what you asked. 
o Maintain a balanced stance for yourself mentally and physically. 
o Remember, a new or unfamiliar posture means there is no muscle. 

memory in their body so anything might happen (particularly in head 
down or inverted postures where up/ down/ left/right, forward/back, 
lift/drop etc… could be misinterpreted or just misjudged. 

o Make sure your head is not in possible line of strike from any part of 
their body including flailing limbs. 

 
• Know your exit. 

o If you are helping a client in an inversion for instance, know how you 
are going to return him/her to the floor before you start.  

 
• When talking the client down, mirror this with touching to help connect with 

the body. 
 

• Embarrassing noises, yours or theirs. Flatulence is surprisingly common. The 
client will usually tense immediately which can be at the most unexpected 
moment. If you are not in balance this could be problematic for both of you. 
Know what your response is going to be beforehand, ignore, make a joke or 
whatever. Take care not to embarrass or offend. 
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SUKHITA YOGA Cueing 
 
Some general cues 
 

 
 

Standing sequence cues 
 

 
 
  

 Release the natural arches of the body to spread the weight into the earth 
element out of the posture.  

 allow the Bandhas and where appropriate, the heart to take responsibility for 
the structure and support of each posture.  

1. Always start with the feet. 
a. Distribute your weight evenly between the roots of your toes and 

heals. 
b. Move the weight slightly to the outside of your feet (usually) until you 

feel the arches release (across the base of your toes, inside and 
outside of your feet).  

c. Ensure the joint below the base of your big toe and the inside and 
outside of your heal remain in contact with the floor. 

2. Soften the backs of your knees, just enough to release your hips, but not to 
bend your knees. 

3. Rotate the inner thighs backward the smallest amount to release the tops of 
the buttocks and lower back. 

4. Establish MB and feel the release of the tailbone and feel the lower abdomen 
drawing in (UB) (Keeping the arches alive in your feet creates a strong 
connection with MB). 

5. Feel the spine release into balance (and the lower back without tension, but 
protected by UB). 

6. Feel the rib cage release so that it expands like a barrel all the way round.  
7. Allow the breath to be free, easy and effortlessly deep. 
8. Soften the tops of your shoulders and feel the release in the shoulder blades 

and the heart open (beware the chin floating as well). 
9. Allow the ears to move away from the shoulders so that you feel the neck is 

lengthening and the head is floating on top of your spine with a sense of 
releasing upward from behind the ears (with the chin mildly tucked in). 

10. Smile, relax the tension inside your head around your brain. 
11. Be aware of the top of your head and allow this to ‘soften and open’.  
12. Check that the body is in relaxed extension with the only conscious tension 

applied through the Bandhas. 
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Hand balance cues  
 
Preparatory posture: Downward dog. 
 

 
 
 
Backbends 
 

 
 
It is relaxed spines that bend more easily and with less strain.  
 
  

1. Align your wrists with your shoulders. 
2. Bring your attention to the thumb, first finger and heals of the hands. 
3. Relax your hands so the arches of the fingers and the dome of the palm can 

easily distribute the weight into the earth element and out of the posture.  
4. Control through the finger tips. 
5. Don’t strain in the wrists. 
6. Keep the shoulders free of volitional tension, allow the joints to be soft so the 

heart is free to move and can take its responsibility as the keystone of the 
arch.  

 
 

1. Be aware of the earth element (key to open backbends). This is in the 
knees in camel and in the feet in upward facing bow. 

2. Create the backbend from the movement of the Bandhas whilst keeping 
the lower back free of tension and so in balance. You’ll feel the tailbone 
tuck under slightly opening up your lower back creating length in the 
lumbar spine discouraging compression here and over use of the lumbar 
vertebra (the spine bends to keep the balance). 

3. Use UB to protect the lumbar spine. 
4. Encourage the thoracic spine to release by softening the shoulders and 

opening the heart. It’s helpful to hold the opposing elbows behind the 
back in some postures to encourage to heart to open and to compare 
with the normal experience of the posture. 

5. Allow the head to move to keep the neck strain free and the body in 
balance. Never lead with the head, let it follow the balance. 

6. Use all of the cervical spine in the backbend, not just the top vertebra: the 
atlas. Look down your nose as the head moves backwards to encourage 
full use of the cervical spine, rather than lead with the eyes rolling 
upwards into the skull. 
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Twists 
 
Observation point 
 
Is the twist is coming from the spine or from the movement of the hips? 
 

 
 
Twists come from the movement of UB (through the obliques) rather than any action 
above the waist or using the arms for leverage. 
 
Forward bends 
 
Observation points generally 
 
Do not be surprised if many students remain upright. As alternatives use the wind 
relieving posture or sleeping big toe posture as a way to work when hamstrings or 
lower back or hips are stiff. 
 
Observation points for sitting forward bends  
 
Check the posture in staff pose first. With all seated forward bends the earth 
element is in the sitting bones. If the pelvis is tipping backward (posterior, bending 
lower back backward) suggest supporting under the back rim of pelvis and / or 
bending the knees. Ideally the sacrum should tilt slightly forward releasing the spine 
into its natural curvature. Encourage some movement in the hips keeping the hands 
on the floor behind the line of the hips, encouraging the release of the ribs towards 
the knees. 
  

1. Before starting any twist, engage the Bandhas to create an open and 
tension free lower back that is in balance to avoid slumping backward. 

2. Establish the earth element and ensure that the contact points do not 
move giving the illusion of rotation.  

3. Work at the edge of tension not in tension using the Bandhas to bring you 
round in the direction of the twist. You know if you are in tension as your 
breathing will be compromised immediately. 

4. Use UB to draw the lowest ribs around in the direction of the twist 
keeping the back light and in balance. 

5. Keep the navel to heart open and free. 
6. If the cervical spine is twisting, keep the eyes neutral and the chin slightly 

tucked in. 
7. Allow the breath to be naturally deep without undue effort. 
8. Work symmetrically rather than favouring a more flexible side. 
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Observation points for standing forward bends 
 
Check in mountain pose first for a balanced and level pelvis. With all standing 
forward bends the earth element is in the feet. If the lower back curvature is too 
exaggerated (lordosis or kyphosis) encourage use of Bandhas to  bring the body into 
balance keeping the lower back free of tension.  
 

 
 
Inversions 
 
WARNING 
The SUKHITA YOGA 200 hour teacher training course does not include instruction in 
teaching  Handstand, Shoulderstand or Headstand.  These postures are outside the 
remit of this course. Further training is required to teach them. Cueing for these 
postures is included here to inform your own practice in preparation for further 
training.  
Never attempt inversions if your upper spine, neck, shoulders or the back of your 
head feel tight or sore. 
 
Shoulderstands 
 
General cues 
 

 

1. Before folding forward ensure the lower back is supported by UB and 
feels open and soft, allowing the ribs to float and the shoulders to relax. 

2. Rotate inner thighs and soften the backs of your knees to create a sense 
of spaciousness in your hips and lower back. 

3. Initiate the forward bend by bringing the Bandhas into the spine whilst 
keeping the lower back open and free. There should be a feeling of 
releasing the lowest ribs towards the knees. 

4. Avoid leading with the head (as the heart and ribs can move in the 
opposite direction, reducing or reversing the rotation in the hips). 

5. Avoid leading with the heart, as the head can follow but the ribs can 
move in the opposite direction, reducing or reversing the rotation in the 
hips. 

 
 

To ease any pressure on the neck prepare a folded mat or blanket. Lying down 
place the elbows and shoulders on the mat and the back of the head on the floor. 
 

1. Move the shoulder blades away from the ears creating as much length in 
your neck as is comfortable. 

2. With elbows beside the ribs, bend the knees over the chest and then 
move the Bandhas over the ribs and extend the legs.  
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Handstands 
 
WARNING 
The SUKHITA YOGA 200 hour teacher training course does not include instruction in 
teaching  Handstand, Shoulderstand or Headstand.  These postures are outside the 
remit of this course. Further training is required to teach them. Cueing for these 
postures is included here to inform your own practice in preparation for further 
training.  

 

3. If the legs reach the floor over the head softly walk the shoulders further 
away from the ears. 

4. Place the fingertips on the back and allow this contact to release any 
tension in the ribs and back allowing the ribcage to expand. 

5. Throughout the posture keep the navel to heart distance long.  
6. Now with the earth element in the tops of the shoulders, move the 

Bandhas into the spine and allow the legs to float to just over the 
horizontal. This will create a mild backbend. 

7. Then reverse the direction of the Bandha and allow the legs to float 
towards the vertical. Maintain relaxed hips by rotating the inner thighs. 

8. Never take the hands/fingertips away from the back, but if the movement 
of the Bandhas lifts the back lightly out of the hands then continue to use 
the Bandhas to create all of the structure and support the posture needs. 

9. As you continue to move the Bandhas away from the spine, the legs 
continue to rise. They will stop once there is tension in the legs. Resist the 
temptation to push through this tension it will translate down into the 
neck. 

10. To return into plough posture, move the Bandhas into the spine and allow 
the legs to lower in balance. The feet may not reach the floor, do not 
force them or there may be strain in the neck. 

11. Now keeping the hips as they are, move the Bandhas into the spine and 
roll out of the posture. 

 
 

Make sure your wrists feel flexible. Stretch them out first. 
 

1. Plant the hands on the floor with the attention in the thumb, first finger 
and heal of the hand. 

2. Keep the hands relaxed 
3. Straighten the arms but keep the inner elbows soft but unbent so the 

shoulders are free to move. 
4. Let the arms relax into the shoulder pockets 
5. Look at the floor between the hands and about a handspan forward. 
6. Smile and release the tension inside your head. 
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Headstands 
 
WARNING 
The SUKHITA YOGA 200 hour teacher training course does not include instruction in 
teaching  Handstand, Shoulderstand or Headstand.  These postures are outside the 
remit of this course. Further training is required to teach them. Cueing for these 
postures is included here to inform your own practice in preparation for further 
training.  
 
Observation points 
 
 Beware of clients rounding onto the back of their heads as they walk in, jumping 

into the posture, wobbling unstably lifting out of their elbows, shortness or 
holding breath, high colour. 
 

 If practicing unassisted, practice against a wall or better still in the corner of two 
walls. Here, let the forearms be parallel to the wall with the hands 10-15 cm from 
the corner. When vertical the hips will be nestled between the two walls. If a 
client falls out of the posture, the two walls reduce the possibility of falling 
sideways or backwards. 
 

 

 
7. Use the bandhas moving into the spine and upward to bring the centre of 

gravity of the body over the hands. This automatically transfers the 
weight of the body into the hands and the feet and legs become light. 

8. Do not attempt to lift the legs up instead continue to move the Bandhas 
into the spine until the legs float to a right angle with the torso. At this 
point move the bandhas away from the spine and the legs will rise 
towards the vertical 

9. Release the heart to move forward to maintain the balance only once the 
bandhas are moving away from the spine. 

10. Keep the hands soft with the fingers tips active. 
11. To return to the floor, take the Bandhas back into the spine and the legs 

will return to the floor in counterbalance. 
 
 
 
 

1. Kneeling down, place the elbows shoulder width apart (judge by holding 
opposing elbows) 

2. Interlock fingers 
3. Have palms apart for beginners, optionally together for the more 

advanced or flexible. 
4. Place the back of your head in your palms or against your wrists 
5. Place the front of your hairline on your mat. 

 
 
 
 



Sukhita Yoga 
  

  

 
Teachers manual v30 added to sequencing© Hugh Poulton; Sarah Haden; IYM Ltd   46 

 
 

 

 
 

 
  

 
Headstands continued 
 

6 Draw the Bandhas into your spine and feel the hips lifting up and back 
whilst your feet remain on the floor, continue until your head effortlessly 
leaves the floor with your forearms remaining in contact with your mat. 

7 Reverse the direction of your Bandhas and return the head to the floor as 
before but now with only 10 – 20% of the weight in your head and the 
remainder in your forearms. 

8 Check that your shoulders are relaxed and the heart is free to more 
towards your feet. There should be no sense of strain in your neck. 

9 Move your attention to the Earth Element in your forearms 
10 Move the Bandhas into the spine, and allow your legs to walk forward.  
11 Be aware of two supporting arches: forearm to forearm across the heart 

and secondly forearm to forearm across the Bandhas. Do not tense which 
will pull you towards the floor but maintain length in these arches. Push 
into your hairline softly but noticeably into your mat. 

12 As the Bandhas come vertically above your elbows, the weight in your 
legs transfers fully to your arms and you should be able to let the legs 
float to a right angle. If you feel the need to kick up, bend your knees and 
walk in a little further. At all times let the Bandhas control the movement. 
Avoid jumping up as the momentum and shock will cause tension in your 
supporting body possibly leading to injury. 

13 As the Bandhas come vertically above your elbows, the weight in your 
legs transfers fully to your arms and you should be able to let the legs 
float to a right angle. If you feel the need to kick up, bend your knees and 
walk in a little further. At all times let the Bandhas control the movement. 
Avoid jumping up as the momentum and shock will cause tension in your 
supporting body possibly leading to injury. 

14 Once the legs are a little higher than a right angle move the Bandhas away 
from the spine. The legs continue to rise to keep the feeling of balance in 
your lower back until they are vertical. 

15 Keep the hips relaxed by softly rotating the inner thighs towards each 
other. The smallest of movements only is required. 

16 To return to the floor, keep the hips relaxed, move the Bandhas into the 
spine and allow the legs to move softly to a right angle to maintain 
balance in your back. Once the legs are at slightly less than a right angle, 
move the Bandhas away from the spine to return the feet to the floor. 

17 Bend your knees and come into child pose.  
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Contraindications 
 
As a yoga teacher, it’s important to recognise the limitation of your knowledge and 
also to recognise the innate wisdom of your client, after all it’s their body. Bodies 
and mental states change from week to week. Remember, stuff happens in life, 
yours and your students. Listen to your body when demonstrating and never assume  
your students’ capacity is the same as last week. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Yoga is about connection, integration and becoming whole again as best we can 
today.  Helping students work with their limitations from this perspective is the role 
of a yoga teacher. Any practice based simply on limitation within the body, also 
limits experiences that may be beneficial. Fear and anxiety creates a climate of 
avoidance around certain moves or postures. In this context, avoidance is a 
disconnection from body and mind.  So proceed with both caution and curiosity both 
for yourself and your students.  Their bodies are doing the best they can and are 
trying to heal; limitations are their friends not their enemies. The path here is to 
work with kindness and appreciation rather than rejection and anger. Your task is to 
provide as many movement options as possible in such a way that your students can 
move progressively and safely through and explore the reality of their condition for 
themselves.  
 
It’s important that simple guidelines and common sense be followed rather than 
operating from a position of automatic exclusion. If someone has a problem with 
their neck, clearly putting them into a shoulder stand would be inappropriate 
without first exploring through modifications the extent of limitation. Equally, 
prohibiting postures simply based on a proscribed list does not empower the 
individual to take charge of their own body and movement responsibility. It’s too 
easy to cede responsibility to others “my yoga teacher said I should never ...”.  
 
Whenever our body is damaged, either acutely (short term) or chronically (long 
term) we become very protective around the injury or condition. If we are not 
careful, each time we move into the area of injury, our fear of pain builds another 
layer of protection both physically and mentally. Before long the fear of pain may 
create the tension that triggers pain long before the actual limitation caused by the 
original injury.  
 
Maintaining mobility is essential if we are to maintain freely moving fascia, the 
interconnecting tissue between group of muscles and between other organs. 

Listen, listen, listen 
 

• Listen (as teacher observing student) 
• listen (as student to teacher) 
• listen (as student to themselves) 
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Avoiding movement over time radically reduces this free movement often creating 
further problems. 
 
Golden rules to explain to clients 
 

1. Ask them to ask their GP or specialist if a general yoga class is appropriate 
and what should they be cautious of. Keep the question open so that the 
answer is relevant to their condition. 

2. Never do anything you feel uncomfortable doing, even at the invitation of the 
yoga teacher. 

3. Avoid competing with others in the room or blindly following what everyone 
else seems to be doing. 

4. The best practitioners know when to stop for themselves. Stop practising if 
you can’t maintain Bandhas and breath. 

 
Golden rules for teachers 
 

1. Take a note of the technical description of the injury or condition and 
research it on the internet. 

2. In the class allow the student to lead except where you feel the pose would 
be inappropriate. 

3. Monitor the student’s progress; don’t leave them to figure it out. 
 
Intention, attention and tension principles  
 
The intention, attention, tension principles of SUKHITA YOGA support the 
accessibility to the practice for those working with acute or chronic conditions. 
 

1. Always construct the posture from the Bandhas; using the Bandhas as the 
source of structure and support. Generally speaking the use of MB is not 
contraindicated. UB however should not be used in its physical form (as 
opposed to energetic form) during pregnancy, or those with high blood 
pressure, heart disease, stomach ulcers, glaucoma and hernia.  

2. Always locate the Earth element and maintain your attention there. 
3. Move from the Bandhas to create each posture. 
4. Breathe freely using the Ujjayi breath. 
5. Maintain balance throughout the posture including all transitions rather than 

focusing on shape. 
6. Working from the Bandhas in balance means you will never force through 

tension. As soon as tension arises the movement is arrested. 
7. Release all mental tension when practicing using 6R’s and DROPSS. 
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General Guidelines 
 
Below is a list of common conditions with suggested postures to avoid. The list is not 
definitive and should only be used as suggestions. Each case should be looked at on 
its own merits.  
 
Abdomen: varies with severity; may need to avoid any posture that requires 
twisting, pressure or straining in the abdominal cavity including use of Uddhiyana 
Bandha. 
 
Acid Reflux: ensure student has not eaten for at least 2 hours. If acute, avoid head 
below stomach poses including inversions. 
 
Ankle: varies with severity; use wall for support. 
 
Asthma: be cautious wherever breathing may be constrained until familiar with 
pose. 
 
Back muscular issues: Usually with muscle strain, work slowly and emphasise the 
Bandhas for support; keep checking in. Avoid  

• Forearm Stand (Peacock feather) 
• Hand Stand 
• Head stand 
• Locust 
• Wheel 

 
Elbow: avoid any pose requiring placement of significant weight in the straight or 
bent elbow. Avoid 

• Peacock 
• Peacock Feather 
• Headstand 
• Handstand 
• Firefly 
• Scales 
• Shoulder Press 
• Side Plank 
• Plank 

 
Glaucoma: no postures where the head is below the heart. Avoid: 

• Bridge 
• Crane 
• Crow 
• Peacock Feather 
• Firefly 
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• Half Moon 
• Handstand 
• Headstand 
• Intense Side stretch 
• Legs up the wall 
• Peacock 
• Plough 
• Shoulder press 
• Shoulder stand 
• Standing splits 
• Thread the needle 
• Upward facing bow 
• Plank 
• Wheel 
• Wide leg forward bend 

 
 
Groin Injury: avoid legs in extension or wide apart such as: 

• Gate 
• Happy Baby 
• Monkey 
• Reclining Vishnu 
• Seated wide angle forward bend 
• Standing splits 

 
 
Headaches: avoid placing too much pressure on the head or straining the neck. If 
severe keep the head above the heart. Avoid: 

• Peacock Feather 
• Fish 
• Headstand 
• King Pigeon 
• Upward facing bow 
• Wheel 

 
Heart conditions: keep the head above heart and be gentle. Avoid: 

• Bow 
• Camel 
• Cobra 
• Peacock feather 
• Fish 
• Half Moon 
• Handstand 
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• Headstand 
• Hero 
• Intense side stretch 
• Legs up the wall 
• Locust 
• Arms raised Low lunge 
• Plough 
• Prone Boat 
• Low Lunge 
• Boat 
• Shoulder stand 
• Plank 
• Upward facing plank 
• Upward facing bow 
• Wheel 
• Wide leg forward bend 

 
Hernia:  depends where it is, but generally avoid  

• any abdominal strain and deep twists. 
 
Hiatal Hernia: avoid  

• Poses where stomach is above head and lying flat on the back. 
• Any pose engaging the diaphragm 

 
High Blood Pressure: only teach if mild. Avoid: 

• Poses that raise or extend the limbs 
• Poses that increase strain or pressure on the body 
• Any vigorous or strenuous style of yoga 

 
Low Blood pressure: avoid rapid changes in body orientation particularly where 
balance is concerned (fast paced classes). Take several breaths to come up from a 
head below heart posture. Heavily modify inversions or avoid altogether.  
 
Hips: be cautious of all postures where the legs widen or the body folds. 
 
Excessive curvature of lumbar spine. Avoid: 

• deep backbends and emphasise use of Bandhas. 
 
Thyroid complaints.  Avoid: 

• posture that stimulate the thyroid. Generally postures involving chin lock 
• Camel 
• Fish 
• Plough 
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• Shoulderstand 
• Bridge. 

 
Inguinal Hernia. Avoid: 

• posture stretching in the groin area. 
• Bound Angle 
• Cobbler 
• Gate 
• Happy Baby 
• Monkey 
• Reclining Vishnu 
• Seated wide angle forward bend 
• Standing splits 
• Tree 
• Wide leg forward bend 

 
Insomnia: reducing the number of twists and backbend postures, don’t attend an 
evening class unless it is restorative style. 
 
Knees: when load bearing pad sufficiently; with standing poses, keep the knee cap in 
line with the big toe on the same side. Avoid: 

• Upward facing bow 
• Wheel 

 
Lower Back Pain: work slowly and listen to posture; avoid intense back bends and 
inversions where considerable weight might be placed in the back. Avoid: 

• Crane 
• Crow 
• Peacock feather 
• Firefly 
• Fish 
• Handstand 
• Headstand 
• King Pigeon 
• Shoulder press 
• Upward facing bow 
• Wheel 

 
Migraines: if severe avoid inversions and postures that cause pressure on the head 
or a strain in the neck particularly if there is a correlation between occurrence and 
yoga practice.  Avoid: 

• Peacock feather 
• Fish 
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• Handstand 
• Headstand 
• King pigeon 
• Shoulderstand 
• Upward facing bow 
• Wheel 

 
Neck if severe: keep the nose and heart aligned in all poses; do not drop the head 
back or forward or twist the neck; if mild, work with caution. 

• Extended Puppy 
• Bow 
• Bridge 
• Camel 
• Crow 
• Dolphin 
• Peacock feather 
• Fish 
• Half frog 
• Handstand 
• Headstand 
• King pigeon 
• Rabbit 
• Plank 
• Upward plank 
• Turtle 
• Thread the needle 

 
Pregnancy: advise inexperienced practitioners to go to a pre-natal class. Experienced 
practitioners should modify poses to accommodate the size of the belly. Generally 
avoid constricting twists, folding and any new posture not already familiar. Reduce 
risk of falling over either using support or omitting. Each woman is different, and 
each week is different. Discuss with the individual and research appropriate 
modifications and alternatives. Avoid the physical use of UB. 
 

• Bow 
• Crane 
• Crocodile 
• Crow 
• Four limbed staff 
• Half frog 
• Happy Baby 
• Intense side stretch 
• Locust 
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• Reverse lunge 
• Reverse Marichi pose 
• Prone boat 
• Rabbit 
• Reverse triangle 
• Bound foot seated twist 
• Yoga Mudra 
• Seated Boat 
• Seated forward bend 
• Shoulder press 
• Sphinx 
• Standing forward bend 
• Upward facing bow 
• Wheel 

 
SI Joint: ensure hips are square when forward bending or twisting; balancing on the 
sacrum may be very uncomfortable as can engaging the sacrum. Avoid: 

• Boat 
• One legged pigeon 
• Reverse triangle 
• Side plank 
• Triangle 
• Turtle 

 
Sciatica: hamstring stretches and forward bends may aggravate; ask if they have 
been seen professionally. 
      
Shoulders: don’t raise arms if uncomfortable; avoid load bearing in the shoulders. 
Avoid:  

• Bow 
• Peacock feather 
• Firefly 
• Fish 
• Handstand 
• Headstand 
• Plough 
• Scales 
• Shoulder press 
• Side plank 
• Plank 
• Upward facing bow 
• Upward Plank 
• Wheel 
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Sinus:  avoid increasing pressure on the sinuses; downward facing dog is often 
helpful.  
 
Spinal and disk: All back bends, forward bends and twists to be avoided or 
approached with great care. 
 
Stroke: ask students to talk to their doctor first and describe your style of class. 
Extreme caution required. See comments on high blood pressure above. No poses 
with head below heart or hips including all inversions, no strenuous poses or those 
which increase pressure on the head or circulatory system. Advice on safe postures 
is beyond the scope of this course. 
 
Wrist (and Carpal Tunnel): if mild, try supporting wrist on rolled up mat, otherwise 
avoid  

• all postures requiring significant weight in the hands and wrists. 
• Handstand 
• Wheel 
• Upward facing Bow 

  
 
Sources of Contraindication information  
 
http://wholesomeresources.com/Word%20docs/Yoga_Postures_Benefits_Cautions.
pdf        
 
http://www.yogajournal.com/category/poses/contraindications-modifications/ 
 
Also consider buying: http://www.preventyogainjury.com/get-the-ebook.html  only 
available in PDF format. 
 
  

http://wholesomeresources.com/Word%20docs/Yoga_Postures_Benefits_Cautions.pdf
http://wholesomeresources.com/Word%20docs/Yoga_Postures_Benefits_Cautions.pdf
http://www.yogajournal.com/category/poses/contraindications-modifications/
http://www.preventyogainjury.com/get-the-ebook.html


Sukhita Yoga 
  

  

 
Teachers manual v30 added to sequencing© Hugh Poulton; Sarah Haden; IYM Ltd   56 

 
 

 

SUKHITA YOGA warm ups 
 
It is important to start a practice with a warm up to: 
 

• get us and our clients into our bodies and connecting with our breath; 
• prepare our bodies for dynamic practice; 
• expand our awareness of how we are and how the class is 

o including those we haven’t taught before; those working with 
limitation. 

 
Warm ups are also a useful time to introduce and consolidate experience of the 
SUKHITA YOGA principles.   
 
If you are moving into a warm up following a weather in your mind practice then you 
will already have given instructions about locating the inner core/Bandhas and 
allowing the spine to release into balance (using rolled up mats to sit on helps where 
the body is tight). If not, or if you want to expand earlier instructions then this is a 
good time to do so.  
  
Finding the Bandhas can be a particular challenge for some clients even after some 
time of practice and so spending some time with simple exercises moving forwards, 
backwards and from side to side can be a relaxed way to start accessing them. 
People can often feel lost around this and be anxious that they are the only ones 
who cannot find them. It is important to emphasise that we are building awareness 
and this develops over time and practice. Progress is internally felt and 
understanding builds through personal awareness and experience in the practice. It’s 
helpful to explain that we are working towards a soft holding of the Bandhas rather 
than a gripping in the pelvic floor and that it is quite natural for our experience of 
this to move from the gross to the more subtle as we become more familiar with this 
part of our body. Micro-rolling the inner thighs helps to isolate our awareness of the 
Bandhas as this eases any wider gripping of the buttocks and lower back and so is 
helpful to introduce here. For more experienced practitioners, working this way 
reminds and tones awareness energetically. Read the sections on Locating the 
Bandhas and Moving from the Bandhas for more information. 
 
Simple breath exercises such as alternate nostril breathing and lengthening on the 
outbreath are helpful to introduce here. They bring us into our internal space, 
encourage a connection with our energetic body and allow us to explore the full 
capacity of our breath. 
  
We can carry a lot of unnecessary tension in the body. For many this is held in the 
shoulders and hips and the warm up is about helping to release this. This can be built 
up over many years and have an embodied quality which is the characteristic of the 
“concrete” type of body. Literally shaking out wrists, arms, and torso is a way of 
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encouraging fluidity back in. Actively softening the shoulder tips tunes us in to 
releasing the habitual tension that springs back into place when awareness is lost.  

 
Knowing where the earth element is at any point in the practice is essential for our 
stability when building postures and for feeling balance. You can use the warm ups 
to emphasise when the mind is either in the sitting bones, in the hands or in the feet. 
 
Whether sitting or standing we can be invited to feel the growth up the front of the 
spine starting from the inner core, expanding the whole of the ribcage and then 
across the heart while softening the shoulder tips. This is the relaxed support we 
need to allow space and openness around the heart so important in the practice. 
Here we are looking to re-educate our felt experience of ourselves: we are learning 
to release our habitual tension and to trust instead our natural capacity for support 
and the opening that we misconstrue as exposure to vulnerability. 
 
Softening, opening and allowing are often experienced as challenging in the practice. 
For example we often struggle to trust that the Bandhas can support us in downward 
facing dog when we feel we need strength in our shoulders to hold us up. The use of 
strength restricts our capacity to open the heart. This is why we need smiling to 
counter the impetus to brace and hold. Encourage clients to smile: smile at the 
tension created in the mind and smile around the edges of tension building in the 
body. This creates spaciousness to listen afresh: to the earth element: to the 
Bandhas; and allow a simpler experience of the present to prevail. 
 
Key teaching points  
 

• Bandhas 
• Breath 
• Open heart 
• Earth element: sitting bones; feet; hands 
• Growth up the front of the spine 
• Rolling the inner thighs 
• Softening tops of the shoulders 
• Length, width and depth 

 
Sequences 
 
A warm up that follows a weather in your mind practice naturally begins in the 
seated position. At other times you may wish to begin in child or even standing. 
 
  



Sukhita Yoga 
  

  

 
Teachers manual v30 added to sequencing© Hugh Poulton; Sarah Haden; IYM Ltd   58 

 
 

 

The weather in your mind 
 
The weather in your mind practice is a great way of starting a session; it checks you 
into where you are mentally, physically, emotionally. You can move through this 
practice very succinctly or take longer in each of the stages depending on the time 
you have available; e.g. at the beginning of a session leading into a body scan (short 
or long) or alternate nostril breathing and a dynamic practice. Remember that these 
approaches are not designed for relaxation but for cultivating awareness. They can 
be used to transition into and out of relaxation however at the end of a session. 
 

  

Sit in an open and receptive way with hands in your lap either in a chair or if you 
prefer cross-legged on the floor with a cushion as support for your pelvis. Move 
your inner core forwards and backwards until you feel that the spine is releasing 
and the lower back is in balance. Now become aware of your breathing, know 
how it is and then also know how your mind is: see if it is resistant or open – if it 
is helpful check in to what the weather is in your mind – perhaps sunny, drizzly, 
foggy or full raging storm. Know if the sensation in the mind is pleasant, 
unpleasant or neutral. Then cast your mind through the body in the briefest of 
body scans looking for any points of tension, holding or bracing. Start from the 
crown of the head and work your way down to your toes. If you find any such 
places, as you breathe in, soften and smile at any tension in your mind and as you 
breathe out soften around the edges of the tension in your body. Move on 
without expecting the tension to change. One breath one point of tension. Follow 
your breath up from your toes until you find the place where your breath is 
clearest to you – perhaps in your abdomen, chest, back of the throat or tip of the 
nose. Stay listening to your breath. Expand your awareness to include the 
sensations of the body – the feel of your feet on the floor, the sitting bones on 
the floor/chair, the clothes on your body and the hairs on your head.  To finish 
take a deliberate breath in and out, wriggle your fingers and wiggle your toes, 
take a mild stretch above the head and open your eyes.  
 
Stages in brief 
1. Find core in balance 
2. How is breath? 
3. How is weather in the mind? 
4. Is it pleasant, unpleasant, neutral? 
5. Scan for points of tension – smile mind, smile round edges in body – 1 breath 
for 1 point 
6. Come back to breath and stay 
7. Check in and stay with to body sensations 
8. Take a deliberate breath in to close 
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The challenge of being present 
 
Distraction and a restless mind is an experience common to all of us. We hook in 
automatically to familiar grooves of thinking, categorizing and judging our thoughts 
and feelings by reference to our mind’s library of habitual responses.  The following 
extract from Segal, Williams and Teesdale 2002 explains how we are so often not 
present and suggests a starting place to recognize what is going on: 
 
“A powerful influence taking us away from being ‘fully present’ in each moment is 
our tendency to judge our experience as not being quite right in some way that is not 
what should be happening, not good enough or not what we expected or wanted. 
These judgements can lead to sequences of thoughts about blame, what needs to be 
changed, or how things could or should be different. Often, these thoughts will take 
us, quite automatically, down some fairly well worn paths in our minds. In this way, 
we may lose awareness of the moment, and also the freedom to choose what, if any, 
action needs to be taken. 
 
We can regain our freedom, if, as a first step, we simply acknowledge the nature of 
our situation, without immediately being hooked into automatic tendencies to judge, 
fix, or want things to be other than they are. The body scan exercise provides an 
opportunity to practice simply bringing an interested and friendly awareness to the 
way things are in each moment, without having to change things. There is no goal to 
be achieved other than to bring awareness to bear as the instructions suggest – 
specifically, achieving some special state of relaxation is NOT a goal of the exercise.” 
 
When we apply this approach of cultivating awareness in our yoga practice, we 
notice the judgments we make very clearly – our experience of the postures is not 
quite right, it is not what should be happening, it is not good enough or not what we 
expected or wanted. This is helpful, as our yoga practice gives us an immediate and 
direct way of experiencing the power of the mind’s attention.  
 
We learn very quickly that it is only in being truly present that we have the 
opportunity to feel where tension is building in the mind and body. This tension is 
often caused by our judgments and takes us out of balance. It is a balanced mind and 
body that allows us to experience a practice that is light, dynamic and free to the 
extent of our unique physical capability.  
 
On the in breath we relax any tension in our brain and body, on the out breath we 
relax any tension in our brain and body – this means we release our distracting 
thoughts that hijack our mind (simply place your attention on something else, 
usually the earth element) and relax any resulting gross tension in our body and any 
subtle tension in our mind. We then bring the pure awareness that immediately 
follows relaxation of tension in this way into our practice.  
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By recognizing our automatic tendencies in our yoga practice (perhaps the I can’t do 
it mind, boredom, restlessness, fear), we become all too aware that we are not in 
balance, we are not free and that something more is required. Our barometer for 
whether we are in balance or not, is our lower back: any tension in the mind or body 
is referred indirectly here too.  
 
This is the moment we are to recognize, release away from the distracting thought, 
to simply choose to pay it no attention. It may continue of itself but we are no longer 
engaged with it. Then we relax any tension it created, re-smile and return to the 
object of attention. These are the 6 Rs: “Recognize, release, relax, re-smile, return, 
repeat”.  
 
By using mindfulness to change our perspective in our yoga practice – from ‘I am 
doing this’, to ‘this is being done’, we find there is a lessening of tension and 
tightness and the opportunity for learning how to lovingly accept whatever arises in 
the present moment. Any time we find ourselves pushing or resisting, we are 
experiencing barriers in our yoga practice due to not accepting the truth of the 
present moment. This non-acceptance and associated tension is created from the ‘I 
like it, I don’t like it mind’ (– also described in Buddhist philosophy as craving). It is in 
learning to let go of this tension that we let go of the striving/competing/hurt/stress 
we create by personalising our response. 
 
The one exception to this approach to tension is the tension we want in the 
Bandhas. This is a tension we must cultivate to bring structure and support to the 
centre of gravity in all our postures. Importantly this tension does not create tension 
elsewhere in the body. When we move from one posture to another, we do so by 
moving the Bandhas either physically or energetically relative to the foundation – 
the Earth Element - (not forgetting our other building blocks of practice – our 
intention for the requirements of each posture and the Ujjayi breath to inflate each 
posture and the Prana created by the Ujjayi breath and the Bandhas together). 
 
Remember: 
 

• We are sharpening our awareness to distracting thoughts and feelings that 
arise. 

• The weak link is the ’I like it, I don’t like it’ response to distracting thoughts 
and feelings – RELAX immediately to maintain a state of balance. 

• When the yoga is allowed to do itself, it becomes naturally joyful. 
• Aversion can never be overcome by aversion.  Revealed in our yoga as 

tension caused by striving and a desire for control, this adverse response can 
only be overcome by loving acceptance that is the softening of tension in the 
practice and smiling.  

• Be generous in your acceptance of limitation. 
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Yogic and Buddhist Philosophy 

The practice of yoga in the west today has a profile that for the most part is posture 
centric. By contrast, the teachings of Yogic and Buddhist philosophy each set out an 
approach for working towards liberation of the human condition. There is some 
convergence and also essential differences in the approaches. The yogic 
philosophical approach was codified in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 2 (200 BCE). Its“8 
limbed path” works with the mind as much as the body and is based on much earlier 
teaching, in particular the metaphysics of the Samkhya school founded by Kapila 
(550 BCE) (which in turn borrowed from the ascetic (shramana) tradition considered 
in competiton with Brahmanism) and early Upanishadic tradition notably the 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (800-600 BCE part of the Yajur veda) with its reference to 
non-dualism3 (all is self), Prana, Karma, ethics and liberation (Moksha, final 
realisation of the union of the soul and the infinite Atman-Brahman).4 Yogic 
philosophy refers to four forms of yoga, which can be used to realize supreme 
reality/liberation: Bhakti, the way of devotion[2]; Karma, the way of action[2];Jnana, 
the way of knowledge[2];Raja, the eightfold or eight-limbed path of the Yoga Sūtras of 
Patañjali. 

 
Some useful verses from the Yoga Sutras: 

 

                                                 
2 http://swamij.com/pdf/yogasutrasinterpretive.pdf   
3 Advaita: the self and Brahman are one and everything is mutually dependant. This union of Atman-
Brahman is inherently and blissfully existent, yet unknowable because it has no qualities, no 
characteristics, it is "neti, neti" (literally, "not that, not that"). For an excellent exposition of 
Upanishadic philosophy in practice see Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj’s “I Am That”  
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brihadaranyaka_Upanishad  

Patanjali’s 8 limbed path 
 

• Yamas: restraints 
• Niyamas Non restraints 
• Asana: Postures 
• Pranayama Ujjayi:  Breath control Synchronising movement to breath 
• Pratyahara : Sense control. Minds attention, Awareness of the earth 

element, releasing tension, releasing away from thoughts.  
• Dharana undisturbed by stray thoughts. Knowing your mind is focused 

without strain a mind without tension. 
• Dhyana  Meditation:  prana flows through the asanas when the body 

and mind are free of tension. 
• Samadhi. Merging of the doer and what is being done 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.2 Yoga is the control (nirodhah, regulation, channeling, mastery, 
integration, coordination, stilling, quieting, setting aside) of the modifications 
(gross and subtle thought patterns) of the mind field. (yogash chitta vritti 
nirodhah) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shramana
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhakti_Yoga
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moksha#cite_note-FOOTNOTESharma2000114-3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karma_Yoga
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moksha#cite_note-FOOTNOTESharma2000114-3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jnana_Yoga
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moksha#cite_note-FOOTNOTESharma2000114-3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raja_Yoga
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoga_Sutras_of_Patanjali
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoga_Sutras_of_Patanjali
http://swamij.com/pdf/yogasutrasinterpretive.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brihadaranyaka_Upanishad
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1.4 At other times, when one is not in Self-realization, the Seer appears to 
take on the form of the modifications of the mind field, taking on the identity 
of those thought patterns. (vritti sarupyam itaratra) 
 
(In Buddhism: What one thinks and ponders upon becomes the inclination of 
your mind.) 
 
1.5  Those gross and subtle thought patterns (vrittis) fall into five varieties, of 
which some are coloured / painful/ unwholesome (klishta) and others are 
uncoloured / unpainful / wholesome (aklishta). Vrittayah pancatayah klishta 
aklishta  
 
1.12 These thought patterns (vrittis) are mastered (nirodhah, regulated, 
coordinated, controlled, stilled, quieted) through practice (abhyasa) and non-
attachment (vairagya). (abhyasa vairagyabhyam tat nirodhah) 

 
1.13 Practice (abhyasa) means choosing, applying the effort, and doing those 
actions that bring a stable and tranquil state (sthitau). (tatra sthitau yatnah 
abhyasa). 
 
2.3 There are five kinds of coloring (kleshas): 1) forgetting, or ignorance about 
the true nature of things (avidya), 2) I-ness, individuality, or egoism (asmita), 
3)attachment or addiction to mental impressions or objects (raga), 4) aversion 
to thought patterns or objects (dvesha), and 5) love of these as being life 
itself, as well as fear of their loss as being death. 
(avidya asmita raga dvesha abhinivesha pancha klesha) 
• avidya = spiritual forgetting, ignorance, veiling, nescience 
• asmita = associated with I-ness 
• raga = attraction or drawing to, addiction 
• dvesha = aversion or pushing away, hatred 
• abhinivesha = resistance to loss, fear of death of identity, desire for 
continuity, clinging to the life of 
• pancha = five 
• klesha = coloured, painful, afflicted, impure; the root klish means to cause 
trouble; (klesha is the noun form of the adjective klishta) 

 
2.46 The posture (asana) for Yoga meditation should be steady, stable, and 
motionless, as well as comfortable, and this is the third of the eight rungs of 
Yoga. (sthira sukham asanam) 

 
3.53 By samyama (Practice of) over the moments and their succession, there 
comes the higher knowledge that is born from discrimination. (ksana tat 
kramayoh samyamat viveka-jam jnanam) 
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Interestingly scholars assume there is also considerable influence in the Samkhya 
school from the teaching of the Buddha (550 – 405 BCE). Some of the background 
supporting this is that: 
 

• the Buddha and Kapila were contemporaneous and are both considered 
Avatars (incarnations) of Vishnu.  

• supporters of Kapila were said to have built the city Kapilavatthu, considered 
to be the birth place of the Buddha.  

• the Buddha and Kapila both borrowed from the ascetic (shramana) tradition 
which was considered in religious competition with Brahman priests. This was 
a Non-Vedic movement parallel to Vedic Hinduism in ancient India.  Despite 
their differences the texts of the śramaṇa traditions and the layers of texts in 
the Vedas discuss similar ideas and concepts. The Shramana tradition gave 
rise to Jainism,[1] Buddhism,[2] and Yoga,[3] and was responsible for the related 
concepts of saṃsāra (the cycle of birth and death) and moksha (liberation 
from that cycle rather than the realisation of Atman-Brahman). 

• both Samkhya and Buddhism rejected the rites and rituals of Brahminism 
(1500 – 500 BCE) which considered recitation of the Vedic texts, rituals and 
sacrifice could bring liberation and instead stressed the importance of 
meditation as a technique for removing suffering.  

• in Samkhya philosophy our eternal self (Purusha) mistakenly identifies itself 
with Prakriti, Universal and subtle matter (and as such determined only by 
space and time) giving rise to the individualised ego consciousness 
(Ahamkara) which imposes on the Purusha the mistaken apprehension that 
the ego is the basis for the Purushas objective existence. Samkhya forms a 
notable part of the philosophical background of the Bhagavadgita (400-200 
BCE). Jiva is that state in which puruṣa is bonded to prakriti through the glue 
of desire, and the end of this bondage is moksha. Moksha is attained by dis-
identification with the body and mind, which are temporary and subject to 
change, and realisation of our true identity. 

 
The Buddha was teaching during the period between 560 – 405 BCE and would have 
been familiar with the Samkhya philosophy but broke with a key aspect of this 
approach, namely the existence of an eternal self choosing to follow his own path. In 
Buddhism all physical and mental phenomena of existence are summed up by the 
Khandhas which appear to the unenlightened as their ego or personality. The Ego 
(the Ahamkara or ‘I’ maker) is seen to be created by attachment (clinging) to the 
Khandhas; form, feeling, perception, mental formations and consciousness. What 
happens when we abandon clinging is described in the Buddhist Sutta MN 22 i 140-
141: 
 
“whatever is not yours, abandon (attachment to) it. What is not yours? Material 
form, feelings, perception, Formations and Consciousness are not yours. Abandon 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shramana
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vedic_Hinduism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jainism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shramana#cite_note-1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shramana#cite_note-2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoga
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shramana#cite_note-Mallinson.2C_James_2007._p._17-8-3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sa%E1%B9%83s%C4%81ra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moksha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jiva
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desire_(philosophy)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moksha
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(attachment to) them. When you have abandoned (attachment to) them, that will 
lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.”  
 
One key innovative teaching of the Buddha was that meditative absorption must be 
combined with liberating cognition. Meditative states alone are not an end, for 
according to the Buddha, even the highest meditative state is not liberating. Instead 
of attaining a complete cessation of thought, some sort of mental activity must take 
place: a liberating cognition, based on the practice of mindful awareness. The 
Buddha described his way of teaching as this Dhamma is visible here and now, 
immediately effective, inviting inspection, onward leading, to be experienced by the 
wise for themselves5.  
 
Origin of the key principles and practices of Hatha yoga and its links to other 
contemporaneous philosophies and practices 
 
Many refer the origins of yoga to Patanjalis yoga sutras and the Vedantic writings of 
the Upanishads and will state that Yoga is a 5000 year old discipline that has been 
handed down generation to generation. Academic research has revealed a much 
more nuanced and complex history based on surviving written evidence. We should 
always remember that written evidence often implies the documentation of well 
established earlier ideas and practices. We might summarise the teaching of yoga as 
having core components and an evolving timeline6: 
 

• First mention of prana in the Vedas written sometime between 1500 – 1000 
BCE but not part of the yogic path. 

• The presence of different bodies (koshas) first mentioned in the Taittriya 
Upanishads but not linked to the yogic path, approx 600 BCE. 

• Samadhi was first defined in the Buddhist suttas (100 CE) with four positions 
of practice: walking, seated, lying down and standing. 

• The 8 limbs (ashtanga) as discussed above were first enunciated in the Yoga 
sutras 2CE. The first two, Yamas and Niyamas can be traced back to Jain 
philosophical texts from 3BCE. Patanjali introduced the idea of the channels 
(nadis) and winds (vayus including prana) being part of the yogic path. 

• The chakra energetic system and the grantis (knots) first appeared in 3CE in 
the writing of the Mahabharata. 

• 8CE Jain texts describe some physical postures. 
• An 8CE commentary on the Yoga Sutras gives 8 postures of which one is ‘any 

comfortable posture’ 
• The practice of the bandhas and other seals (mudras) appear for the first 

time in the writing of the Amrtasiddhi, an 11CE tantric Buddhist text. The 
practices are physical techniques called mahāmudrā, ‘the great seal’, 
mahābandha, ‘the great lock’, and mahāvedha, ‘the great piercing’. 

                                                 
5 MN 38 i 265 
6 Roots of Yoga James Mallinson and Mark Singleton 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jhana
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• 5CE to 10CE tantric texts describe postures to keep the body stable and 
practice pranayama. 

• 10CE the classic 6 chakras and the process of piercing them appears as do 10 
classic yoga postures. The Kundalini energy system is first found in the 
Kubjikamatatantra and is accessed by visualisation techniques. 

• A formalised system of yoga called hatha is taught for the first time in the 
13CE Dattatreyayogasastra, a Vaisnava (Visnuism) text. Techniques requiring 
Nauli is first described, as is the use of mudras (which include the bandhas) to 
physically work with the kundalini energy.  

• 14CE Hatha yoga texts say adherents of all religions were deemed eligible for 
yoga. 

• Physical postures became more prominent in the Hathayogapradika (15CE) 
when 15 were described.  Cleansing techniques such as neti, nauli and 
kapalabhati are first mentioned. Therapeutic benefit of yoga are first 
described including a firm and nimble body as well as a limited number of 
specific afflictions. 

• 16CE Hatha Yoga became predominant in India and we begin to see 
Ayurvedic terminology in yoga philosophy. 

• 17CE physical postures had become numerous when they became a more 
central part of the teaching (84 postures described). Kosha or 5 sheaths 
model of the yogic body appears but doesn’t become significant until modern 
times. 

• 18CE practitioners chose postures which helped them still their mind for long 
periods in meditation. 

• Late 18CE postural sequences appear. 
• Modern postural yoga sequences start to be developed from mid 19CE with 

influence from popular Swedish health and exercise regimes and British army 
exercise drills.7 

 
The history of yoga is complex, a blend of many influences and exchanges of ideas 
and practices between many different traditions over 100’s if not 1000’s of years. It 
continues to evolve. 
 
  

                                                 
7 Yoga Body: The origin of modern posture practice. Author Mark Singleton 
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Buddhist Philosophy, Mindfulness and the relevance to Yoga practice 
Part 1  
 
Introduction 
 
The origins of Buddhism date back 2500 years and are not religious. The Buddha was 
possibly the earliest example of applying a scientific approach to the human 
condition: scientific, in the sense that he used direct investigation to explore human 
experience, and encouraged others to do the same. He asked no-one to take what 
he said in faith but to test it directly for themselves8. 
 
The approach he taught is one of direct experiencing through our mind and body in a 
way that reveals fundamental insights into what takes us out of balance and how to 
restore this. This applies as much mentally as it does physically and directly 
experiencing how the body is a map of our mind is at the heart of SUKHITA YOGA.  
 
The Khandhas 
 
The six senses of Buddhism 
 
Buddhist philosophy has a coherent and very useful framework from which to view 
personal experience. Buddhism describes six senses: eye, ear, nose, tongue, touch 
and the brain (with its mental activity). This is the lens through which we make sense 
of and interpret the world around us; what we call ‘me’ is a product of these senses 
and it is the recognition of this that is core to the philosophy. 
 
The physical body and feeling 
 
The 5 classic senses (eye, ear, nose, tongue and touch) are an intrinsic part of our 
physical body (rupa). The experience or feeling (vedana) of these senses is either 
pleasant, unpleasant or neither pleasant or unpleasant. To quote from the Buddhist 
text the Majjhima Nikaya Suttas: 

"These three kinds of feeling: pleasant feeling, painful feeling, & neither-pleasant-
nor-painful feeling." 

"What is pleasant feeling? What is painful feeling? What is neither-pleasant-nor-
painful feeling?" 

"Whatever is experienced physically or mentally as pleasant & gratifying is pleasant 
feeling. Whatever is experienced physically or mentally as painful & hurting is painful 

                                                 
8 MN65 
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feeling. Whatever is experienced physically or mentally as neither gratifying nor 
hurting is neither-pleasant-nor-painful feeling."9   

The process of checking in to the weather in our mind explores this: here we are 
working with felt experience in the mind and body and whether we like it or not or 
have a neutral response. 
 
Perception 
 
Recognising what the senses reveal is the role of our perception (sanna); its 
functioning is to names things and to operate memory.  
 
Everything that isn’t feeling or perception 
 
The mind also has other mental activity (sankharas) and this includes: 

• choices, options, thoughts, preferences, habits etc; 
• generosity, kindness, greed, hatred, delusion etc; and  
• actions we choose based on the 6 senses.  

 
Being aware of our body, our feeling, our perception and our mental activities is the 
role of consciousness (vinnana). 
 
Me 
 
It is the interaction of the physical body and our sensation of it together with all our 
mental activity that we call me, myself, my personality or personal identity. This 
collective functioning of rupa, vedana, sanna, sankhara and vinnana is called the 
Khandas. 
 
With this revealing of the way we are through personal practice, comes the insight 
that we have choice about the experience of ourselves. Things we felt were fixed or 
unchangeable are found to be dependant on the attitude we have towards them and 
the conditions that cause them to arise. If we blindly hold onto our thoughts, 
concepts, opinions and story-telling (all part of the sankharas) our experience is one 
of narrowing perspective. If we do the opposite, that is not taking these personally, 
we come back into balance.  
 
Narrowing perspectives; dukkha 
When asked to summarise his teaching, the Buddha famously remarked: 
 
‘I teach one thing and one thing only dukkha and the cessation of dukkha10  
 
                                                 
9 MN 44 
10 SNiii 116 
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Dukkha is typically given the unsatisfactory translation of “suffering” or 
“unsatisfactoriness”. Its meaning is more subtle than this and relates to how when 
we take things personally we create the conditions for dukkha to arise. This is felt as 
moving out of balance either subtly or grossly and may be experienced physically, 
mentally and emotionally.  The origin of the word is derived from dus meaning bad 
and kha meaning hole and specifically an axle hole. When the axle of an ox cart fits 
badly in its hole the ride is constantly uncomfortable. The opposite word is sukha 
(ease, comfort, happiness) literally good hole. 
 
To quote from the Buddhist text the Majjhima Nikaya Suttas: 
 
‘When we cling to the khandas we experience dukkha. These same khandas to which 
we do not become engaged and to which we do not cling, lead to our welfare and 
happiness for a long time.’11  
 
We can see this clearly expressed in our dynamic practice when faced with a 
challenging posture (e.g. a handstand) where the ‘I can’t do it / I want it/ I don’t like 
it’ mind creates heaviness and struggle tempting us to substitute force for balance in 
our desire to achieve. We end jump kicking and jumping in an attempt to push 
through our uncomfortable feelings or sense of limitation. When we let these 
feelings just be, without them causing a gripping in our mind and so in the body, we 
experience a posture that is light, free and effortless with reactions like ‘how did that 
happen?’ ‘it’s like I wasn’t there’, ‘I wasn’t doing it’. ‘There was a sense of flow’.  
In the Buddhist texts this impatience or resentment of change is known as 
Viparinamadukkhata and is one of the three causes attributed to the origins of 
dukkha. The two other ways are where: we have an aversive reaction to physical 
pain (Dukkhadukkhata); and where we instigate any willed activity (thought, speech, 
action,) from an unwholesome perspective (Sankharadukkhata). 
 
There are only two possible outcomes when we experience dukhka12: bewilderment 
(possibly such as you are experiencing at this stage of the course!!!) or a search for 
knowledge. As we go through the rest of the course we will use dukkha as a means 
to deepen our practice and investigate the causes of dukkha and what we can do 
about it. 
 
  

                                                 
11 SNiii 115 
12 AN 6.63 
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Buddhist Philosophy, Mindfulness and the relevance to Yoga practice 
Part 2 
 
The 4 Noble Truths 
 
The Buddha never described his insights as uniquely his. He only described re-
discovering something that was a natural consequence of being human. He 
encapsulated this insight into the 4 Noble Truths: 
 

1. Dukkha exists 
2. The cause of dukkha 
3. The end of dukkha 
4. There is a way of practice the leads to the end of dukkha 

 
We have all experienced being in an argument when a single comment can create a 
spiral of hurt and resentment that just fuels itself into a chain reaction that escalates 
out of our control. Sometimes it is just so easy to get caught up in the drama of the 
moment! At other times a similar comment doesn’t land with the same impact at all 
and instead we recognise the distress and discomfort of the other person and where 
they are. The difference in our experience is governed by whether we have taken the 
situation personally or not; in Buddhist philosophy this is described as clinging in the 
mind (upadana). Clinging is part of a chain of events we follow each sensory moment 
of our lives and this process is described in the patticcasamupada.  
 
Being human we have a body. Part of our body is our senses and part of our mind is 
sense consciousness.  If we consider that there may be an object such as a glass of 
water: 
 

• With the coming together of object, the physical eye and eye consciousness 
we get a ‘contact’ event in the brain automatically. 

• This contact triggers perception (the use of memory and the recognition of 
the experience), feeling (a pleasant / unpleasant or neither pleasant or 
unpleasant reaction to the object ) and the thoughts, emotions, habits, 
preferences and stories about this object based on past or anticipated 
experience). 

• The feeling response in turn triggers craving (tanha). This is the ‘I like it / 
don’t like it’ reaction in the mind to the pleasant / unpleasant feeling. 

• It is craving which gives rise to clinging; the personal story behind why I like 
it or don’t like it. This is taking the perception, feeling and thoughts, 
emotions, habits, preferences and stories about this object personally. This 
then triggers all our habitual responses about this story and our mind begins 
to spin. This spinning is called papanca, the ever-expanding proliferation of 
thoughts and concepts and their emotional attachments that obscures non-
verbal sensory perception. With papanca comes papañca-saññā-sankhā. 
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The ideas, notions, concepts and thinking start to spin us and we get caught 
up in a whirlwind of mental activity that we no longer feel in control of.  

  
The end of dukkha 
 
The Buddha’s insight identified the link between feeling and craving as the weakest 
point that would allow us to restore balance both physically and mentally. To release 
from craving we need the overcome the tendency to try to seek out the pleasant in 
an attempt to escape the unpleasant and to hold onto any pleasant feeling in the 
hope it will remain.  
 
The 1st brain response to this is understanding that all feelings are impermanent and 
that there is unpleasantness in the pleasant (because it doesn’t last) and pleasant in 
the unpleasant for the same reason. The 2nd brain response is to feel the presence of 
craving in the mind as a physical sensation. This manifests as tension and tightness 
around the brain inside the head as well as in the face and other parts of the body. 
When we release this tension we release the addition or aversion of craving leaving a 
mind that is in balance with the present moment’s experience.  
 
The Buddha emphasised that: with the cessation of craving comes the sensation of 
clinging; with the cessation of clinging comes the cessation of ego identification with 
the khandas; with the cessation of ego identification with the khandhas our 
experience of dukkha ceases. 
 
The way of practising is described in the most famous of the Buddhist suttas, the 
Satipattana sutta: 
 
‘Breathing in he tranquilises the bodily formation, breathing out he tranquilises the 
bodily formation’. 13 
 
In order to tranquilise the bodily formation, we need to see the tension we are 
carrying. The simplest way to do this is to smile, not in the sense of a cheshire cat, 
but in the simplest way possible that releases the tension in the front of your face. 
With this release you see the tension inside your head around your brain and then 
you relax this smiling into your mind. Further subtle or not so subtle tension then 
becomes apparent in your body and you release this smiling and softening around 
the edges. The tension may go or may stay, the intention is the difference. 
 
 
  

                                                 
13 MN10  
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Buddhist Philosophy, Mindfulness and the relevance to Yoga practice 
Part 3 
 
The path leading to the end of dukkha 
 
In the 4th of the Noble Truths the Buddha describes a path of practice which avoids 
the extremes of asceticism and austerity on the one hand and indulgence and excess 
on the other. As a consequence it was described as a Middle Path. There are 8 
defined components and so it is known as the 8 fold path. 
 
Bhante Vimalaramsi is a Buddhist monk whose meditation teachings on craving and 
mental tension are particularly useful. He has an interesting perspective on the 8 
fold path from the practical point of view of moment to moment experience. His way 
of describing how to incorporate all of the factors in a single smile is very helpful.  
These factors work concurrently and are as follows: 
 

Factor 
Classical 
description 

Bhante Vimalaramsi’s daily life 8 fold path 
in a single smile 

“Right View” is 
practiced as 

 
Understanding 
cause of dukkha is 
in our own mind, 
nobody is 
imposing it on us. 
Seeing 
impermance in 
the khandhas and 
the reality of the 
4 noble truths for 
ourselves. 

 
HARMONIOUS PERSPECTIVE  
We lose this when we take any thought or 
feeling as being yours personally. Lighten 
up, release tension and smile.   
Laugh at how crazy your mind is for being 
serious. 

 
“Right Thought 
/ Intention” is 
practiced as 

 
Intention of 
renunciation: 
seeing dukkha we 
give up 
attachment and 
aversion. 
Understanding 
the 4NT’s. Having 
the intention of 
loving kindness 
and compassion 
for oneself and 
others (we’re all 

 
HARMONIOUS IMAGING   
 
This is the image we hold of ourselves, part 
of our habitual response. To challenge the 
image we have of ourselves, we work with 
smiling and laughing which lightens mind 
and sharpens mindfulness; not taking 
things personally-this encourages 
wholesome thoughts… 
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in this together).   
 

 
“Right Speech” 
is practiced as 

 
Absence of 
Lying 
Slander 
Harsh 
Speech or idle 
chatter. 

 
HARMONIOUS COMMUNICATION  
 
Gentle and kind communication with 
ourselves (internal dialogue) and others. 
We lose this when disturbing thoughts, 
feelings and emotions pull us away from 
the object of our attention. Any kind of 
self-criticism, or any kind of anger, dislike, 
worry, anxiety, dissatisfaction, 
condemnation, or a want to "make things 
be the way ‘I’ want them to be" in our 
communication with ourselves . 

 
“Right Action” 
is practiced as 

 
Abstain from 
abusing sexuality. 
Destroying life 
Taking what is not 
given 
 

 
HARMONIOUS MOVEMENT  
 
This has to do with mindfulness, as in, 
remembering to watch the movements of 
mind’s attention; use the 6Rs or DROPSS to 
direct mind away from unwholesome 
mind-states to wholesome mind-states; 
keep a light mind and smiling going as 
much as possible. 

 
“Right 
Livelihood”  is 
practiced as 

 
Not dealing in; 
Anything 
designed to or the 
consequence of 
physical or mental 
harm or abuse of 
any living being. 

 
HARMONIOUS LIFESTYLE 
 
This has to do with developing the new 
habit of smiling and gently laughing during 
your daily life; how to let things go more 
easily and often and develop patience. 
 
 
 

“Right Effort” 
is practiced as 

Releasing away 
from; 
greed (addiction, 
attraction),  
hatred (aversion) 
and delusion (This 
is me / mine / my 
own) 

HARMONIOUS PRACTICE    
 
4 steps using the 6Rs/DROPS 
1. seeing mind caught by an unwholesome 
thought /feeling,    
2. letting go of that unwholesome 
thought/feeling relaxing, smiling and 
laughing,    
3. redirecting this lighter mind back to a 
wholesome object (metta or breath) by 
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smiling and laughing    
4. keeping that (metta or breath) smile and 
laughter going and keeping an impersonal 
perspective going. 
 

“Right 
Mindfulness”  
is practiced as 

4 foundations of 
Mindfulness 

HARMONIOUS OBSERVATION 
 
This is the ability to observe when mind is 
light and smiling versus heavy/serious and 
pulled down. 
"To remember to recognize and release 
any distraction that pulls one’s attention 
away from their meditation object, in the 
present moment".  This means to 
remember to observe whatever arises in 
the present moment, let it be and to see 
the impersonal nature in all of these 
phenomena (Harmonious Perspective – 
Right View). This is remembering to clearly 
observe how mind’s attention moves 
(Harmonious Movement) from one thing 
to another, then remembering to let go 
and let the Harmonious Practice (Right 
Effort)  do its work. 
 

“Right 
Concentration”  
is practiced as 

Developing the 
collected mind so 
that Mindfulness 
can be applied. 

HARMONIOUS COLLECTEDNESS 
 
A precise LEVEL of collectedness/light 
concentration or unified mind, by keeping 
the practice light. Mind is alert, calm, and 
composed - able to be completely in the 
moment without disturbances or 
heaviness. 
i.e. smiling and laughing more easily with 
life! 

 
The 7th Factor of the 8 fold path is “Right Mindfulness”.  Mindfulness in this context 
is defined as the 4 Foundations of Mindfulness in the Satipattana Sutta14. 
 
  

                                                 
14 MN10 
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4 Foundations of Mindfulness 
 
The 4 Foundations are defined as: 
 

1. The Body 
2. Feeling 
3. Mind states (texture of the mind) 
4. Mind objects  

 
Each of these can be used as objects for mindful attention in their own right; equally 
they can be used to describe a process of awareness. They are directly relevant to 
the physical practice of yoga:  
 
The mindfulness of body description invites us to: 
 

• Know how the breath is 
• Experience the whole body 
• Tranquilise the bodily formation 
• See the changing experience of the body 
• Be aware of our posture  
• Act in full awareness 
• Be aware of the elements 
• Be aware of the components of the body 
• Be aware of the changing condition of the body 

 
The mindfulness of feeling description invites us to know whether the body feels 
pleasant / unpleasant or neither of these. It’s tempting to hold onto a pleasant 
practice, be grumpy about a practice that doesn’t feel the way we want and to be 
indifferent to a practice that is neither of these. All these are shades of craving and 
lead to imbalance. All we need is to be present with how it is. 
 
The mindfulness of mind description invites us to know whether the mind is: 
 

1. unwholesome wanting / not wanting (characterised by greed/hate) a 
particular experience which creates tension in the body 

2. taking things personally is when the ego gets in the way of the practice  
3. distracted/ restlessness 
4. attentive and working with awareness 
5. collected and to what degree  

 
These different mind states have a tendency towards directions that are either 
unskilful or skilful; these are termed mind objects (Dhammā). The first 3 mind states 
naturally flow into a catalogue of unskilful mind objects (sense desire, ill will, 
restlessness and anxiety, sloth and torpor, and doubt). These are known as the 
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hindrances and they hinder the development of the mind towards balance. 
Awareness of the hindrances turns them into valuable friends: they show us where 
our addictions and aversions are and the work we need to do. 
 
Mind states that are attentive and collected or where we make the effort to replace 
unwholesome mind states with the wholesome naturally flow into a progressive 
series of skilful mental states known as the 7 factors of awakening (investigation, 
energy, rapture, tranquillity, concentration, mindfulness and equanimity). These 
states support the development of the mind towards balance. 
 
4 Foundations of Mindfulness process 
 
The 4 foundations can be considered as individual objects for contemplation or they 
can be seen as a description of the natural process we go through each moment. The 
4 foundations follow the structure of the paticcasamupada. 
 
1. The body, the home of the senses: working with the body is working with contact, 
the impact of the senses in the mind.  
 
2. Feeling: contact is the origin of feeling which in turn gives rise to craving, wanting 
to hold onto pleasant feeling or replace unpleasant with pleasant feeling.  
 
3. Mind states: craving is a mind state of addiction or aversion. With craving comes 
clinging to the Khandhas (interpreted as ‘me’, the classic definition of delusion).  
 
4. Mind objects: if clinging persists the hindrances occur and we are drawn out of 
balance. If craving / clinging is let go then the 7 factors of enlightenment occur and 
balance is restored. 
 
Through the Buddha’s pursuit of the cause of dukkha he discovered the cause and 
the relief of all that draws us out of balance. We can experience the reality of this 
directly through the physical expression of the yoga we practice. When we release 
conscious tension in the mind and body, craving ceases, clinging cannot begin, the 
ego is let go and our experience is free of dukkha. The practice flows in full 
expression of its capacity and we become the best we can be in that moment. 
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SUKHITA YOGA and the Body’s Nervous systems. 
 
Key to understanding the impact of Yoga and Mindfulness on the human body and 
mind requires an understanding of the body’s nervous system and the interaction 
with the physical and mental practices. 
 
Section 1: form and function 
  
The body’s nervous system consists of the brain, spinal cord, sensory organs, and all 
of the nerves that connect these organs with the rest of the body. Classified as the 
central nervous system (CNS) and the peripheral nervous system (PNS) it provides 
control and communication for the body. 
 
The central nervous system (CNS)  

This consists of the brain and the spinal cord and is the control centre which: 

• assesses internal and external conditions using conscious and subconscious 
sensory information from sensory receptors (for senses like touch, 
temperature, and pain); 

• makes decisions about both conscious and subconscious actions to take to 
maintain homeostasis (metabolic equilibrium) in the body and ensure its 
survival; and 

• is responsible for language, creativity, expression, emotions, and personality. 
The brain is the seat of consciousness and determines who we are as 
individuals. 

The peripheral nervous system (PNS) 
 
This includes all of the parts of the nervous system outside of the brain and spinal 
cord, including all of the cranial and spinal nerves, ganglia (a mass of nerve tissue 
existing outside the central nervous system), and sensory receptors. It is the system 
of communication by which: 

• conditions inside and outside the body are monitored and information is 
sent to the CNS.  

• signals are carried from the control centre using efferent nerves to the 
muscles, glands, and organs to regulate their functions.  

 
The peripheral nervous system is made up of 3 systems: somatic; autonomic; and 
enteric.  
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SUKHITA YOGA and the Central Nervous System 
  
In the last 3 million years the human brain has almost tripled in size and the study of 
its structure and operation is a huge subject. There are lots of ways to think of the 
brain including by: its physical structure (the 4 lobes); its functioning processes and 
systems (e.g. executive function); its 3 major developmental divisions (hind, mid and 
fore); its two hemispheres (left and right brain); and its evolutionary categorisation 
(the Triune model).  
 
How the brain developed 
 
Theories of how the brain developed help us understand how and why we react the 
way we do, how patterns of behaviour develop and why they can become addictive 
like a drug. Understanding this gives us the physiological context as to why 
Mindfulness, Yoga and SUKHITA YOGA are so effective at bringing us back into 
balance. 
 
The Triune15 model provides perhaps the easiest way to consider the developmental 
structure of the brain. It establishes 3 categorises: the reptilian complex (essentially 
the basal ganglia in the forebrain), the paleomammalian complex (limbic system), 
and the neomammalian complex (neocortex). As a structural description however 
the Triune model has been superceded as the neuroscience community developed 
greater clarity around which parts of the brain serve which function. 
 
Reptilian brain/basal ganglia 
 
This is the most ancient of the brain’s structures and corresponds to the brain stem, 
striatum and the basal ganglia in the brain.  Because the basal ganglia are found in 
the forebrains of all modern vertebrates, they most likely date to the common 
evolutionary ancestor of the vertebrates, more than 500 million years ago, rather 
than to the origin of reptiles.  The reptilian brain governs survival and procreation, 
aggression, dominance, territoriality, and ritual displays. It is responsible for 
automatic physiological reflexes that control breathing, heart rate and digestion, and 
coordinates movement and sense perception. 
 

                                                 
15 The triune brain is a model of the evolution of the vertebrate forebrain and behaviour, proposed by 
the American physician and neuroscientist Paul D. MacLean. While technically inaccurate as an 
explanation for brain activity (rather than function), it remains one of very few approximations of the 
truth we have to work with. See http://udn.nichd.nih.gov/pdf/MacLean%20tribute.pdf   

http://udn.nichd.nih.gov/pdf/MacLean%20tribute.pdf
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Limbic System/paleomammalian 
 
The early paleomammalian brain is known as the limbic system and dates from 
around 250 million years ago. It is responsible for the motivation and emotion 
involved in feeding, reproductive behaviour, and parental behaviour. 
 

  
 
Neocortex/neomammalian 
 
The neomammalian complex consists of the cerebral neocortex, a structure found 
uniquely in higher mammals, specifically humans and dates from about 500,000 
years ago. In the Triune brain model it is regarded as the most recent step in the 
evolution of the mammalian brain, conferring the ability for language, abstraction, 
planning, and perception. The recent expansion over the last 500,000 years of the 
prefrontal cortex, together with the increased plasticity and associative capacities of 
the neocortex, seems to be the source of many of the most typically human 
cognitive abilities.  
 
The main reason that the prefrontal cortex is slightly larger relative to the rest of the 
brain in humans than in most other primates is that humans have a larger volume of 
white matter in their prefrontal cortex. This white matter provides greater 
connectivity between the prefrontal cortex and the rest of the brain than in other 
species. This connectivity is essential for the proper functioning of our working 
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memory (the amount of relevant information we can hold in memory for the task in  
hand). 
 
Physical appearance of the brain 
 

 
 
The brain is divided into 4 lobes and 2 halves: 
 
The 4 Lobes 
 
Occipital Lobe at the back of our head is largely responsible for our visual processing 
with specialised neurons to interpret colour, texture, orientation, shape, pattern 
recognition, 3D. Identifying what and where is a combined activity with the parietal 
and temporal lobes. 
 
Parietal Lobe in the crown of the head is responsible for how we navigate our world 
and processes sensory and visual information providing a body map and spatial map 
and coordinates movement. 
 
Temporal Lobe located at the sides of the head processes sound, language and 
meaning, retains visual memory (pattern recognition) and processes emotion (in the 
amygdala). It deals with the formation of long term memory (those with a high 
emotional content are likely to be more clearly remembered) and aspects of spatial 
navigation. 
 
Frontal Lobe is the largest of the brain structures and is the seat of the emotions, 
empathy, planning, anticipation, decision-making, problem-solving, emotional 
response, judgement, impulse control and self-regulation. Part of the frontal lobe is 
the pre-frontal cortex is responsible for the “executive function of the brain”. It is the 
last part of the brain to attain maturity, possibly as late as 30 years old. 
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The 2 Halves/Hemispheres/ Left and Right Brain 
 

Executive function of the brain 
 
This is a general term for the regulation and control of cognitive processes 
carried out by the pre-frontal cortex such as:  
 

• self-control, consciousness, awareness, language, and self–regulation 
(the restraining of selfish tendencies).  

• rational, strategic and logical thought, maths and moral sensibility. 
working memory (the system that is responsible for the transient 
holding and processing (manipulating and organisation) of new and 
already stored information, the abilities to retain information while 
performing a task, to verify the relevance of this information to the task 
in progress, and to keep the objective of the task in mind at the same 
time),  

• reasoning,  
• task switching (ability to shift attention between one task and another),  
• cognitive flexibility (mental ability to adjust thinking or attention in 

response to changing goals and/or environmental stimuli),  
• problem solving; 
• planning and execution. 

 
This system is thought to be very important in the handling of novel situations 
where learned behaviours or patterns of thought are insufficient for optimal 
performance such as: 
 

• Planning or decision making; 
• Trouble shooting or error correction; 
• Situations requiring new responses; 
• Dangerous or technically difficult situations; 
• Situations requiring the surmounting of strong habitual response or 

resisting temptation. 
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The brain is also split into two halves from front to back. This divide is connected by 
a broad band of nerve fibres joining the two hemispheres of the brain called the 
Corpus Callosum. Each hemisphere controls the movement in the opposite side of 
the body. Each side shares many features whilst also showing individual 
specialisation such as:  
 
Left brain skills  (language) 
 
Vocabulary of language 
Accurate, literal, logical and factual 
Linear 
Decision making 
Numerical and mathematical concepts 
Planning / list making 
Narrator of our life story 
Internal critic and judger 
Processing pleasurable experiences 
Working with the routine 
 
Right brain skills (attention) 
 
Intonation and accent of language 
Creative and intuitive 
Problem solving / pattern recognition 
Autobiographical memory 
Understands metaphors and jokes 
Processing negative thoughts / unconstructive thinking styles 
Vigilance, arousal and self-reflection 
Working with the novel 
Music 
Visual / spatial processing 
 
The differences between the hemispheres is important when describing the changes 
brought about through Mindfulness training. For instance the changes seen in the 
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development of grey matter in the pre-frontal cortex and the greater activity in the 
left pre-frontal cortex with meditators compared with the right. 
 
How is the brain functioning? 
 
The brain is one of the most complex organs of the body, made up of a network of 
billions of nerve cells called neurons, as well as other kinds of cells, all protected by 
the bones of the skull.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
Much of the brain’s physiological task involves reading information from the rest of 
the body, interpreting that information, and guiding the body’s response. It does this 
as the principal functional centre of the nervous system and connects directly with 
the spinal cord, the sensory organs, and all of the nerves that connect these organs 
with the rest of the body.  Types of input the brain interprets include odours, light, 
sounds and pain. The brain also helps perform vital operations such as breathing, 

Neurons in the brain 
 
Around 100 billion individual brain cells called neurons exist in the human 
brain (a reddish grey jelly like mass weighing just a few kilos). Each neuron 
has a cell body which houses the nucleus, responsible for all processing and 
fanning out from this body are numerous finger like dendrites which branch 
and re-branch into extensive, tree like structures that intertwine with 
dendritic trees of other neurones.  
 
Each neuron makes up to 100,000 different connections with its neighbours 
and different areas of the brain. The neurons are separated from each other 
by a gap called a synapse between which chemicals are passed called 
neurotransmitters. These are either activated or inhibited according to how 
the neuron is stimulated.   
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maintaining blood pressure, and releasing hormones (chemical signals that control 
certain cells and organs). 
 
The capacity of the brain and how it impacts our experience are the important 
questions that continually prompt research. Until the early 1970’s the Central 
Nervous System (CNS) was considered fixed throughout adulthood both in terms 
neuron growth (increase in grey matter) and brain function.  
 

 
Now it is widely accepted that changes can occur in neural pathways and synapses 
due to changes in behaviour, environment, neural processes, thinking and emotions 
as well as in response to bodily injury. As a result of neurons forming into new 
pathways and multiple networks specialized functions of the brain develop; this is 
what is referred to as neural plasticity. 
 

 
There are many popular ideas too about the brain that are unsubstantiated. For 
example, the neuroscience community has never accepted the widely held view of 
'left-dominant' or 'right-dominant' personality types; and there is very little evidence 
for male and female brains being structurally different, although some would like to 
link this idea to emotional literacy16.  
 
 

                                                 
16 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brain-myths/201207/two-myths-and-three-facts-
aboutthe-differences-in-men-and-womens-brains 
 

Grey and White Matter in the CNS 
 
The CNS has two kinds of tissue: grey matter and white matter. Grey matter is 
mainly located on the surface of the brain with some inside the hemispheres 
and at the front end of the brain stem. It is where all the synapses are located 
and contains all the bodies, dendrites and axon terminals of neurons. White 
matter is found in the inner layer of the brain’s cortex and connects different 
parts of grey matter to each other. It has very few neural cell bodies and is 
made of elongated myelin insulated axons (the long thread like part of a nerve 
cell along which impulses are conducted from the cell body to other cells). 
 

               
           

 

Neural pathways  
 
They connect one part of the nervous system with another usually using white 
matter and serve to connect relatively distant areas of the brain or the nervous 
system, compared to the local communication of grey matter.  
 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brain-myths/201207/two-myths-and-three-facts-about-the-differences-in-men-and-womens-brains
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brain-myths/201207/two-myths-and-three-facts-about-the-differences-in-men-and-womens-brains
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The impact of Yoga and Mindfulness  
 
It has long been recognised that Yoga and Mindfulness impact the nervous system 
and therefore the brain. Yoga has never been just a body discipline and is known to 
be helpful when working with imbalance in stress response: Patanjali’s 
definition “yogas chitta vritti nirodhah”, is translated as “yoga is the removal of the 
fluctuations of the mind”. Mindfulness practices work with developing mental 
awareness of the somatic experiences of the body (including the mind) in order to 
alleviate “dukkha”. Often translated as “suffering” a more contemporary translation 
would also include  “imbalance in stress response”: the Buddhist suttas describe a 
mindfulness meditation process (to alleviate this imbalance in stress response and a 
wider perspective about dukkha) in which the mind and bodily formation is 
tranquilised. 
 
Training to work with the body’s response to the stimuli received by the nervous 
system is key to experiencing balance in stressful situations; powerful 
chemicals/neuro-transmitters are released at these times and becoming habituated 
to them can lead to more stress than is helpful being generated. The 
parasympathetic nervous system which is engaged through the practice of Yoga, 
Mindfulness and SUKHITA YOGA impacts which neurotransmitters are activated and 
which are suppressed; this in turn affects how we feel and function and can allow us 
to develop new patterns of thinking and acting in place of habitual reactions to 
stress. Recent research has confirmed that mindfulness meditation training improves 
the brain's ability to help manage stress by altering the resting state functionality of 
brain networks implicated in ‘mind wandering’ (the Default Mode Network DMN 17) 
and the  Control Network (EC) identified with improved emotion regulation, stress 
resilience, and stress-related health outcomes such as inflammatory health."18  
 
Key neurotransmitters are: 

                                                 
17 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Default_mode_network  
18 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201602/mindfulness-meditation-and-
the-vagus-nerve-share-many-powers   

Dopamine motivates to seek reward and repeat an experience that satisfied 
a strong desire. It’s the craving that drives the behaviour not the outcome. 
There is no satisfying the desire for more dopamine. One study showed how 
rats preferred a dopamine ‘hit’ in preference to eating and drinking, 
eventually dying of exhaustion. Failure to satisfy the desire results in a 
dopamine decrease and withdrawal symptoms including irritability. 
Serotonin increases energy and regulates sleep and digestion. Anti-
depressants aim to increase its affect. 
Noradrenaline influences sleep and attention, it excites and arouses. 
Acetylocholine promotes attention, learning, memory and neuroplasticity. 
Critical for control of muscles by motor neurons. 
Endorphine reduces pain, stress and inhibition. 

           

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Default_mode_network
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201602/mindfulness-meditation-and-the-vagus-nerve-share-many-powers
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201602/mindfulness-meditation-and-the-vagus-nerve-share-many-powers
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Dopamine research19 
 
With MRI scanning there is now scientific validity backing the 2,500 year old practice 
of Mindfulness meditation. Evidence shows how the brain itself changes 
physiologically with regular practice: either with the building or the reduction of grey 
matter and the development of new neural pathways; and with less degeneration of 
grey matter with elderly meditators than elderly non-meditators.  
 
What is most interesting is that with practice the capacity develops to change the 
bias of the areas of the brain over others in response to certain stimuli. This is 
particularly helpful in situations of stress response when the evolutionary survival 
process of “fight, flight, freeze” is triggered whether or not there is a survival 
situation.  The brain is designed to detect negative information faster than positive; 
this negative bias is a product of evolution, the experience is stored in part of the 
brain (hippocampus) which allows ready retrieval and primes us for avoidance and 
fear.  
 
When an individual experiences stress, activity in the brain’s Pre-frontal Cortex (with 
executive function) decreases. Simultaneously, activity in the Amygdala, 
Hypothalamus, and Anterior Cingulate Cortex (regions that quickly activate the 
body’s stress response) increases. When the Hypothalamus detects internal or 
external threat a change of events leads to the release of cortisol and adrenaline by 
the adrenal glands (positioned just above your kidneys) and the fight or flight 
response. Studies have suggested that Mindfulness reverses these patterns during 
stress20; it increases Pre-frontal activity, which can regulate and turn down the 
biological stress response.21  
                                                 
19 Olds, J.; Milner, P. (1954). "Positive reinforcement produced by electrical stimulation of septal area 
and other regions of rat brain". J.Comp. Physiolo. Psycholo47 (6): 419–
427. doi:10.1037/h0058775. PMID 13233369. 
20 See Davidson : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVStm_EzN0M and  
21 http://psychcentral.com/news/2015/02/13/mindfulness-reduces-the-way-stress-affects-the-
brain/81200.html  

Oxytocin plays a huge role in bonding, reducing craving (addiction), promotes 
defensive aggression, counters the effect of cortisol, impacts generosity and 
altruism. 
Glutamate changes the way synapses work making it easier and more likely 
for them to fire aiding learning and memory. 
Vasopressin supports pair bonding, attachment and monogamy, decreases 
aggression. 
Cortisol Stress response is triggered by the release of Cortisol which triggers 
the whole SNS response. Other chemicals eventually inhibit your immune 
system, lower serotonin (feeling of listlessness and joylessness) and over 
prolonged period seriously compromise health.   
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_object_identifier
https://dx.doi.org/10.1037%2Fh0058775
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PubMed_Identifier
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/13233369
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVStm_EzN0M
http://psychcentral.com/news/2015/02/13/mindfulness-reduces-the-way-stress-affects-the-brain/81200.html
http://psychcentral.com/news/2015/02/13/mindfulness-reduces-the-way-stress-affects-the-brain/81200.html
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The internal structures of the brain referred to above are complex; for this course 
only those areas thought to be affected in recent studies by Yoga and Mindfulness 
are referred to below: 
 
 

 
 
The Pre-frontal cortex (part of the frontal lobe)  
 
Brain imaging has shown those practicing Mindfulness have increased activity in the 
left and a reduction in activity in the right pre-frontal cortex (PFC). The PFC is 
considered responsible for many of the key attributes critical to business success: 
strategic and tactical functioning; interpersonal dynamics and the determination and 
maintenance of personal values. Those with a bias towards more activity in the left 
PFC show behaviours associated with openness, resilience, curiosity, engagement, 
innovation and emotional regulation. They tend to describe themselves as more 
optimistic and in control and feel they have a sense of meaning and purpose. Those 
with a bias to the right show behaviours associated with imposing control, aversion, 
intolerance, irritability and report experiences of worry, anxiety and disappointment.  
 
A greater density of grey matter was observed in meditators. This area of the brain is 
associated with the executive function of the brain which has a primary role in 
anticipation and in choices of all sorts22. 
 
The Meso limbic pathway23 and the Striatum 24 
The mesolimbic pathway, sometimes referred to as the reward pathway, is a 
dopaminergic pathway in the brain. It is the most significant neural pathway in the 
brain in which changes occur in all known forms of addiction and with depression. 
The mesolimbic system has to do with the feelings associated with SEEKING 
behaviour, the anticipation when we actively seek thrills and other rewards. 

                                                 
22 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8rRzTtP7Tc  
23 http://neuroscience.mssm.edu/nestler/nidappg/brainrewardpathways.html  
24 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3887509/  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8rRzTtP7Tc
http://neuroscience.mssm.edu/nestler/nidappg/brainrewardpathways.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3887509/
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The striatum is a component of this pathway. 
 

 The mesolimbic pathway can be seen here as the blue 
projections from the VTA (ventral tegmental area) to various areas of the limbic system and to the medial prefrontal cortex . 
"Dopamineseratonin". Licensed under Public Domain via Wikipedia - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dopamineseratonin.png#/media/File:Dopamineseratonin.png  

 
PET scans have shown Mindfulness increases dopamine release in the striatum25 a 
brain region that codes for reward and motivation as well as being stimulated by 
aversive, novel, unexpected, or intense stimuli, and cues associated with such 
events.26 It is thought to mediate otherwise disrupted pathways from addictive drug 
use or depression and facilitate dealing with craving  as well as enhance emotional 
regulation27. 
 
The Limbic System 
 
In the left Hippocampus (part of the Allocortex and considered one of the oldest 
developmental parts of the brain) grey matter increased in size. This area of the 
brain assists learning, spatial coding and memory and emotional regulation.  Less 
grey matter has been observed where patients suffer from depression and PTSD. 
 
The Amygdala  
 
An important component of the Limbic System, it coordinates physiological 
responses for the flight or fight or freeze responses and stores the memory of these. 
Research shows that grey matter reduces in the Amygdala with Mindfulness training, 
correlating with a reduction in stress, a reduction in reactivity and negative 

                                                 
25 Kjaer TW, Bertelsen C, Piccini P, Brooks D, Alving J, Lou HC. Increased dopamine tone during 
meditation-induced change of consciousness. Cogn Brain Res (2002) 13(2):255–910.1016/S0926-
6410(01)00106-9 
26 Volman, S. F.; Lammel; Margolis; Kim; Richard; Roitman; Lobo (2013). "New insights into the 
specificity and plasticity of reward and aversion encoding in the mesolimbic system". Journal of 
Neuroscience 33 (45): 17569–76.doi:10.1523/JNEUROSCI.3250-
13.2013. PMC 3818538. PMID 24198347 
27 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4325661/  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dopamineseratonin.png#/media/File:Dopamineseratonin.png
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3818538
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3818538
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_object_identifier
https://dx.doi.org/10.1523%2FJNEUROSCI.3250-13.2013
https://dx.doi.org/10.1523%2FJNEUROSCI.3250-13.2013
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PubMed_Central
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3818538
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PubMed_Identifier
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24198347
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4325661/
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emotions28. Further research has shown mental labelling of emotions such as anger 
calms the Amygdala29. Such labelling is part of Mindfulness training. 
 
The Insula (or Insular Cortex)  
 
A portion of the Cerebral Cortex folded deep within the fissure separating the 
temporal lobe from the parietal and frontal lobes, it is thought to play a role in 
consciousness and other functions linked to emotion or the regulation of the body's 
homeostasis including perception, motor control, self-awareness, cognitive 
functioning, and interpersonal experience. An observed effect of Mindfulness 
training has been increased blood flow and increased volume and density of grey 
matter and this is thought to enhance interoception30 and decrease the impact of 
the mesolimbic reward pathway31. 
 
The Anterior Cingulate Cortex (part of the Limbic System) 
 
Sitting between the Pre-frontal Cortex and the Amygdala, Insula and Hypothalamus, 
research has shown increased blood flow after just 20 mins Mindfulness training 
each day for 4 days resulting in a noticeable reduction in sensitivity to pain32. 
Different research showed 5 days of 30 mins a day improved blood flow to the left 
ACC and Insula critical areas in self-regulation33.  
 
The Cerebellum  
 
Principally responsible for the calibration of movement (rather than initiation or 
choice) research also suggests a role in the regulation of many differing functional 
traits such as affection, emotion and behaviour34. The practice of Mindfulness 
training has resulted in grey matter density increases 35. 
 
The Orbitofrontal Cortex  
 
Related with emotion and emotion regulation, studies showed greater grey matter 
density in the right Orbitofrontal Cortex36 .37 Research has also shown a reduction in 
tendency to worry for OCD patients after 10 weeks of Mindfulness training. 
 

                                                 
28 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2840837/  
29 http://www.scn.ucla.edu/pdf/AL(2007).pdf  
30 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3887509/  
31 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4325661/  
32 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3090218/  
33 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4341506/   
34 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cerebellum  
35 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3004979/  
36 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1053811909000044  
37 http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0046377  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2840837/
http://www.scn.ucla.edu/pdf/AL(2007).pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3887509/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4325661/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3090218/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4341506/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cerebellum
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3004979/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1053811909000044
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0046377
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The Body 
 
It is not just the brain that has been proven to show physiological change with 
Mindfulness training but also positive impact on the body has been demonstrated. In 
particular in trials both against flu virus and with HIV sufferers the immune response 
was observed to improve and with compassion meditation training, immune and 
stress response was also observed to improve. 38 
 
The significance of supportive research on the impact of the practices of Yoga and 
Mindfulness on the brain and body cannot be underestimated – now there is 
scientific backing and consequential governmental and institutional support for 
investment and encouragement in training programmes. With independent 
measurement and analysis continuing to prove the experiential, there is a meeting of 
external validation and internal referencing – an expression itself at one level of the 
integration of 1st and 2nd brain intelligence. Indeed MBCT is now being explored as a 
general wellbeing programme39. 
It would be simplistic to consider mindfulness to be a universally good thing. As with 
everything else, the context is important as is the individual motivation40 41. 

                                                 
38 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2695992/  
39 http://scitechconnect.elsevier.com/why-does-mindfulness-based-cognitive-therapy-work/  
40 http://www.fastcompany.com/3044697/hit-the-ground-running/the-downsides-to-mindfulness-
practices-at-work  
41 http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/what-does-mindfulness-meditation-do-to-your-
brain/ 
 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2695992/
http://scitechconnect.elsevier.com/why-does-mindfulness-based-cognitive-therapy-work/
http://www.fastcompany.com/3044697/hit-the-ground-running/the-downsides-to-mindfulness-practices-at-work
http://www.fastcompany.com/3044697/hit-the-ground-running/the-downsides-to-mindfulness-practices-at-work
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/what-does-mindfulness-meditation-do-to-your-brain/
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/what-does-mindfulness-meditation-do-to-your-brain/
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SUKHITA YOGA and the Peripheral Nervous System 
 
The peripheral nervous system (PNS) 
 
This includes all of the parts of the nervous system outside of the brain and spinal 
cord, including all of the cranial and spinal nerves, ganglia (a mass of nerve tissue 
existing outside the central nervous system), and sensory receptors. It is the system 
of communication by which: 

• conditions inside and outside the body are monitored and information is 
sent to the CNS.  

• signals are carried from the control centre using efferent nerves to the 
muscles, glands, and organs to regulate their functions.  

 
The peripheral nervous system is made up of 3 systems: somatic; autonomic; and 
enteric.  

Somatic Nervous System (SNS) 

This system relays sensations to the CNS and is responsible for stimulating muscle 
contraction. It is the only consciously controlled part of the PNS. 
 
Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) 
 
This system controls subconscious effectors, organs that carry out the body's 
responses to stimuli such as visceral muscle tissue, cardiac muscle tissue, and 
glandular tissue. It is regulated by the limbic system which is closely linked to 
olfaction, emotions, drives, autonomic regulation, and memory and is sub-classified 
into the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system. 
 

• The sympathetic nervous system (SNS) 
 
Better known as fight / flight or freeze this system is triggered in response to 
stress, danger, excitement, exercise, emotions, and embarrassment. 
Respiration and heart rate increases, adrenaline and other stress hormones 
are released, and digestion decreases to cope with these situations. The SNS 
nerve fibres emerge from the spinal cord in the thoracic and lumbar regions.  

 
 

• Parasympathetic Nervous System (PSNS) 
 

Better known as the “rest and digest” or “feed and breed” response the PSNS 
is triggered when the body is in a relaxed state, resting or feeding. The 
parasympathetic works to undo the work of the sympathetic division after a 
stressful situation. Responses are never activated en masse as in the fight-or-
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flight sympathetic response. While providing important control of many 
tissues, the parasympathetic system, unlike the sympathetic system, is not 
crucial for the maintenance of life. Among other functions, the 
parasympathetic division works to decrease respiration and heart rate, 
increase digestion, and permit the elimination of wastes. It has craniosacral 
“outflow”, meaning that nerves that act as parasympathetic nerves originate 
from the cranial or sacral areas of the body.  One of these cranial nerves 
(number X) is the Vagus, the major nerve of the parasympathetic nervous 
system, which has an important part to play in the enteric nervous system.  
Another cranial nerve (VII) is the facial nerve whose function is the motor 
control of most of the muscles of facial expression42.  

 
Enteric nervous system ENS (the second brain) 
 
The enteric nervous system controls the gastro-intestinal system. Both autonomic 
and enteric nervous systems are involuntarily.  
 
Some consider the ENS to be the original nervous system emerging with the first  
vertebrates some 500 million years ago43. Although many of its nerves come from 
the autonomic nervous system, it is considered a separate system as it has its own 
independent reflex activity and is thought by some to have the capability of 
operating independently of the brain and spinal cord. It has approximately 500 
million neurons, 5 times as many as in the spinal cord but less than the 10000 million 
in the brain.  
 
The ENS is part of the lining of the gastro-intestinal system (the gut), beginning in the 
oesophagus (the connection between the throat and the stomach) and extending 
down to the anus. It communicates with the CNS through the parasympathetic 
system (via the vagus nerve) and the sympathetic system.   
 
The ENS doesn’t think in the same way as our brain, but it constantly affects our 
thinking as it responds to emotional states and records experiences through its 
connection to digestion, nervous system balance and immunity.  Approximately 90% 
of the body’s serotonin44, which has a powerful influence on emotional issues such 
as stress45, anxiety, depression and general mood46 and 50% of its dopamine47, 
which is the body’s strongest motivator to seek reward and repeat experience, 
resides in the gut. The gut’s serotonin system is so complex it contains 7 different 

                                                 
42 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facial_nerve  
43 http://neurosciencestuff.tumblr.com/post/38271759345/gut-instincts-the-secrets-of-your-second-
brain  
44 http://www.caltech.edu/news/microbes-help-produce-serotonin-gut-46495  
45 http://www.bettermedicine.com/article/the-sensitive-
gut;jsessionid=940CD92306D948C4EDFDE8A57BCCE975?p=2&redirect=beme  
46 http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/gut-second-brain/  
47 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enteric_nervous_system  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facial_nerve
http://neurosciencestuff.tumblr.com/post/38271759345/gut-instincts-the-secrets-of-your-second-brain
http://neurosciencestuff.tumblr.com/post/38271759345/gut-instincts-the-secrets-of-your-second-brain
http://www.caltech.edu/news/microbes-help-produce-serotonin-gut-46495
http://www.bettermedicine.com/article/the-sensitive-gut;jsessionid=940CD92306D948C4EDFDE8A57BCCE975?p=2&redirect=beme
http://www.bettermedicine.com/article/the-sensitive-gut;jsessionid=940CD92306D948C4EDFDE8A57BCCE975?p=2&redirect=beme
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/gut-second-brain/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enteric_nervous_system
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kinds of receptors and it also manufactures its own opiates – endorphines to counter 
pain. 
 
There is a growing body of evidence that the ENS learns, protects, communicates, 
remembers and produces feelings48. Anxiety creates more stomach acid, 70% of the 
body’s defences lie in the gut49 which is primed for emotional regulation as gut 
micro organisms affect mood50 51.  
 
What seems certain is that the CNS influences the ENS and the ENS may well have 
extensive inputs into the CNS via the vagal nerve52. Some of this reaches 
consciousness, including pain and discomfort from the gut and the conscious feelings 
of hunger and satiety, which are integrated perceptions derived from the 
gastrointestinal tract and other signals (blood glucose, for example)53. It’s clear the 
ENS is deeply connected to nervous system balance, emotional regulation, immunity 
and health.  See here for a more detailed description54. 
 
The Vagus Nerve 
 
The vagus nerve which is only present in mammals, starts at the top of the spine and 
passes all the way through the body to the transverse colon of the large intestine 
and the cervix in women. On the way it spreads out in multiple directions to 
innervate organs in the ear, neck, thorax, abdomen effectively connecting your brain 
to your lungs, digestive tract and heart. 
 
Signals that trigger a PSNS response are principally delivered via the vagus nerve and 
there is an intimate relationship between the vagus and the gut in food intake, 
digestion, barrier function55 and immunity. Stimulation of the vagus enhances these 
properties and is considered a developing branch of medicine for restoring and 
maintaining good health56.    
 
Key features of the vagus are57: 
 

                                                 
48 http://www.thelowfodmapdiet.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Understanding-the-Human-
Gut-and-the-Enteric-Nervous-System.pdf  
49 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10564096  
50 http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/292693.php  
51 http://www.indiana.edu/~abcwest/pmwiki/CAFE/Voices%20from%20within-
%20gut%20microbes%20and%20the%20CNS.pdf  
52 http://gut.bmj.com/content/47/suppl_4/iv30.full  
53 http://www.scholarpedia.org/article/Enteric_nervous_system  
54 http://www.thelowfodmapdiet.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Understanding-the-Human-
Gut-and-the-Enteric-Nervous-System.pdf  
55 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19560575  
56 http://emjreviews.com/wp-content/uploads/The-Versatile-Role-of-the-Vagus-Nerve-in-the-
Gastrointestinal-Tract-.pdf  
57 http://thelivingproofinstitute.com/what-happens-in-vagus/  
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http://thelivingproofinstitute.com/what-happens-in-vagus/
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• Within the vagus nerve itself 90% of the nerve fibres run from stomach to 
brain and only 10% in the other direction.  

• The vagal nerve innervates into the covering of the brain (meninges) around 
the back of the brain and surrounding the brain stem58. 

• The vagus nerve controls key muscles that govern the passage of chewed 
food to the stomach including the rear of the tongue and muscles in the 
throat including the larynx.   

• It regulates inflammation response to disease and coordinates the interaction 
between breathing and heart rate (deep breaths reduce heart rate)59 60.  

• Vagus nerve stimulation (VNS) is a Food and Drug Administration (US) 
approved somatic treatment for treatment-resistant depression. 

• The neurotransmitter acetylcholine, elicited by the vagus nerve tells your 
lungs to breathe. The vague nerve can be voluntarily stimulated by doing 
abdominal breathing or holding your breath for four to eight counts61. It is 
also stimulated by deep breathing and encouraging long exhales62 

• The vagus nerve is responsible for controlling the heart rate via electrical 
impulses to the sinoatrial node of the heart, where acetylcholine release 
slows the pulse.  

• Healthy vague nerve is measured by its ‘tone’. This is measured through 
heart rate variability. The vagus nerve is active when you breathe out but 
suppressed when you breathe in, so the bigger your difference in heart rate 
when breathing in and out, the higher your vagal tone63. 

• Studies suggest it is connected to the Oxytosin network64 and implicated in a 
stronger immune response.  

• Mammals with severed vagus nerves are observed to take longer to return to 
balance after SNS stimulation suggesting good vagal tone may assist recovery 
from stress, illness or injury.65 

• published studies found that stimulation of the vagus nerve can facilitate 
learning. 66 67 

• Vagal stimulation releases the neurotransmitter norepinephrine into the 
amygdala, strengthening memory storage in limbic regions of the brain that 

                                                 
58 http://cnsvp.stanford.edu/atlas/meninges.html  
59 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1430829/  
60 http://dana.org/Cerebrum/Default.aspx?id=39473  
61 http://mentalfloss.com/uk/health/30807/why-the-vagus-nerve-is-so-important  
62 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201607/vagus-nerve-stimulation-
dramatically-reduces-inflammation  
63 http://www.newsmax.com/Health/Headline/anxiety-vegus-nerve-stimulation-
brainstem/2014/09/15/id/594746/  
64 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5d6e_Un6dv8  
65 http://mentalfloss.com/uk/health/30807/why-the-vagus-nerve-is-so-important  
66 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201405/how-does-the-vagus-nerve-
convey-gut-instincts-the-brain  
67 http://www.nature.com/neuro/journal/v2/n1/full/nn0199_94.html  
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https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-athletes-way/201405/how-does-the-vagus-nerve-convey-gut-instincts-the-brain
http://www.nature.com/neuro/journal/v2/n1/full/nn0199_94.html
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regulate arousal, memory and feeling responses to emotionally laden 
stimuli.68 

• Through its connection with the spleen and liver it controls the digestive 
process. 

 

 
 
Section 2: The impact of yoga and mindfulness on the nervous system 
 
Yoga and mindfulness directly impact the nervous system both in the medium term 
and the present: firstly physical changes to the brain’s structure and function occur 
over time with regular practice; and secondly relaxation and energetic responses are 
triggered in the body through the physical postures, breath and conscious awareness 
bringing the nervous system into balance. 
 
When the nervous system is out of balance it usually means it is in alarm mode. 
Rebalancing brings benefits in digestion, immunity and general wellbeing.  Part of 
this is regulating the way we use our natural energy (prana or life force). This 
regulation is principally maintained by our inner core, how we breathe (longer and 
deeper breaths) and our mental response (coming into the present physically and 
mentally). 
 
Re-balancing the ANS 
 
Working with our breath and smiling 
 
Yoga and Mindfulness both value the use of the breath as a way of regulating the 
mind and body. The simple Yoga breath encourages diaphragmatic breathing with its 
impact of the PSNS triggered on the exhale.  Practising alternate nostril breathing 

                                                 
68 http://www.apa.org/monitor/apr04/vagus.aspx  
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works even more directly with bringing the autonomic nervous system into balance: 
the right nostril stimulates the SNS on the inhale and the left nostril stimulates the 
PSNS on the inhale. There is less stimulation effect on either with the exhale69. The 
Mindfulness approach of smiling and releasing tension inside the head around the 
brain on inhalation and exhalation triggers the PSNS through the facial nerve.  
 
Stimulating and toning our core 
 
Although care must be taken not to over focus on a single area of the body, a strong 
and stable core is important for many areas of health. Excessive development of core 
muscles is contraindicated both from a yogic perspective and one of general good 
health. The visible presence of a flat stomach, a 6 pack or any clear definition of 
muscle is more about genetics and age than health or fitness70. The natural presence 
of fat cells under the skin mean that for 90% of the population clear abdominal 
muscle definition is unlikely however toned. Extensive development can result in 
significant problems, from flattening the natural curve of the lumbar spine to 
restrictions on freedom of movement with loss of flexibility and in advanced cases 
hunchback like conditions and rigidity of the spine. The resultant tilting forward 
posture also restricts the capacity to breathe deeply. 
 
Within SUKHITA YOGA, intelligent strength utilises the free flow of energy around 
the body whilst using the Bandhas to create all of the support and structure we need 
and this is restricted when we cultivate unnecessary tension anywhere else in the 
body.  A healthy core comes from a body that is free of tension, not one where there 
is constant tension present. The SUKHITA YOGA approach uses the inner core as: 
 

• The centre of gravity of the body; 
• The origin of fluid movement; 
• The foundation of all structure and support; 
• The source of energy and vitality in the practice. 

 
The inner core is cultivated with awareness to avoid the extremes of binding or 
gripping and slackness. It activates the deep abdominals and the psoas without 
shortening these muscles and so compromising the support and flexibility they offer.  
 
By cultivating a soft listening (something of the quality of interoception71 72) with the 
skills of mindfulness we generate an awareness of our inner core and we ensure that 
these muscles provide just sufficient support that dynamically adjusts according to 
posture so they automatically release when no longer required. When we work this 
way we access the natural intelligence of our body and mind to work in balance. 

                                                 
69 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4097918/  
70 http://www.yogajournal.com/article/practice-section/forget-six-pack-abs/  
71 http://www.nature.com/nrn/journal/v3/n8/full/nrn894.html  
72 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12965300  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4097918/
http://www.yogajournal.com/article/practice-section/forget-six-pack-abs/
http://www.nature.com/nrn/journal/v3/n8/full/nrn894.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12965300
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Working with the Bandhas specifically: 

• tones core muscles, pelvic floor and the psoas; 
• helps with focusing on activating the diaphragm with Uddhiyana Bandhas 

kriya;    
• balances the nervous system;   

o In the lumbar region (where the SNS fibres emerge from the spinal 
cord) the SNS is stimulated by Uddhiyana Bandha;  

o In the sacral (S2-S4) area of spinal cord (where there is PSNS sacral 
outflow) is stimulated by Moola Bandha  

• Generally stimulates the ENS.  
 
Imbalance is almost always associated with an over-stimulated sympathetic nervous 
system. Restoring balance requires the activation of the complementary 
parasympathetic nervous system and this has been found to be voluntarily achieved 
by the stimulation of the vagus nerve:  
 

• Vibrations in the larynx stimulate sensory receptors that signal the vagus 
nerve to induce a calming effect. Chanting OM or using the yoga breathing 
technique Bhramari Pranayama (Bee Breath or humming)73 uses this 
relationship. Careful placing of the thumbs in the auricular concha area of the 
ear during Bhramari Pranayama stimulates an area where there are rich 
vagus nerve branch distributions. This is a preferred location for 
transcutaneous stimulation of the vagus nerve to treat stress and 
depression.74  

• Ujjayi breathing is well recognised as inducing a calming effect. This requires 
both the contraction of the glottis (part of the larynx) and the raising of the 
rear of the tongue to the soft palette both motor actions controlled by the 
vagus nerve75. 

• Jalandhara Bandha  (chin lock) compresses the carotid sinuses located in the 
carotid arteries in the neck. This suppresses the reflex to breath and increase 
heart rate when the breath is being held (hence the use of JB in 
pranayama)76, The vagus nerve descends within the carotid sheath alongside 
the carotid artery. It seems likely that JB also stimulates the vagus nerve 
contributing to the relaxation, relief of stress, anxiety and anger associated 
with JB.  

• The vagus nerve passes through the diaphragm and is stimulated by 
diaphragmatic breathing bringing a characteristic PSNS response77.  

                                                 
73 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/minding-the-body/201111/hum-happy-tune-wellness  
74 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4838995/  
75 
http://www.academia.edu/11909604/Some_of_Ujjayi_Snake_breathing_Effects_or_Relaxation_that_
Comes_after_Victory  
76 Asana, Pranayama, Mudra and Bandha  Swami Saraswati pg 401 
77 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MPDAnBGC4KU  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/minding-the-body/201111/hum-happy-tune-wellness
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4838995/
http://www.academia.edu/11909604/Some_of_Ujjayi_Snake_breathing_Effects_or_Relaxation_that_Comes_after_Victory
http://www.academia.edu/11909604/Some_of_Ujjayi_Snake_breathing_Effects_or_Relaxation_that_Comes_after_Victory
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MPDAnBGC4KU
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• Uddhiyana Bandha kriya helps with its focus on activating the diaphragm. 
• The innervation of the meninges by the vagus nerve may be one mechanism 

of stimulating the PSNS by relaxing the tension inside the head around the 
brain.  

• The vagus nerve can also be activated by other sensory stimuli. Visual images, 
and thoughts about suffering activate the vagus nerve linking it to the 
expression of compassion and empathy.   

• Research has shown that vagal tone improves with Loving Kindness 
meditation with increased feelings of social connectedness and emotional 
wellbeing and improved mental and physical health.78 

• People with high levels of vagal activation or tone tend to report more 
positive emotion, strong relationships with peers and better social networks. 

Mindfulness of Breath Meditation 
 
The Breath 
The breath is constantly with us and continuously available as an object of mindful 
awareness. In the Mindfulness of Breath Meditation we use the breath as our static 
meditation object. This enables us to see more clearly movements of mind away 
from the object of meditation. This is a different approach to the Body Scan which 
allows us to develop awareness to place our mind’s attention in different parts of 
the body at will.  
 
Karen Rider describes how we become aware of our breathing and how it changes 
with moods, thoughts and movements in this description of the breath from the 
Stress reduction clinic, University of Massachusetts Medical Centre:  
 
“Have you ever noticed how the breath changes with our moods – short and shallow 
when we’re tense or angry, faster when we’re excited, slow and full when we are 
happy, and almost disappearing when we’re afraid? It’s there with us all the time. It 
can be used as a tool, like an anchor to bring stability to the body and the mind when 
we deliberately choose to become aware of it. We can tune into it at any moment 
during everyday life.” 
 
Breath is integral to our practice of yoga and we specifically use our re-connection 
with the Ujjayi breath to re-engage with the Bandhas when we become aware that 
they are no longer in place.  
 
Mindfulness of Breath Meditation 
Posture 
Make sure you have a comfortable place to sit. 
 
                                                 
78 http://www.unknowncountry.com/news/vagus-nerve-our-route-happier-healthier-life  
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It helps to adopt an erect and dignified posture, with your head, neck, and back 
aligned vertically – this is the physical counterpart of the inner attitudes of self-
reliance, self-acceptance, patience and alert attention that we are cultivating. 
 
If sitting on a chair, make sure you are sitting upright, away from the back with just 
your buttocks on the seat and your thighs in front of the seat. Position the feet 
directly below the knees so the legs are bent at a right angle. Rest your hands in your 
lap, supported by a cushion, if the shoulders are not relaxed.   
 
If sitting on the floor, support the rear edge of your pelvis with a cushion, blanket or 
rolled up yoga mat so your pelvis tilts forward relieving the tension in your lower 
back allowing the shoulders to release and the heart to open easily. Ensure your 
knees are comfortable, preferably touching the floor or supported with cushions as 
required so that the hips are free. 
 
In either position your spine should feel self-supporting and your breath naturally 
deep, travelling to the base of your lungs without effort. Tuck your chin in to the top 
of your throat, keeping your neck in line with your spine. 
 
Allow your spine to release first forward and then backwards until you find the point 
where the spine feels free, your shoulders relax and your heart opens most easily. 
 
Be aware of the contact of your body with either the chair or the floor and between 
the hands. 
 
Breath 
Now place one hand on your abdomen and take a breath in. As best you can feel the 
muscles tightening, your ribs lifting and your hand filling. Now breathe out and 
notice the change in tension, the relaxation of your ribs and the reduction in volume 
in the palm of your hand. Continue to become familiar with these sensations for 
three or four breaths. Once you are used to ‘seeing the breath in this way’ let the 
hands come together again in your lap.  
 
Place your right hand in your left hand, with the thumb tips just touching. Breathe in 
and breathe out. 
 
Now, do not deliberately breathe again, but just wait for the body to call the breath 
in when it is ready. Be PATIENT, the body knows what it needs, it does not need to 
be hurried. It is the work of the MIND just to know what is happening, AS IT 
HAPPENS. If there is no breath, then direct the mind to be aware of the sense of 
contact between the body and the floor. As a breath starts just be aware of the 
sensation within your body, and ask yourself how does the breath feel. As best you 
can, know when the breath starts and see when it stops, and try to be aware of each 
of the moments between these. There is no need to start the breath, and equally 
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there is no need to stop it starting, just let it be. We want the mind to rest lightly on 
the breath, just sufficient to know what is happening. Is your breath: 
 
Long or short 
Quick or slow 
Ragged or smooth 
Regular or irregular 
 
We are not looking for intense concentration, you should still have a peripheral 
awareness but not be distracted by it. 

However hard you try, there will be many times when your mind wanders from the 
breath, following thoughts, images, plans or whatever. Do not worry, relax. We 
cannot stop our minds from thinking, it is their natural state, but we can choose 
what to do next. So REJOICE when you see your mind has wandered when you have 
seen this has happens, as that moment of seeing is a moment of pure awareness.  

Recognise your mind has wandered. 

Release from the object of distraction. Simply place your attention back onto the 
object of attention. 

Relax any tension you feel around your brain inside your head. 

Re-smile soften the corners of your mouth and eyes. 

Return to the object of attention.  

Repeat many 100’s of times. 

If you find your posture has become different to how you started, then just be aware 
and allow the posture to release again into its natural, comfortable dignified position 
and then pick up the breath again. 
 
Curiosity 
Be curious and interested about all of the reactions in your body and mind. If you 
find part of your body is uncomfortable and provided you are not in pain, take the 
mind into the sense of discomfort and just investigate. Is it a sense of tightness, 
stiffness, a sharp stabbing pain, tingling, pins and needle, warmth, coldness, 
hardness. Notice that there is a tension inside your head, this is the physical 
response to the thought “I don’t like this, I want it to go away, why does this happen 
to me, it’s disturbing my meditation etc…” Simply smile, releasing any tension in 
your face and then smile inside your head and then smile around the sensation in 
your body, softening around the edges and gently return to your object of attention. 
If the distraction returns investigate again. 
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If you are truly too uncomfortable with the sensation then note in your own mind 
your intention to move, remain with the sensation for another 5 breaths and then 
moving very slowly adjust your posture until the sensation is bearable, then return 
to your breath. If this happens again consider finishing your meditation standing up. 
 
Acceptance  
Try not to be harsh on yourself, but accept each experience as it is and gently return 
to the breath with a sense of resolve rather like training a young puppy to sit. A 
puppy does not respond well to rough treatment or unkind words, but to gentle 
correction, a positive touch and a soft voice. 
 
Reconnect 
Continue with this practice for 15 minutes, or longer.  Using your breath, remind 
yourself from time to time that your intention is simply to be aware of your 
experience in each moment, as best you can and gently reconnect with the present 
moment. Each time you notice that your mind has wandered and is no longer down 
in the abdomen or wherever you observe it, you have become aware again, just take 
up the breath wherever it is and follow.  

Embodying the teaching 
 

A challenging aspect of becoming a teacher is finding the time to look after 
ourselves, our practice and to take responsibility for our mind states when we fall 
into self-criticism and self-doubt. If taking care of ourselves is always bottom of the 
list, it may actually be harder to find the place from which to teach as well as meet 
the demands of our busy lives and this can make us miserable. We need to balance 
attention to others with kindness to ourselves. 

 

The approaches we seek to teach apply just as much for ourselves. In fact they are 
key to developing the capacity to teach from a place that reflects our own 
experience. So, when we are on automatic pilot or when mood is low these are the 
moments for us to notice how old patterns of thought stand in the way of 
experiencing life’s richness and to become familiar with the workings of our minds. 
We don’t need to do anything to change the patterns – our task is simply to become 
aware of their presence. Being aware for ourselves is our best teaching aid.  

Here are some examples of common patterns. 

 
Being too busy 
When we are under pressure, it is all too easy to forget to take time to replenish our 
resources and do things that give us pleasure. When life is busy, we may feel we 
simply don’t have the time. 



Sukhita Yoga 
  

  

 
Teachers manual v30 added to sequencing© Hugh Poulton; Sarah Haden; IYM Ltd   101 

 
 

 

The busier our lives are, the more we need moments to refresh ourselves, moments 
when we come alive to the pleasure in small things. Pleasure does not have to be a 
major event – small things can make all the difference (e.g. noticing the scent of our 
shampoo or shower gel, savouring a cup of coffee instead of hardly noticing we are 
drinking it, pausing to look around us as we walk from the car to the front door). 

 
Not believing we deserve pleasure 
High standards can get in the way of pleasure – for example, we have to complete all 
our tasks before we can take a moment to ourselves, or we have to look after 
everyone else before we can attend to our own needs.  

 
Comparisons 
Minds are quick to make comparisons between how things are and how they 
“should” be. We may find ourselves comparing how we feel now with times when 
we felt better, or comparing ourselves with other people who seem to be feeling 
better than we are, or comparing how we are feeling with how we want to feel. All 
of these comparisons undermine our capacity to be fully present with pleasant 
moments. Seeing them more clearly, we can choose to give them less weight. 

 
Lost in our thoughts 
As we practice meditation, we notice how quickly our minds turn to the past 
(memories, action-replays of things that have happened) and the future (planning 
the next thing and the next, worrying, anticipating). This wandering from the present 
moment can mean that we rush past experiences that might have been pleasant 
without even noticing them. Instead, we need to cultivate a sense of now – fully 
present with our experiences as they happen. 
 
The confidence to be imperfect 
It is important as a teacher as well as in the rest of our life to have a relationship to 
limitation so that it does not become an impediment to valuing what we can share. 
This sharing includes our own confidence to be imperfect. Part of this is the capacity 
to stay with the feeling of not knowing: the answer to a question; the benefit that 
clients are feeling; how to do a particular posture. Remember that the ‘less than 
perfect’ can still be valued by others, particularly if it is shared from a place of 
balance and authenticity.  
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Transitions  
 
The awareness of transitions, physical, mental or emotional is to be valued as an 
important and integral part of our practice.  
 
“this arising that comes to be, this ceasing that ceases to be” Udana 1.3 The Bodhi 
Sutta 
 
Every period of practice (and every moment of daily life) has transition in it and with 
it the potential for conflict: mislaying car keys; accidently stubbing a toe; the mind 
not settling in meditation; being out of balance in a posture; and then of course 
there are the deep challenges life can present, often unexpected and unplanned and 
sometimes in such rapid succession we can scarcely collect ourselves in between. So 
much is changeable in ways beyond our control; even if our mind is settled, our 
balance feels rock solid or life is sweet right now, our experience will transition to 
something else inviting internal conflict on a micro or macro scale. 
 
When we don’t like the state we are in; when we dislike the feelings, thoughts and 
sensations we are experiencing, we’re in a conflicted process. We want the present 
moment to be different to how it is. The more we try to change the state, the more 
conflict it feeds. If we reject, become impatient with or banish certain feelings, 
thoughts or sensations from our practice perhaps with the idea that it is wrong or 
inappropriate or a sign that we are not doing something right or we try to accept 
them with equanimity as a subtle invitation not to react, our practice loses 
something of the truth and becomes inauthentic. Rather than banish these feelings 
or try to suppress them, we can instead look to learn what makes these states hard 
to be in. The present moment is the truth, and there can’t be anything wrong with 
the truth, because it is just that. We might want a different truth, but that’s another 
matter and so the questions we need to ask ourselves are:  
 

“How are we unwilling to look into the causes and conditions we find 
ourselves in that create the feelings and hence the conflict they stir up in 
us?” 
 
“Do we really need perfect balance / or a still mind?” 
 
“How do we develop a relationship to the imperfect?” 
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Whether we wish for a calm mind, a mind full of metta (loving kindness), a focused 
light flowing asana practice or inspired teaching, these states represent a transition 
from where we are. If there is impatience around getting there, the period of 
transition can last the whole of the practice which may then be marked with 
mounting frustration and judgement.  
 
With receptiveness and patience the transition can be shorter, leaving the mind in 
typically one of three increasingly more balanced states:  
 

• Open-ended exploration  
 

o Being aware all experiences arise within a context; experiences 
cannot be singled out from the conditions in with they arise such as a 
preceding moment and thus there cannot be a present moment 
without a past moment. The mind is often tranquil in this process. 

 
• Non fuelling  

 
Often arising from the open-ended exploration, this state is categorised by: 

 
o Not choosing to hold on to experiences (just letting them be); 
o Not intentionally building upon or fuelling an experience (putting a 

log on the fire) so that we’re not drawn into and don’t build upon the 
mental scenarios thoughts and feelings (though residual physical 
symptoms of strong emotion in the body may persist). Often the 
mental scenarios don’t arise at all. 

o Not believing in the sense of “I” that has been formed around an 
experience (who did the posture) and rather seeing different 
experiences of “I” and experiencing the causes and conditions on 
which it depended to arise. For instance it’s useful to see how in our 
inner dialogue when we define fixed and enduring qualities in 

Practice tip 
 
Allow yourself to begin in a receptive way, softly listening to how things are and giving up any 
notion of how the practice will be. Allow yourself to experience your practice not to just do it 
(slavishly following the instructions and not taking responsibility). Be with how your mind is and 
its content, see the stickiness of what’s going on and how you’re drawn into and build upon the 
mental scenarios thoughts and feelings; be aware of any attachment or aversion felt. Allow 
(rather than resist) any story to go on without fuelling it, (smile, release the tensions inside 
your head around your brain and soften around any tension you feel in your body) until it 
reaches a place where a transition to something else occurs. Then reflect back on the story and 
see if this provides some insight as to what kept it alive. Embodying the practice in this way 
opens up the possibility of a deeply connected practice.  
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someone else or some situation / circumstance we can take on 
equally fixed and enduring qualities ourselves so constructing a sense 
of “I” with its accompanying self-justification and self-righteousness.  
Non-fuelling helps prevent this and so maintain a feeling of 
connection not separation and with it a lessening of the sense of 
conflict. 

 
• Connected/States of Samadhi 

 
These states are categorised by: 
 

o loss of ordinary self pre-occupations and personality;  
o an intuition of a metaphysical reality that is beyond the mundane 

mind. 
 
The awareness of transitions is to be valued as an important and integral part of our 
practice revealing as it does the conditionality behind all our experience and 
teaching us the art of remaining in balance through movement. In this way we can 
learn to work with the origin of conflict in our lives on both the micro and macro 
scale. 
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Energetic Anatomy 
 
Unlocking our hidden energy and boosting stamina 
 
The key to unlocking our hidden energy and boosting stamina is recognising what 
prevents us feeling open, free and energetic. 
 
When we feel out of balance, our body and mind can feel heavy and lethargic. It’s as 
if we have little or no energy. 
 
The combination of the Bandhas, Ujjayi breath and Mindfulness systematically brings 
the body and mind back into balance. 
 
MB stimulates the muscles in the lower third of the spine triggering the 
parasympathetic nervous system (“PSNS”). This is known as the “rest and digest” 
response and results in an opening of our hips, shoulders and spine and the 
activating of the intuitive centre in the mind. It also creates a strong connection with 
the Earth element, our point of contact with the ground. 
 
UB stimulates the muscles in the central third of the spine triggering in turn the 
sympathetic nervous system (“SNS”). This is better known as ‘fight or flight’. This 
provides the energy of action. Uddhiyana also means ‘flying up’ in Sanskrit and it is 
UB that gives us the feeling of lightness in the practice. 
 
In yoga, as in life, we want to have a balance between the PSNS and SNS, not an 
imbalance of one over the other. 
 
The combination of the Ujjayi breath and the Bandhas create an internal heat in the 
body, and this heat releases energy called Prana. It is Prana that does the work of 
the yoga, the Bandhas create the structure and support and we use the muscles of 
the body to articulate and support the joints, rather than push and maintain the 
body in shapes. A body in balance feels as if weightless greatly reducing the effort of 
the practice and boosting stamina. 
 
We can sublimate the energy of excitement, boredom, anger, frustration by using it 
to activate and maintain the Bandhas and so bring the autonomic nervous system 
back into balance. The practice of awareness to see tension in parts of our body and 
to place our awareness into the Bandhas is a Mindfulness skill developed by the 
Body Scan.    
 
Jalandhara Bandha 
 
Like UB it is rarely used in its full form in Asanas but it is useful in a modified form in 
most Asanas as it maintains an open pathway to the brain complementing the work 
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of MB and UB. With MB and UB engaged, the spine is brought into balance freeing 
the upper chest, releasing the heart upward toward the chin and relaxing the 
shoulders. 
 
To express Jalandhara Bandha (“JB”) fully it’s best not to think of it as a chin lock. 
Allow a subtle focus on the back of the top palette (where the origin of the Ujjayi 
breath is, near the hyoid). The base of the rear skull (occiput) moves subtly back and 
up. Allow the jaw to drop open and let the rest of the head follow. If the muscles and 
fascia release fully the chin will meet your rising chest at the sternum without strain 
in your neck or shoulders or restriction in the flow of your breathing. The vertebra of 
your neck should feel like they are releasing upward and extending freely allowing 
the crown of your head to rise softly. There is a sense of length between your ears 
and shoulder blades. Roll your tongue back and up against the palette and smile 
softly.   
 
When used in Asanas, the chin is not lowered to the same extent, there is the 
mildest of tucks felt as a lengthening upward behind the ears. When practice is well 
balanced, the presence of Ujjayi breathing and the contraction to create this 
encourages this tuck. With even a modified JB the heart never drops of sinks and the 
shoulder blades do not rise. In this way familiarity with JB is built throughout the 
practice.    
 
On an energetic level JB connects with the Ether element, and connects heart energy 
with the head at the 6th Chakra / third eye (Anja) through stimulating (unlocking) the 
5th Chakra at the throat.  Releasing tension around the brain also allows this energy 
to reach the crown chakra. JB, and the Ujjayi contain Prana within the torso during 
practice preventing it leaking out of the body. 
 
When combined with MB and UJ the combination is called Mahabandha, great lock. 
 
JB is essential when practising pranayama with breath retention, either on the inhale 
or exhale as it protects the brain, eye and ear from internal pressure.  
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Ujjayi breathing 
 
Cultivating the Ujjayi breath is very supportive to the generation of Prana particularly 
when combined with the Bandhas. Ujjayi is intimately linked to the Bandhas, there is 
a natural drawing in of the lower abdomen which is automatic which naturally 
promotes diaphragmatic breathing. If the breath is changed from Ujjayi to open 
mouthed breathing, often the Bandhas are also released. The purpose of Ujjayi is to: 
 

• slow and regulate the breath; 
• build heat in the body as a direct result of effort and friction; 
• create postural stability79; 
• create an even and audible flow the awareness of which brings a meditative 

quality to the practice; 
• It is also been shown to reduce heart rate and blood pressure80. 
• cultivate a different energetic relationship within the body when combined 

with the Bandhas; 
o It also softly reminds us of Jalandhara Bandha especially if our 

practice is balanced. This is expressed as the mildest of chin tucks, a 
soft lifting at the back of the throat and a feeling that the area behind 
the ears is softly expanding away from the shoulders. 

 
Teaching to breathe using Ujjayi pranayama 
 

• Check the nostrils are clear 
• Breathe out through your mouth as if you are misting a mirror 
• Notice how the sound comes from the back of your throat 
• Repeat and this time close your mouth and finish the exhale through your 

nose 
• Breathe in through the nostrils again and repeat 

 
Alternately 

• Inhale and exhale deeply through your mouth 
• Now lift the back of your tongue to the soft palette whilst keep the front part 

of the tongue relaxed 
• Notice how this redirects the breath through your nostrils 
• Closing your mouth does not change your breathing 

 
The Ujjayi breath does not restrict the volume of breath or the ease of breathing. 
When combined with the Bandhas it redirects the breath from a deep belly breath 
upward to be more in the rib cage and chest. The breath is still felt as ‘deep in the 

                                                 
79 Effect of Airway control of glottal structures on postural stability  
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7L1uqu9KnjDUU40bURZZmtGeEk/view?pli=1 
80 http://www.jcdr.net/article_fulltext.asp?issn=0973-709x&year=2012&month=May&issue=4&id=2140  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7L1uqu9KnjDUU40bURZZmtGeEk/view?pli=1
http://www.jcdr.net/article_fulltext.asp?issn=0973-709x&year=2012&month=May&issue=4&id=2140
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abdomen’ as the falling diaphragm pushing the internal organs against the upward 
pressure of the Bandhas. 
 
The Ujjayi breath should remain smooth and even in all of the yoga postures just as 
when at rest. If you/your clients are unable to maintain Ujjayi breathing and/or the 
Bandhas, it is time to stop. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is important to understand how patterns of breathing can affect the energetics of 
the body. 
 
Constricted thoracic breathing   
 
Constricted thoracic breathing  (chest breathing or shallow breathing) where the 
abdomen is still, lightly but chronically triggers the SNS keeping heart rate and blood 
pressure too high. This shallow breathing will promote yawning every once in a while 
to get a deeper breath. Taken to extreme this becomes paradoxical breathing where 
the abdomen is drawn inwards on an inhale and outwards on an exhale. This triggers 
the SNS even more and releases adrenaline promoting anxiety. 
 
Abdominal breathing 
 
The antidote is abdominal breathing which is simple natural and relaxing and of 
equal length on the inhale and exhale for which there is no movement in the chest, 
attention is drawn to the pelvis and base of the torso. Over time it results in a 
depressed and over relaxed sensation. 
 
Diaphragmatic breathing 
 

 
Demonstrating the physical support Ujjayi creates. 
 
Working in pairs. Invite a student to sit beside you crossed legged on the floor. 
Ask them to breathe through an open mouth (no ujjayi).  

• Push their shoulder sideways away from you and they will move freely 
and possibly roll over. 

• Now ask them to repeat this and to resist your pushing physically. It will 
take significant effort for them to do so. 

• Now ask them to relax again and repeat this time using the ujjayi 
breathing. Their body resists without effort. 

• Note: if a student cannot do the Ujjayi because they have a blocked nose 
they can get the same support breathing through pursed lips. 
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Diaphragmatic breathing is the most natural way to breath in daily life. Here the 
movement of the lower abdomen is resisted muscularly (using modified Uddhiyana 
bandha of ashtanga yoga) bringing attention to the core and awareness of the torso. 
On inhale the diaphragm acts at it costal insertion to lift and expand the rib cage. 
This draws air into the lungs and enlarges the upper abdomen accompanied by a 
lateral expansion of the ribcage. It is the breath of meditation and physical yoga 
practice. The practice of Ujjayi promotes diaphragmatic breathing. 
 
Full yoga breath 
 
The full yoga breath combined diaphragmatic and thoracic breathing and is a stand-
alone technique not usually incorporated into asana work. Breathe in and out for a 
few breaths, then exhale as much as possible to fully empty your lungs. Then inhale a 
much as possible without haste and a slowly as is comfortable. Continue for as long 
as you wish and can maintain without strain. Generally the lungs are filled from 
below, starting with the lower, then middle and finally the upper parts of the lungs. 
The complete breath is both cleansing and energising and if completed in a slow and 
even way will produce a sense of calm and stability. 
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What are the Bandhas doing? 
 
MB, is perhaps best thought of as the lifting of the perineum in men and the cervix in 
women. This stimulates the muscles and nerves around the lower third of the spine, 
particularly around the sacrum where there is predominately part of the central 
nervous system associated with the Para Sympathetic Nervous System (PSNS) 
sometimes called “rest and digest”. Because of its location in the spine the 
parasympathetic system is commonly referred to as having "craniosacral outflow" 
that is at the top and base of the spine. When stimulated the PSNS lowers heart rate 
and blood pressure and respiration. Experientially it can be felt as a relaxation 
response, that opens up the hips, releases the spine and shoulders and brings the 
mind to a more spacious awareness we associate with relaxation and pleasure 
compared to say one pointed concentration.  
 
The PSNS has balancing characteristics compared with and complementary to the 
Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS) which we otherwise know as “fight or flight”. 
This is said to have "thoracolumbar outflow" in the mid section of the spine and is 
stimulated by UB. In some respects we may think of the SNS as the accelerator and 
the PSNS as the brake. 
 
In Asana practise we can only hold a subtle form of Uddhiyana. Rather than the 
abdomen fully drawn back to the spine, UB can be helpfully thought of as a drawing 
in of the upper abdomen created in part by the rising of the solar plexus. This 
triggers a reaction in the muscles supporting the lower back particularly the psoas 
which gives a strong sense of connection between the upper half and lower half of 
the physical body and this enhances the sense of support and security.  This in turn 
stimulates the SNS.  
 
MB and UB together offer a balancing of these complementary parts of the 
Autonomic Nervous System. 
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Energetic Bandhas 
 
Moola Bandha (“MB”) is a psychic practice which manipulates the pranic subtle body 
especially the downward flowing energy Apana by contracting the base or root 
Chakra Moola Dhara chakra (“MDC”) loosely associated with the ovaries or prostate.   
 
All the Nadis are said to originate just below Moola Dhara (“MD”) and so are 
stimulated by MB. Nadis are a web of non-physical channels in the subtle energy 
body through which Pranas or subtle breaths referred to as universal energy flows 
through81. There are some 72,000 of these Nadis and different breathing patterns 
known as Pranayamas can increase and direct this energy through these channels.  
There are said to be five different forms of Pranas of which Apana is the downward 
and outward moving energy below the navel governing excretion of all sorts as well 
as reproduction. Prana is an inward energy governing all types of consumption such 
as sensory impressions, breathing, eating, drinking. 
 
There are three principle Nadis, the central Nadi or Sushumna which runs alongside 
or inside the spine, the Ida and Pingala which run alongside the Sushumna and 
occasionally cross it. These crossing points are the location of the Chakras. Systems 
differ but there are said to be at least 7 chakras spread from the base of the spine to 
the crown of the head.  Each chakra in your spinal column is believed to influence or 
even govern bodily functions near its region of the spine. These are worked with 
through the physical practice using MB, UB, JB, kriyas, Ujjayi and Bastrika and the 
releasing of mentally created tension using Mindfulness. 
 
The MDC is associated with a strong sense of grounding, the earth element, in 
Samkhya philosophy*82 and MDC has a direct link with the Anja Chakra located in 
the mid brain (brow, third eye) which awakens our intuitive faculties.  
 
Uddhiyana Bandha (“UB”) works with the Manipura chakra (solar plexus, navel area) 
associated with the generation of power, energy, willpower and achievement 
amongst others and the word Uddhiyana translates as ‘flying up’ and gives the sense 
of lift and lightness in the practise.   
 
Bandhas have far reaching effects because they are associated with energy centres 
in the spine and brain. Although the Bandhas can be thought of as locks physically, 
their effect is more one of unlocking or removing blockage existing as tension, 
anxieties, repressions and unresolved conflicts. 
 

                                                 
81 Primo vascular system evidence for nadis https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/m/pubmed/29940372/#fft  
82 Samkhya is one of the 6 orthodox schools of Indian philosophy and the one most directly related to 
Yoga school of Hinduism. 
 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/m/pubmed/29940372/#fft
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Initially the Bandhas can be worked with as a physical contraction. With time this 
development can have a mental / energetic component. Directing awareness to the 
MDC (perineum in men, cervix in women) is sufficient for MB to be present. With the 
body in balance and out of tension, this results in a mild tucking under of the tail 
bone and a noticeable firming of the lowest part of the abdomen. With this comes 
an opening of the lower back and a balancing of the spine. This balancing releases 
the heart away from the navel and brings the shoulder blades releasing towards the 
sacrum. This action naturally draws in the abdomen, and the awareness of this and 
its non-aggressive ‘firming’ is the subtle Uddhiyana for asana practice.  
 
There are times when you can feel the benefit just through directing awareness 
alone, usually most clearly seen when your body is tension free and in balance, 
whatever the posture.  
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Relating the Bandhas to the Chakras 
 

1. Mooladhara  activated by Moola Bandha Earth element 
a. Root Chakra - Represents our foundation and feeling of being 

grounded. 
i. Location: Base of spine in tailbone area. 

ii. Emotional issues: Survival issues such as financial 
independence, money, and food. 

b. Associated with boundaries and habits 
c. Under active: fearful, nervous 
d. Over Active: materialistic, greedy 
e. Postures: Tree, mountain, warrior, corpse 

 
2. Svadhisthana Activated by Uddhiyana bandha Water element 

a. Sacral Chakra - Our connection and ability to accept others and new 
experiences. 

i. Location: Lower abdomen, about 2 inches below the navel and 
2 inches in. 

ii. Emotional issues: Sense of abundance, well-being, pleasure, 
sexuality. 

b. Associated with addiction and guilt 
c. Judgemental 
d. Under active: unemotional / impassive / sexually unexpressive 
e. Over active Sensitive / emotional most of the time / sexually over 

expressive 
f. Postures: Dancer, child, reverse triangle. 

 
3. Manipura Sternum released by the combination of the Bandhas particularly 

UB plus the exercises of Agnisara Kriya and Bastrika. Fire element 
a. Solar Plexus Chakra - Our ability to be confident and in-control of our 

lives. 
i. Location: Upper abdomen in the stomach area. 

ii. Emotional issues: Self-worth, self-confidence, self-esteem. 
b. Taking inappropriate responsibility / trying to fix 
c. Working with compassion 
d. Capacity to hold fear 
e. Under active: passive, indecisive, apprehensive 
f. Over active: imperious / aggressive 
g. Postures: Warrior 1 and 2, downward bow, boat 

 
4. Anahata Heart opening MB / UB draw energy to the heart centre. Air element 

a. Heart Chakra - Our ability to love. 
i. Location: Center of chest just above heart. 

ii. Emotional issues: Love, joy, inner peace. 
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b. Not needing to be in control 
c. Capacity to forgive self and others 
d. Let balance take over 
e. Under active: cold / unfriendly 
f. Over active: suffocatingly over loving 
g. Postures: Cobra, Updog, Camel, Standing Forward bend (opens back of 

the heart). 
 

5. Vissudha Activated by Jalandhara bandha Ether element 
a. Throat Chakra - Our ability to communicate. 

i. Location: Throat. 
ii. Emotional issues: Communication, self-expression of feelings, 

the truth. 
b. Turning toward the difficult  
c. Under active: don’t speak much / appear shy 
d. Over active: speak much more than listen 
e. Postures Plough, fish, shoulderstand 

 
6. Ajna JB passes energy through to the third eye centre also supported by 

mindfulness meditation and MB. Light element 
a. Third Eye. Ability to focus on and see the big picture 

i. Location: Forehead between the eyes. (Also called the Brow 
Chakra) 

ii. Emotional Issues: Intuition, imagination, wisdom, ability to 
think and make decisions. 

b. Posture: downward facing dog, easy pose 
c. Under active: Looking to others to think for you. 
d. Over active day dreaming, living in the imagination 

 
7. Sahasrara Releasing tension inside the mind opens the crown chakra. 

Consciouness element 
a. Crown Chakra - The highest Chakra represents our ability to be fully 

connected spiritually. 
i. Location: The very top of the head. 

ii. Emotional issues: Inner and outer beauty, our connection to 
spirituality, pure bliss 

b. DROPSS and 6R’s 
c. Engage 2nd brain 
d. Under active: rigid in thoughts 
e. Over active: Over intellectualise 
f. Postures Corpse, Lotus, headstand 
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Balance: a state of non-tension 
 
What is Balance? 
 
Our lower back is our barometer for whether we are in balance or not: any tension in 
our mind or body is referred indirectly here too. We can use Mindfulness to tune 
into the subtleties of tension in the mind and body giving us the opportunity to 
release away from whatever draws us out of balance. Smiling is key, connecting us 
into our senses in the present moment and making it difficult to sustain tension. We 
know this instinctively with how our bodies feel when laughing – we are in a natural 
state of release. 
 
Our experience and understanding of tension, gross and subtle, is a key aspect of the 
SUKHITA YOGA approach. We have explored how we bring the autonomic nervous 
system into balance using the Bandhas and how we can sublimate the energetic 
component of high emotion to activate and maintain tension in them. We have seen 
how to use the 6Rs and DROPSS in relation to our habitual responses, prejudices and 
judgments to release the tension that takes us out of balance. 
 
Now we need to explore our relationship to gross and subtle tension in the mind and 
body and how it takes us out of balance.  
 
Gross Tension 
The sense of imbalance in daily life is likely to be all too familiar to us: for example, 
when our emotions overwhelm us (with stress, anger, fear and anxiety but also 
when we are over excited) and this is often felt as gross tension, such as in our 
shoulders or the pit of our stomach.  
 
What is not so obvious is that our experience of gross tension is the end point of a 
whole process that has often been invisible or that we are barely aware of and we 
typically blame or attribute this to some personal limitation, or someone or 
something outside ourselves. Developing our awareness of the more subtle tension 
that we create for ourselves during this process is a further building block in 
developing our practice.   
 
Subtle tension 
We can cultivate our awareness of this subtle tension by developing our listening 
skills for the non-conceptual (those experiences which are unnamed, unexplained 
and have no immediate meaning and so may have no verbal equivalent) encouraging 
a being rather than a doing state of mind.  
 
Key to this is the need to come into awareness of tension before it is gross enough to 
have broken through into consciousness in daily life. It is much easier to release 
away from tension that, whilst subtle, does not yet have a corresponding emotional 
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grip in the mind and body, such as when we are caught in anger, frustration, 
irritation and self-righteousness. Listening in this way allows us to come into contact 
with states of mind and body that we were previously unaware of so that we have 
more choice around our reflexes.  
 
How Yoga Helps 
Yoga is a helpful place from which to explore the nature of balance and its 
relationship to tension because balance is so obviously required in the postures.  
 
In our Yoga practice it is important to distinguish the three types of tension that are 
present: there is the subconscious tension necessary to establish each posture; there 
is the tension necessary to cultivate the Bandhas; and there is the conscious subtle 
tension which is self-creating and optional.  We can often mistake conscious subtle 
tension such as effortful striving, characterised by the use of strength when we push 
and resist, for balanced effort. This can cause us to feel comforted by our “doing” 
practice.  
 
Developing the capacity to softly listen with Mindfulness shows the mind made 
manifest in the body and makes subtle tension directly accessible. Symptoms of this 
subtle tension include: not wanting to stand on the mat; an unsteadiness or 
exaggerated care around balance; pushing or resisting mentally or physically such as 
when we are impatient or judge the practice; choosing to hold onto an experience; 
intentionally building upon or fuelling an experience; and believing in the self-
structure that forms around an experience.  
 
Just as in a Mindfulness Meditation, just as in daily life, in our Yoga practice too we 
are directly working with the ruminative mind, anticipation and expectation and our 
habitual responses. The difference is that the physical poses give us an environment 
in which we can notice when we lose our sense of stability due to the content of our 
mind:  by misplacing the Earth element; or by replacing the energy of Prana with 
strength because we lose the Ujjayi breath and/or the Bandhas.  
 
In a Body Scan we may fall asleep if we are not careful to remain curious with our 
mind’s attention, in our Yoga practice we might fall over if our attention is not 
present and we do not have a dynamic relationship with the presence of tension. 
Together they offer a complementary investigation of the power of the mind’s 
attention. The Body Scan develops our ability to accept our experience without the 
need to change it and to direct our attention to different parts of the body at will. 
With the Yoga practice we are using the skills of the Body Scan to place the mind’s 
attention in the Earth Element and using the discipline of the 6Rs to release the 
subtle tension in our minds and bodies. In so doing we experience how this process 
of releasing liberates our practice and understand how our stiffest muscle really is 
between our ears. 
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Remember 
 

• The purpose of our practice is to further sharpen our awareness to include all 
forms of gross and subtle tension. 
 

• You know you are in balance when your back feels open, soft and invisible to 
your mind’s eye. 
 

• Effort and striving restricts the available space for postures both in our bodies 
and minds. We tense to hold a posture or squeeze the very last degree of 
movement from our joints and by so doing lose our flexibility and balance. At 
the same time our minds start to contract, our mental focus becomes narrow 
and our spacious listening reduces to a one-pointedness. 
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Anatomical Adjustments 
 
There is so much media focus on body form and shape that it’s not surprising this 
has infiltrated the world of yoga. In the west there is so much emphasis on yoga 
being primarily a physical practice that is tempting to be caught up in this reaction 
and believe the purpose of yoga teaching  is to extract a perfect ‘form’ from the 
bodies of our students. If we pursue this ideal we will simply be doing a disservice to 
everyone who comes to our classes.  
 
It’s not shape we need to focus on, but balance and the causes of imbalance. When 
these are addressed the form will reveal itself. Simply straining and stretching to 
achieve as shape will only give short term gains. The endorphins and dopamine this 
releases brings a chemical high and an addictive sense of achievement but the actual 
changes in the body and mind are small and readily reversed.  
 
True flexibility does not come from stretching, but from your brain. Exploring a range 
of movement on the edge of tension and softening at this point re-programmes your 
mind’s understanding of a safe range of motion (sometimes called dynamic 
stretching). Repetitively doings this increases the range without threatening the 
integrity of the body and causing injury.  Aim to keep a state of mind free of tension 
whilst doing this. This way you are less likely to trigger a reflexive contraction of the 
muscle and your brain will be less likely to perceive the sensation as painful and 
build a protective reflex for the next time you are in this position. 
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What is the ‘correct’ pose? 
 
Sivananda      Kirpalu    Bikram 
 

       
  
 
 
 
Iyengar           Ashtanga         Krishnamacharya  
 

            
 

 
Images from Winter 2000 Yoga Journal 
except Krishnamacharya from The Heart of Yoga T.K.V. Desikachar 
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Let gravity do the lifting in Hugh’s words 
 
“Imagine a pair of old fashioned kitchen scales. On one side there is a pan full of 1 
kilo of sugar, and on the other an empty pan. I now begin to pour a kilo of sugar into 
the empty pan. Little happens until I nearly reach the end when something 
astonishing occurs. I’m focusing on the pan I’m adding sugar to and the other pan 
begins to lift. The two pans become level and stay there. Now, using a very small 
spoon I remove a little sugar from one pan and add it to the other. The first pan is 
lifted upwards as high as the mechanism will allow. What has lifted this pan, Gravity! 
I remove that sugar and the pans become level again. I remove a little more sugar 
and add it to the first pan and this drops slowly downward. The process of lifting and 
dropping has all been accomplished by Gravity alone. There has been no LIFT. 
 
This only works if the balance mechanism moves freely, if it were rusty a small 
spoonful of sugar is insufficient, much more sugar, in a ladle say would need to be 
added to create the necessary rotational force to overcome the resistance.  
 
Before I stretch this analogy too far:  
 
The small spoonful is the movement of the Bandhas. 
The ladle of sugar is the effort of ‘striving , trying’.  
The mechanism is our commitment to balance (balance, softness and openness in 
our lower back protected by using UB). 
The rusty mechanism is tension in our mind and body. 
The freely moving mechanism is the mind and body without unnecessary tension. 
 
In believe in Yoga, there is never a need to lift, all that is necessary is Bandha and  
balance.  
 
Balance is not achieved by staying still, but through constant readjusting. I am 
continually recovering my balance both in body and mind, intuitively releasing from 
destabilising tension and returning to a spacious lightness, disrupted only when I try 
to make it happen or I am drawn away from the present. 
 
Balance is potentially everywhere, seeking in all transitions to be with the process of 
moving rather than focusing on where I am going. That has already been set by 
intention, now my task is to stay with the process. Releasing the tension created by 
the direction of movement of the Bandhas I continually open to a new shape 
recognising that each intermediate posture is another yoga posture. Keeping my 
eyes soft and smiling allows an easier awareness of changing mental and emotional 
states with changing physical shape.   
 
When I allow my body to be in balance I become very sensitive to the movement of 
the Bandhas. Small changes in their direction makes large differences. Not only that, 
but when I release and allow my body to be taken wherever the Bandhas lead I 
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notice I am never pushed through tension. Movement is arrested until I release the 
tension through breathing into and out from that tension. Only if this releases the 
restriction will the Bandhas then take me deeper into the posture.  
 
Stranger still, if I choose to move the Bandhas only half the distance I would normally 
experience as a full posture, my body is only carried half way into the posture, and I 
am left in suspended animation as it were, fully supported and relaxed.  
 
Balance and the Bandhas are a dynamic relationship, harnessed and conditioned by 
the effort I make.” 
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Sequencing  

 
Introduction 
 
Before we consider sequencing it is important to understand how and why we 
choose the postures to teach. There are a number of principles to take into account. 

1 Never teach a posture that is not an established part of your own practice 
and is well within your capacity.  

2 It is not appropriate to demonstrate a posture at the limit of your own 
capability except as a demonstration of that limit. 

3 The SUKHITA YOGA 200 hr teacher training course does not instruct in the 
teaching of handstands, headstands or shoulderstands. These postures and 
their variants are outside the remit of this course should not be part of any 
sequence. Additional training is required for these to be safely taught.  

4 All postures should be selected with the capacity of the student paramount 
with suitable modifications identified for students as required.     

 
It is fundamental to recognise that all practice and practitioners are subject to 
change, that progress is not linear and that mind and body are inextricably linked in 
a complex relationship which guarantees that no two practices will ever be the 
same. Combine this with the fact that no two bodies are the same we cannot blindly 
teach a sequence however well-crafted in theory without taking into account what is 
going on in our own body and the bodies of those we are teaching as we teach it. 
 
Principles of sequencing 
 
There are two guiding principles contained in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali: 
 
1. “Sthiram Sukkham asanam” (verse 2.46) 
 
“Sthira” implies a strong connection to the earth element. Meaning “firm, compact, 
strong, steadfast, static, resolute, and courageous”, etymologically it arises from the 
root “stha”, which means “to stand, to be firm, to take a stand.” 
 
“Sukha” imples a non-aggressive ease where all postures have a balance of support 
and ease. Meaning “happy, good, joyful, delightful, easy, agreeable, gentle, mild, and 
virtuous” its literal translation is “good space,” from the root words “su” (good) and 
“kha” (space). The term originally described the kind of smooth ride one would 
experience in a cart or a chariot whose axle holes were well-centred in the wheels. 
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2. “Yogas citta vritti nirodha” (verse 1.02) 
 
The purpose of Yoga is the stilling of the heart/mind suggesting that any yoga session 
that leaves your students (and you) in a state of greater stillness than you started is 
on the mark. 
 
To teach a fixed sequence or change the sequence? 
 
Advantages of a fixed sequence:  

• Only you change from one practice to the next, there’s no uncertainty what 
to do next and progress is easy to judge.  

• It allows the practice to become more easily a meditation in motion. 
 
Disadvantages of a fixed sequence:  

• Repetitive physical moves can lead to strain and injury.  
• Tendency to switch off from the present moment experience because ‘you’ve 

done this countless times’ and also any one individuals temperamental 
capacity to deal with repetition,  

• Becoming stuck on particular postures and missing out on the wide range of 
other Asanas available. 

 
Advantages of changing the sequence of postures: 

• when done well this can bring a well-balanced practice reducing the risk of 
repetitive injury,  

• stimulates interest in the novel and encourages students to be present in 
their practice compared to the ‘same routine’. 

 
Disadvantages of changing the sequence of postures: 

• risk of creating an imbalanced sequence that may cause undue strain or 
injury, 

• encourages outward referencing by students, too busy watching and listening 
to the teacher to listen to themselves. 

 
Principles of Sequencing 
 
A well-crafted sequence is not a reason to stop listening and observing throughout 
the class. If the sequence is fixed, your students will become familiar with what they 
can and can’t do, and the modifications suitable for them. When teaching a new 
sequence you cannot assume your students will be listening to their own body and 
not blindly following your instruction or copying the person next to them.  After all, 
most of us wish to please our teachers and not be left out or appear different. 
 
A class with a new sequence requires very clear description, demonstration and 
explanation not only of each posture itself, but the transition into and out of the 
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posture and appropriate modifications. Pacing is critical as it is more difficult to 
encourage students to take personal responsibility for their own practice if they are 
struggling to keep up with something new and novel. 
 
It is important to structure a class in such a way that clients have the opportunity to 
assess where they are today rather than launch straight into some complex 
sequence. This assessment is more easily accomplished working with the familiar 
and / or simple postures at the start of the class or a themed section where listening 
to the body and mind is less subject to distraction. 
 
Structure 
 

1. Only teach what you are familiar with and incorporate into your own 
practice. Your ego has no place in your teaching. Remember in an average 
class, there is likely to be at least one person who can execute at least one 
posture better than you. Your sequences are for your clients’ benefit, not to 
display your own prowess. Humility and not hubris is the watch word here.  

2. Start with a warm up inviting clients to listen to their bodies and mind.  
3. Keep the starting postures and sequences simple to encourage a soft 

listening to the body and mind. 
4. Begin with a standing sequence, encouraging clients to witness the need for 

stability as well as ease to move through the postures (cultivating stability is 
much more challenging if we start with a seated or laying sequence and 
almost impossible with inversions). 

5. If there is asymmetry in the posture, start on the RHS first and then repeat on 
the LHS. 

6. Try to retain a continuity between postures, using ‘vinyasa’ whose original 
meaning refers to all movement in which we consciously connect with our 
breath, body and mind as an interconnected whole. Yoga, from the route Yuj 
means to yoke, body and mind into balance through the medium of the 
breath (Vinyasa Krama). 

7. This connection comes from the Ujjayi breathing (breath), maintaining 
Bandhas (body) and releasing tension (mind).  Any time we are unable to 
maintain Ujjayi or Bandhas without strain tells us or our clients it is time to 
commence the closing sequence of our practice. If we force our practice it 
will be reflected in our breath and also in the creating of tension. These are 
the barometers of our practice, and softly listening to these shows us how to 
restore balance to our practice.  

8. Make no assumptions, a student may well being ‘doing yoga’ with an 
imperfect execution of the outward Asana.  Remember all postures are 
dynamic, never still. Each gives an opportunity to explore working at the edge 
of tension, whilst retaining this connection. Can our mind be still whilst our 
body shakes? 
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9. Awareness of our breath, body and mind will reveal when any sequence is 
overly straining, too lax or confusing.  There will be an imbalance between 
stability and ease. Teaching this approach invites each student to be 
responsible for listening to themselves as well as listening to the teacher. 

10. You should understand 3 critical aspects for each posture including moving 
into and out of it: 

a. Where mind’s attention is placed (earth element) 
b. Direction of Bandha movement 
c. The nature of the breath 

11. Gradually work from the simple towards the more complex postures (each 
class member will experience a different level of complexity in each posture). 
Warm up the spine first before using other parts of the body more intensely. 
Retain however a simple approach to even the most challenging Asanas. 
Complex postures do not require complex explanation or modes of 
execution. Keep the path as simple as possible. It’s right when it simply feels 
right and the posture does us, rather than ‘we did the posture’ and so 
satisfying our ego. 

12. Generally a balanced class would include: 
a. Checking in (are we right here right now) 
b. Breathing exercises 
c. Kriyas (optional) 
d. Warm up (5-15 mins) 
e. Standing sequence (builds connection to the earth, cultivates stability, 

strength and awareness of the support through our legs). 
f. Sitting sequence 
g. Backbends 
h. Inversions 
i. Relaxation (5 – 15 mins) 
j. Postures moving from less intense to more intense in each section 

with neutralising postures in between each section.  
k. appropriate twists in each section to detoxify the internal organs, 

build spinal flexibility and help neutralise spinal tension and balances 
to bring sthiram sukham into close awareness.  

l. Even working of the LHS and RHS. 
13. Examples of universal neutralising posture include Child Posture, Downward 

facing dog, lying on your back with feet on the floor and knees high and some 
simple twists. 

14. Always describe the entry and exit and maintenance of a posture in terms of 
the support from the Bandhas and Breath to protect from injury. 

15. Counter poses are important whenever a student has been working deeply 
(remember what one finds easy may be at the limit of the capacity of 
another). Counter poses should be gentle, but effective. Use the simplest 
posture to effect the necessary relief. It is inappropriate to work as deeply on 
a counter pose, as in the original pose.  
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16. Neutralising vs Counter pose. Neutralising releases any build up of tension as 
a consequence of the preceding Asanas. Counter poses work the body in a 
complementary way (e.g. simple forward bend after a series of back bends) 

17. Holding postures. Unless you are following a particular regime or style 
postures are mostly held for 5 – 20 breaths. (for example Yin yoga holds for 
much longer). Reflect on the anatomical adjustment workshop and the 
relative limitation of stretching and holding. The exception is inversions 
which might be held for a much longer period depending on the clients’ 
capacity. 

18. Working with ‘themes’. Before focusing on one aspect, such as forward 
bends, twists, backbends, side bends or inversion, ensure that everyone has 
had the opportunity to warm up and then focus on just one theme in any one 
session.  

19. All transitions between yoga postures are yoga postures themselves and 
need to be taught. Try not to leave clients in a vacuum. 

 
 
Suggested approach to designing a sequence 
(based on James Brown podcast www.myyogapractice.com) 
 
Any yoga sequence should have a general aim of focusing the students mind. This 
helps them observe the busyness of their mind compared to the quieter mind when 
they leave the class.  
Focusing can be assisted by:  

1. Working with the energetic body (this requires deliberate attention) 
2. Working at the edge of tension 
3. Working with postures that are at the limit of their muscular strength 
4. Working at the limit of their range of motion ( care is required here not to 

move into strain) 
5. Challenging their knowledge or skill level  

 
To give structure to a class it’s often necessary to  

1. suitable warm up 
2. build up to a peak pose and energetic climax in the sequence. This should be 

challenging but within the capacity of most of the students if the range of 
motion postures have been effective 

3. ensure that the other postures make up a well-rounded selection that 
collectively have moved all the joints of the body to their limit without strain 

4. suitable cool down 
5. finish with a stillness in Savasana 

 
Recognise that teaching has two categories: 

• Cognitive components, that is the things you are actually going to teach 
• Range of motion, that is the changes in your students body you are 

anticipating as the class progresses. 
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Here is a simple 7 step process to constructing a sequence: 
 

1. Select a peak pose (the posture in the sequence that requires the most most 
preparation in terms of range of motion, knowledge or skill to do it safely and 
effectively. 

2. Break down this peak pose into component parts. What will they need for the 
peak pose 

3. Select postures to work with these component parts. Ask yourself why would 
these work 

4. Create these in an order that is logical, intelligent and progressive. Generally 
from easier to harder, start with one component at a time and build up. 
Know what you are doing and why. 

5. Select any relevant counter poses 
6. Add any additional poses to make this a well-rounded practice. Generally 

keep standing stuff together, wall stuff together, sitting stuff together. 
7. Prepare to change any or all of this if the class conditions are different to 

what you anticipated (Students capacity, energy levels etc…). Remember 
actual classes don’t often go as planned. 
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The difference between a relaxation and a body scan 
 
Savasana or corpse pose and the lying down Body Scan superficially appear very 
similar but are actually fundamentally different. 
 
Savasana is a pose of complete relaxation, and is often accompanied by the 
conscious cultivation of Yoga Nidra (yoga sleep) to assist this. The process is one of 
actively tensing and releasing different parts of the body. This is not sleep as we 
commonly understand it: the body appears as if asleep but the mental state is very 
different. It is a dynamic sleep where a deeper level of awareness remains whilst a 
complete physical, mental and emotional relaxation is induced. It is this particular 
state of mind that Savasana is intended to induce. 
  
By contrast the Body Scan cultivates the deliberate and conscious awareness of 
whatever is present, physically, emotionally or mentally without any attempt to 
change or modify it. The purpose is to know ‘what is’, and to witness our reaction to 
this. Through this we come to understand our relation to sensation and to explore 
how not to take this experience personally as mine or my own with all its associated 
thoughts and ruminations and judgement and so avoid allowing it to become a 
character in the drama that we fabricate as ‘me’. To this end, the Body Scan might 
very well not be relaxing. It’s important to recognise the differences. 83 
 
In a relaxation it can work well to incorporate some of the Body Scan techniques at 
the beginning and end of the practice and use the awareness cultivated to transition 
into a different mental state. To do this you would need to give instructions around 
body awareness and the breath as clients settle into position at the start and then to 
feel fingers and toes before wriggling them at the end. You could also close a 
relaxation with the breathing through the crown of the head and out through the 
fingers and toes, connecting with whole body awareness and smiling. What is 
important is that you know what you are doing and why. 
 
Relaxation approaches: 
 
Working through the body 
 
It’s important when lying down for relaxation that the spine is completely 
comfortable and without tension. Bending the knees with feet flat on the floor or 
placing a rolled mat under the knees can relieve tension in the back. 
 
Connect to the breath and notice the in breath and out breath.  
 
Breathe in for a count of 4 and out for a count of 6 to 8. Do this 2 or 3 times, then  

                                                 
83 http://repository.cmu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2407&context=psychology  

http://repository.cmu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2407&context=psychology
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Breathe in for a count of 4, hold for a count of 2 and then breathe out for a count of 
6 to 8 and hold the breath out for 2. (This has the effect of stimulating the vagus 
nerve). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Short relaxation (a short relaxation does not mean it needs to be hasty) 
 
  As you breathe in tense all the muscles in the body and push down into each of the 
body’s contact points with the floor equally. As you breathe out; release. 
As you next breathe in, let each point in your body expand away from every other 
(like the surface of an inflating balloon). As you breathe out; release. As you breathe 
in follow the breath down into the lungs, feel the ribs expand as the lungs inflate.  Do 
not breathe out but wait until the body naturally releases the breath. Part of the 
breath will be drawn out and part will remain. Do not take another deliberate breath 
in but wait for the body to call the breath in of itself. Do not start the breath and 
equally do not stop it starting. 

Now gradually work through the body selectively tensing individual parts on the in 
breath, hold and releasing on the out breath and the hold. Work all the way through 
the body until you reach the crown of the head e.g.  
Screw up your toes ……. relax 
Draw your toes towards your knees ……. relax 
Tighten your thighs, buttocks, groin, abdomen …….. relax 
Expand your ribs all the way round to your spine ……. relax  
Draw your shoulder blades towards each other…….  Let them draw wide …… and 
release to the floor 
Extend your fingers and arms until they come off the floor  …….. relax and let them 
drop to the floor 
Softly tense your neck and spread your mouth into a smile …….. relax 
Lightly close your lips, let your jaw drop open and your tongue drop away from you 
palette …….. relax and release any tension in your upper lip and see how this forms a 
soft smile 
Gently flare your nostrils…….relax and smooth across the bridge of your nose with 
your mind 
Lightly close your eyes …….. let your eyes roll upwards, backwards and the drop softly 
in their sockets 
Be aware of the space between your eyebrows …….. relax as you smooth away the 
tension in your forehead with your mind 
Imagine your hair drawn back into the tightest of ponytails through the crown of your 
head lengthening your spine …….. relax imagine this releasing 
 
Follow the breath down into the lungs, feel the ribs expand as the lungs inflate.  Do 
not breathe out but wait until the body naturally releases the breath. Part of the 
breath will be drawn out and part will remain. Do not take another deliberate breath 
in but wait for the body to call be breath in of itself. Do not start the breath and 
equally do not stop it starting.  
 
Remain for as long as is comfortable or time allows. 
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Recommended Reading List 
 
You don’t need to buy any or all of these before the course. All will be available on 
the course for you to look through. They are a good selection of guides to refer to for 
any yoga teacher. They range in price from £6 - £25 each. Those in bold I believe you 
will find especially helpful. 
 
Yoga Sequencing: Designing Transformative Yoga Classes  Mark Stephens 
A very helpful guide to the relationships between postures, suitable sequences for 
different abilities and development sequences for postures. 
 
Yoga: The Art of Adjusting 2nd Edition  Brian Cooper. Based on the first series of 
Astanga Vinyasa, a useful perspective on passive. active and resistance adjustments. 
 
Ashtanga Practice Manual – David Swenson. A classic guide to the first and second 
series with useful modifications. Clear photos and good descriptions 
 
Yoga Sutras of Patanjali: New Edition  Sri Swami Satchidananda.  An insightful 
commentary on this classic yoga text. A good introduction. 
 
Yoga Body: The Origins of Modern Posture Practice (Paperback) by Mark Singleton. 
Helps rebalance the more ‘precious’ attitudes to yoga practice whilst still applauding 
its value. 
 
Light on Yoga by B.K.S. Iyengar.  The classic but now a little dated.  
 
Yoga Anatomy - 2nd Edition by Leslie Kaminoff.  Much recommended but I’m not 
familiar with it. 
 
Moola Bandha. The Master Key  Chela Buddhananda ,  Swami Satyananda Saraswati 
Bihar School of Yoga 
 
Anatomy for Yoga [DVD] | Paul Grilley. A very helpful guide to the difference 
between bodies and how to work with them. 
 
Asana Pranayama Mudra Bandha by Swami Satyananda Saraswati . A great all round 
guide. 
 
Breathing meditation  
 
http://www.dhammasukha.org/beginner---breathing-meditation.html  
 
 
 

http://www.dhammasukha.org/beginner---breathing-meditation.html
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