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What is Yoga?

The term yoga is used to describe many different practices, some of which 
involve physical exercises, breath exercises, meditation, and personal ethics. For 
most people in the West, yoga refers to a series of physical poses, intended to 
increase strength and flexibility, and aid in cleansing the body of toxins. Originally, 
this practice was meant as a preparation for meditation, although it can be 
effectively used on it’s own to improve one’s overall health. The word yoga is a 
Sanskrit word, related to the word yoke, which implies union or a joining together. 
When we are practicing yoga postures, this means we bond our movements to 
the breath, which in turn, is used to calm the mind. This bonding or joining of 
breath and movement is one of the essential components of yoga. When we give 
attention to the quality of the breath, we can greatly increase the effectiveness of 
our yoga practice, while helping to ensure we don’t injure or overwork ourselves. 
A good yoga pose is meant to have the qualities of both sweetness 
(pleasantness) and stillness (attention).

Yoga is not a competitive sport. As tempting as it may be to compare ourselves 
with others, whether favourably or otherwise, this type of comparison is ultimately 
counter-productive to our yoga practice. Yoga is a process of self-inquiry, and we 
must proceed at our own pace, starting from whatever physical or mental state 
we are in at the moment. It is not necessary to be flexible or strong at the 
beginning. The point is to start where you are and improve upon that. We are 
encouraged to be curious, consistent, and patient.



Some common yoga terms:
Hatha:
•literally, sun (ha) - moon (tha); it means something like yin-yang in Chinese; referring to 
the idea of balancing opposing forces
•this term is often used at yoga studios to designate a gentle style of yoga, suitable for 
everyone, especially beginners, elderly people, or those with injuries. You can typically 
expect a slower pace than in some other types of classes, (such as vinyasa; vinyasa 
flow or ashtanga, for example), with lots of restorative poses

Vinyasa:
•the word vinyasa translates roughly as, “a special sequence of steps”. Sometimes 
translated as “moving with the breath”
•this term is used in yoga studios along with vinyasa flow to describe a faster-moving, 
more vigorous style, often incorporating more challenging poses

Ashtanga:
•means “8 limbs”; refers to the 8 limbs of yoga (see page 6) as described in Patanjali’s 
Yoga Sutra, one of the most definitive texts in yoga
•often used to describe a very vigorous sequence of poses, as put forward by Putabi 
Jois (see pages 4 & 5).

Prana:
•essential energy; life force, like the Chinese “Chi”. Also sometimes used metaphorically  
to refer to the breath. It is said that the breath and prana move together like fish 
swimming in a school. 

Asana:
•literally means “a seat”. Asana is used as a suffix in yoga to designate a “pose”, as in 
Sivasana, Navasana, Pascimottanasana, Padmasana, etc....

Ujjayi:
•a breathing technique in which we create a whispering sound with the breath, with the 
mouth closed. This makes it possible to give great attention to the quality of the breath. 

Drsti:
•“gaze” or “point of focus”; refers to a place where one directs the eyes while doing 
poses. A steady gaze is very helpful in stilling the mind.

Bandha:
•means “lock” or “bind”; refers to certain gestures used during asana, to direct 
awareness to the core of the body and to the ends of the spine. The bandhas help to 
contain our essential energy, and to avoid injury. They are: 
•Mula Bandha (root lock), 
•Uddiyana Bandha (abdominal lock) and 
•Jhalandara Bandha (throat lock). Used together, these three bandhas are called 
Maha Bandha (the Great Lock).
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Ashtanga Yoga (the Eight Limbs of Yoga, as outlined in Patanjali’s 
Yoga Sutra):

1.Yama - ethical practices:
• Ahimsa - nonviolence
• Satya - truth
• Asteya - non-stealing
• Brahmacharya - “literally moving in brahma”; wise use of the essential energy 
(sometimes translated as celibacy)
• Aparigraha - non acquisitiveness (literally, “not grasping around”)

2.Niyama - personal ethics:
• Sauca - cleanliness
• Santosa - modesty; contentment
• Tapas - literally “heat”; effort or work, such as asana, pranayama, etc. 
• Svadyaya - self study, self observation
• Ishvarapranidhana - surrender to a higher power; openness to the inner teacher

These first two limbs are the most outer practices and deal with how we act in the world. 
They are, in a sense, the yoga “ten commandments”. In fact, many of them are very 
similar to the biblical Ten Commandments.

3.Asana - physical exercises which improve the condition of the body

4.Pranayama - breath exercises

5.Pratyahara - withdrawal of the senses; turning the attention inward

6.Dharana - focusing the attention in one direction

7.Dhyana - steady stream of meditation connected to a single focus

8.Samadhi - means literally “to bring together; to merge”; there is no separation from 
the object of meditation
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Recommended Reading:

The Heart of Yoga (Developing A Personal Practice) - T. K. V. Desikachar
A beautifully written, thoughtful introduction to yoga; clearly explained by a very 
authoritative teacher of yoga from India. Desikachar’s father, Krishnamacharya, 
was the teacher of B.K.S Iyengar, Pattabhi Jois, Indra Devi and many others, 
including Desikachar himself. Highly recommended.

The Spontaneous Fulfillment of Desire - Deepak Chopra
This is a great book to introduce the philosophy of yoga if you are scientifically 
minded. Deepak Chopra is excellent at explaining abstract ideas in concrete 
terms, and relating them to everyday life.

The Yoga Sutra - Patanjali
There are many translations and interpretations of this definitive yoga text. The 
above mentioned Heart of Yoga contains the Yoga Sutra in it’s entirety as an 
appendix. Two of my personal favourite versions are translated by Alistair 
Shearer and Mukunda Stiles.
The Yoga Sutra dates from some time between the 3rd century B.C. - 3rd century 
A.D. It is attributed to the sage Patanjali, although it has also been speculated 
that Patanjali was a fictional character. Patanjali translates roughly as “Falling 
Grace”, in the sense of a gift from heaven.
The Yoga Sutra outlines a thorough system of understanding the human mind 
and it’s workings, offering a path to freedom from mental anxiety and suffering. It 
has been described as the world’s oldest text on psychoanalysis. 

The Path of the Yoga Sutras (a practical guide to the core of yoga) - Nicolai 
Bachman
This is a great book if you are interested in an in-depth study of philosophical 
system presented in The Yoga Sutra. 
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