Yoga and Health


Karel Nešpor, M. D., Ph.D. (Swaroop Murti)


A Course for Swedish Yoga Teachers, Hrubá Skála, 12. - 16.6. 2000.


Introduction


The relationship between yoga and health is more complicated that it may seem.


Many therapists and medical doctors, including myself, use yoga in treatment. On the other hand some Yoga teachers emphasise, that the purpose of yoga is not treatment, and that yoga therapy may be, at best, a by-product of systematic and long-term yoga practice. To make the matter ever more complicated, some health problems resulting from yoga practice were described, e.g. inverted asanas increased the problems in patients with glaucoma or excessive sitting in Padmasana caused reversible injury to the nerves of the feet.


Recently I saw a poster inviting people with back pain to yoga class. From a medical point of view back pain is not a disease but the symptom of many diseases related not only to spine but also to internal organs. I am afraid that the yoga therapist who will treat stomach problems, manifesting themselves in the back area just as „backache“ will not be terribly successful. The translations of Sanskrit and Hindi Yoga and medical terms into English and from English to other languages may cause also some confusion.


I am sure that correctly selected and practised yogic exercises are more suitable and helpful for most people with health problems than sports. A knowledgeable and educated yoga teacher can enhance the positive effects of yoga in people with health problems and avoid unnecessary complications.


Safeguards


There are several reasons why yoga is safer than sports. These safeguards should be taught to yoga students as early as possible to ensure positive effects of yoga and to prevent complications.


Self-awareness. On a physical level self-awareness prevents the use of too much force and excessive tiredness, and on the psychological level self-awareness prevents a careless and casual approach and mental complications. Self-awareness should be presented as something special which everybody can work to improve on. Such an approach is not only tactical but also truthful, because self-awareness of an advanced yoga student extends beyond physical and psychological levels. Concentration on a strategic point of a practice (e.g. certain chakra) should be combined with general awareness of the whole body. For example when practising Marjari-Asana (the cat pose) one should be aware not only of correct breathing but also of spine, the hands and even the legs.


Self-awareness can be enhanced by keeping a „spiritual diary“ (as it is called by Swami Sivananda) where a student records his practices and their effects. Spiritual diary can be, according to the inclinations of a student, in the form of a small accounting book or it may use poetic language and even drawings. Diaries and self-monitoring are used also in psychotherapy.


Controlled movement. There is a mutually reinforcing relationship between self-awareness and controlled movement. Self-awareness enhances controlled movement and controlled movement enhances self-awareness.


Relaxation. Relaxation is a state which is well-defined from the medical point of view.
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Relaxation is induced in many ways in yoga. Well known examples include Shavasana, Yoga Nidra, differential or partial relaxation in which the muscles unnecessary for maintaining a particular asana are relaxed while other muscles are active, relaxation of the muscles which were active before (post-isometric relaxation), etc. From safety point of view relaxation decreases anxiety and depression, enhances self-awareness (and self-awareness makes deep relaxation easier), prevents exhaustion, and protects the heart and other organs and muscles from excessive strain. Relaxation is also an important part of Yoga therapy and can be effectively used to treat many health and psychological problems. 


Non competitive attitude. The students should understand that the practice of a even very simple exercise, if properly selected and correctly performed, can be of much greater use than a difficult one which is not appropriate.


Ahimsa paramo dharma. Ahimsa paramo dharma (ahimsa or non-violence is the greatest virtue) should be applied also to oneself. There are instances when immediate or even long-term relief does not seem available but one should avoid making the condition even worse.


Comparatively safe practices


It can be argued that to master the above mentioned principles demand time and that most beginners only learn how to be self-aware or relaxed gradually. That is why it is advisable to start with simple and safe practices and only gradually proceed to the more difficult ones. The examples include:


Pawanmuktasana, part I (they can be practiced even in lying position).


Marjari-Asana (the cat) and its variations (such as Vyaghrasana, or Marjari-Asana with forearms on the floor)


Tadasana


Full Yogic breath


Shavasana


Contraindications of Yoga practices - general principles


Physically demanding exercises and pranayama with long internal breath retention should be avoided in most generalised acute conditions, e.g. infectious diseases.


Inverted asanas including Padahastasana should be avoided in glaucoma, inflammatory diseases in the head region and severe hypertension.


Forward bending asanas can be harmful for people with serious problems in the lumbar spine. Twisting asanas (especially in upright position, such as Ardha Matsyendrasana) should be performed carefully or omitted in people with spinal problems.


Joints which are not healthy should not be weighted down or burdened. Even Surya Namaskar may be too much for somebody with knee problems, not to speak about Sirshasana in people with weak or injured cervical spine.


The pressure in the abdomen should not be increased in cases of inflammatory and other acute abdominal diseases.


Long periods of meditation and Yoga Nidra are not without risk for same people with severe mental problems such as schizophrenia or persons disturbed after the abuse of hallucinogenic and stimulant drugs or cannabis.


The therapeutic effects of Yoga should not be overemphasised in health problems which can be treated by a physician in a safe and effective way.


Contraindications of Yoga practices in various health problems


I concentrate here on contraindications rather than on Yoga therapy. My list of useful practices is modest compared with the recommendations by Dr. Swami Karmananda in his book „Yogic Management of Common Diseases“� and in „Asana, Pranayama, Mudra, Bandha“ by Swami Satyananda�. The reason is that we usually work with less enthusiastic and dedicated people with little or no previous experience in yoga. The health problems are listed in alphabetical order.





AIDS/HIV


General considerations: The psychological side of the problem should also be taken into account.


Contraindications: Extremely physically demanding and exhausting practices are not recommended.


Recommendations: HIV positive patients may benefit by strengthening their immune system by meditation and relaxation techniques.


Anaemia


General considerations: Some types of anaemia are related to the deficiency of iron or vitamin B12 and/or may be caused by excessive bleeding.


Contraindications: Both iron and B12 are contained in animal products, that is why strict vegetarian diet without nutritional supplements containing iron and B12 may not be the best idea for people with anaemia.


Recommendations: Green leaf vegetables containg iron. Vitamin B12 is contained in sea-weed. For some yoga practices for anaemia see publications of Bihar School of Yoga.


Angina pectoris


General considerations: People with these problems should be properly treated by their doctor who should be able assess their tolerance to physical and mental strain.


Contraindications: Extremely physically demanding and exhausting practices are not recommended.


Recommendations: Ujjayi was one of the first yogic practices used in treatment in the West�. Shavasana and Pawanmukasana, part I can be also recommended.


Arthritis


General considerations: Arthritis is non-inflammatory joint disease (typically at the knee or the hip joint). It is more common in middle and old age.


Contraindications: Straining the joints with body weight. Fortunately jumping is not common in yoga, but Surya Namaskar or some balancing standing asanas may not be suitable. Some people, especially with knee problems, may find it difficult to sit in any yoga meditative asana and an alternative using a chair may be more appropriate for them.


Recommendations: People with non-inflammatory joint diseases usually benefit from practices which gently exercise the joint without pressure. (e.g. Pawanmuktasanas, part I or cycling from Pawanmuktasanas, part II). These practices exercise the joints and strengthen the muscles around them, which gives better support to the joint.


Asthma (bronchial)


General considerations: This problem is often associated with bronchitis or allergy.


Contraindications: There are few contraindications of yoga for patients with asthma which is not complicated  (e.g. acute bronchitis). The environment in which yoga is practised should be, as far as possible, free of the substances which may cause allergic reaction.


Recommendations: These patients often benefit from many yogic practices including relaxation and meditation, see publications of Bihar School of Yoga. 


Backache


General considerations: As mentioned above the backache may be caused not only by spinal problems but also by various internal diseases including those of the heart, the kidneys and the stomach.


Contraindications: It depends on the cause of backache. If the problem is related to the spine see the topic „spine“.


Recommendations: It again depends on the cause. If the problem is related to the spine see the topic „spine“.


Bleeding from the nose


General considerations: Nose bleeds may be caused by various factors including hypertension or problems related to the blood coagulation. 


Contraindications: Neti and Sutra Neti should be avoided.


Cancer


See tumours


Children with hyperactivity and attention deficit


General considerations: To teach and educate these restless children is a challenge both for teachers and parents. Hyperactive children need physical activity even more than normal children, and their lower ability to stay focused should be respected. More pauses (e.g. when learning) should be included.


Contraindications: To stay for a long time in a Yogic posture or to practise long meditation is usually not suitable for children in general. It is even so the case for children with this problem. Some yoga teachers do not recommend bandhas (e.g. uddiyana) and inverted asanas to prevent premature onset of puberty.


Recommendations: Rather dynamic Yogic practises. The names of asanas should be given in the language which children understand rather than in Sanskrit. Rather short and repeated relaxation should be included. Imagination of children is usually good and it can be utilised in relaxation. Positive, short and inspiring stories are usually appreciated by children. For more details about Yoga in children see Bihar School of Yoga publications.


Cold and acute infectious diseases


General considerations: There is obvious an difference in limitations between mild and short term cold and severe flu with fever.


Contraindications: Physical exercises, especially physically demanding ones. Inverted asanas.


Recommendations: Meditation and relaxation. People who know well how to practice the Shatkarmas may use Neti or Dhauti sometimes. But Neti, especially if not performed correctly and the nostrils are dried at it end by energetic exhalations, may cause the water to enter sinuses and to remain there which could spread infection.


Recommendations: Relaxation and meditation.


Colitis


General considerations: It is the inflammation of the large intestine.


Contraindications: Physically demanding practices strongly pressing or moving the intestines area. 


Recommendations: Meditation and relaxation.


Depression


General considerations: Severe depressions associated with the risk of suicide should be treated medically, if possible.


Contraindications: Most Yoga practices are helpful. The problem is that depressive people have little enthusiasm to practice. After overcoming the first dislike, they may find Yoga practices (or physical exercise or karma Yoga) helpful. According to some authors, long periods of relaxation or meditation may „close up“ some depressive people even more.


Recommendations: Relaxation, especially short, physical exercises and physical work are usually beneficial. 


Diabetes


General considerations: People with diabetes should be treated and regularly checked by a medical doctor. The severity of diabetes may vary from mild forms requiring nothing more than diet to severe insulin dependent forms requiring systematic and long term medical treatment.


Contraindications: Patients with well treated diabetes without complications tolerate most yoga practices and benefit from them. 


Recommendations: People with diabetes often benefit from asanas and relaxation. The blood sugar levels should be followed up to adjust the doses of insulin or other medicines to healthier yogic life style. See Bihar School of Yoga publications for more details.


Drug and alcohol dependence or abuse


General considerations: Drugs may cause a wide spectrum of mental health problems of differing severity. That is why contraindications should be often considered individually. Yoga therapy should be combined with other treatment (Twelve steps programmes, group and family therapy, proper medical care, etc.). 


Contraindications: Drug related psychotic states or toxic psychoses take place especially after hallucinogens (LSD), cocaine, amphetamines and cannabis. These people are often overwhelmed by unconscious fears and memories which they are not able to integrate well. Sometimes even short relaxation may be too much for them, and they may be uncomfortable during Yoga Nidra or meditation. Practises that are too difficult may undermine weak self-confidence of a typical substance dependent patient.


Recommendations: Substance dependent trainees usually tolerate simple yogic asanas well and Karma Yoga. They may benefit from other yogic practices after their condition improves. People with these problem also benefit from leaving old „friends“, building healthier social network, and improving their life-style. A substance dependent person should also identify techniques which can be used to overcome craving, which may include yogic practices (e.g. mantra or simple pranayama). Short Shavasana can be used even with persons with acute Heroin withdrawal.�


Elderly persons


General considerations: The physical abilities of elderly persons may vary considerably. Generally strenuous physical activity is less tolerated, the risk of fractures increases (e.g. when falling), and various chronic diseases are more common.


Contraindications: Extreme and long term backward bending of cervical spine may cause dizziness and restrict the blood flow blood in vertebral arteries which supply the brain. Contraindications are also related to specific health problems. Most elderly people do not feel comfortable in Shavasana without a pillow or pad under their head (without it the rounded thoracic spine would bend the neck backward to much).


Recommendations: There are many gentle and suitable practices which should be selected according to individual needs (e.g. Pawanmuktasana, part I when sitting on a chair).


Epilepsy


General considerations: People with epilepsy usually need long-term medication to prevent further seizures. Their physical condition and psychological states vary considerably and individual approach is advisable.


Contraindications: It is safer to avoid long yoga Nidra because of the risk of untimely sleep which may induce a seizure. On the other hand short term muscle relaxation like Shavasana is helpful. Kapalabhati and Bhastrika could induce a seizure and should probably be avoided.


Recommendations: There is medical data about the usefulness of short muscle relaxation in the prevention of seizures. Yoga tradition recommends many other practices, see Bihar School of Yoga publications.


Exhaustion


General considerations: Exhaustion is not a disease, but a warning beacon to slow down and rest. Exhaustion and fatigue may be also a symptom of many health problems.


Contraindications: Contraindications include inverted asanas and physically demanding practices. Sometimes even meditative practices may be difficult or unpleasant.


Recommendations: The best practices may be simple pranayama such as full yoga breath or Nadi Shodhana without breath retention and Shavasana.


Eye problems


General considerations: Some eye problems such as nearsightedness or farsightedness do not limit the trainee in the selection of practices. On the other hand acute eye problems and glaucoma should be taken into account.


Contraindications: Inverted asanas (including Padahastasana) are strictly contraindicated in glaucoma. No inverted asanas are recommended, if the eye vessels are week, and in conjunctivitis.


Recommendations: For yoga exercises for eyes see Bihar School of Yoga publications. Tratak also helps according to Yoga tradition. Glaucoma is a stress related disease, patients with this problem may benefit from relaxation and calming pranayama, and they should be properly medically treated.


Gall bladder stones


General considerations: Acute problems, especially if associated with inflammation, require medical aid.


Contraindications: No practices pressing or moving this area (such as Nauli) are advisable.


Recommendations: Proper medical care can be supplemented by relaxation which decreases most types of pain. Laghoo Shankhaprakshalana can be according to Yoga tradition used in non-acute problems.


Gambling (pathological)


General considerations: This problems has some similar features with substance dependence (craving, decreased control, neglect of one’s interests.


Contraindications: There are no contraindications.


Recommendations: Pathological gamblers are often exposed to excessive stress, that is why relaxation and meditation can be helpful. Similarly to substance dependence building healthier social network, life-style changes, improved self-awareness and strategies for coping with craving are important.


Glaucoma see eye problems


Haemorrhoids


Contraindications: Sometimes long sitting in a meditative posture may be rather unpleasant. The pressure in the abdominal cavity should not be increased unless the sphincter of the anus is contracted.


Recommendations: To prevent constipation and to avoid spicy food. Practices like Moola Shodhana, Shankha Prakshalana or Basti are beneficial, but should be practised carefully to avoid irritation of the area. Some ointments can be used to tolerate these practices better. Marjari-Asana with the support on forearms. Inverted asanas can be combined with Ashwini Mudra or Moola Bandha. See Bihar School of Yoga publications for other practices.


Heart diseases


General considerations: Consultation with patient’s doctor is advisable because the limitation may differ substantially according to various heart diseases and their stages. Some heart abnormalities require no or little restraint.


Contraindications: No practices with internal breath retention. No physically demanding physical exercises exceeding trainee’s tolerance. Practices like Agnisara Dhauti or Shankha Prakshalana may be too risky even in persons with heart problems whose condition is fairly good.


Recommendations: Patients shortly after myocardial infarction are advised to practice Shavasana, full yoga breath and later some easy Pawanmuktasanas, part I in prone position. See Bihar School of Yoga publications for other practices and more details.


Hernia


General considerations: Hernia may be of different degree and kind and medical advice regarding physical activity is advisable.


Contraindications: Practices increasing the pressure in the abdominal cavity, such as Mayurasana, Naukasana, Shalabhasana or Dhanurasana.


Recommendations: Relaxation, improved self-awareness not only during yoga but also in daily life, to avoid too much strain. 


Hypertension (high blood pressure)


General considerations: Severe hypertension should be medically treated on a long-term basis.


Contraindications: Long internal breath retention and inverted asanas, especially in older people, are usually not suitable. Shankha Prakshalana with drinking too much of salty water and too physically demanding exercise may be risky.


Recommendations: Relaxation, Ujjayi, Bhramari, and other pactices (see Bihar School of Yoga publications).


Hypotension (low blood pressure)


General considerations: Hypotension, if it is not caused by some acute condition, such as internal bleeding, is usually not a serious medical problem.


Contraindications: People with hypotension should raise up very slowly after practising inverted asanas or after asanas in lying position to prevent dizziness.


Recommendations: Most vigorous Yoga practices such as Surya Namaskar, Dhanurasana, Bhunjangasana and activating pranayamas which increase blood pressure.


Immunity - decreased


General considerations: Any excessive physical and/or mental strain may weaken the immune response.


Contraindications: Contraindications are more related to the complications, such as infections, than the decreased immunity itself.


Recommendations: There is evidence about the positive effects of relaxation practices. Regular practice and balanced life-style are important.


Infectious diseases (acute)


General considerations: Medical treatment and rest are most important in severe infectious diseases.


Contraindications: No physically demanding asanas and pranayama.


Recommendations: Usually meditation and relaxation in most acute diseases. There are some research data about the positive effects of relaxation on the immune system.


Joint problems see „Arthritis“


Kidney and urinary tracts diseases


General considerations: Medical advice about the ability to tolerate any exercise is advisable.


Contraindications: People with serious kidney diseases and dropsy should avoid excessive intake of water (e.g. during Shankha Prakshalana). People with acute inflammatory diseases of the urinary tract should avoid strenuous physical exercises and inverted asanas. To stop the flow of urine repeatedly during urination may strengthen the sphincters, but it may somewhat increase the risk of an inflammation. To insert a catheter (even a sterile one) in the urethra increases the risk of inflammation more. 


Recommendations: Relaxation and Ujjayi in Shavasana for acute inflammations. Yoga tradition recommends Uddiyana, Agnisara Dhauti, Garudasana, etc. in non-acute problems.


Liver diseases


General considerations: It again depends on the degree and kind of problem. Mild liver diseases do not limit the choice of practices, whereas severe and/or acute problems do.


Contraindications: Excessive physical strain and the practices which shake or move the liver area violently.


Recommendations: The liver can be compared to the chemical factory of the body, that is why harmful substances, such as alcohol, should be strictly avoided.


Menopause


General considerations: The possible problems during menopause vary considerably. Proper medical care, balanced diet containing calcium and vitamin D to prevent osteoporosis and positive approach to life are important.


Contraindications: The risk of falling should be minimised to prevent the bone injuries in trainees with osteoporosis.


Recommendations: See publications of Bihar School of Yoga (some inverted asanas, pranayama, bandhas, meditation, Karma Yoga).


Menstrual problems


General considerations: Healthy life style including suitable exercises may often prevent severe menstrual problems.


Contraindications: Inverted asanas, Uddiyana and Nauli are contraindicated during menstruation. Physically demanding practices may not be tolerated well during this period.


Recommendations: There are research data about the positive effects of relaxation in menstrual problems. Yoga may be useful; see Bihar School of Yoga publications.


Migraine


Contraindications: During acute pain a sufferer is usually not willing to practice anything but relaxation. Afterwards there are few, if any, limitations.


Recommendations: Yoga may be useful; see Bihar School of Yoga publications. 


Myocardial infarction see heart problems.


Neurosis


General considerations: The tolerance and needs of people with neuroses may vary considerably. Beside yoga these people may benefit from various forms of psychotherapy.


Contraindications: Usually little limitations. Sometimes long relaxation and meditation is not tolerated well because of the unpleasant thoughts and powerful memories which can arise.


Recommendations: Relaxation, physical exercises of yoga, many yoga practices according to individual needs.


Operations and the state after them


General considerations: It depends on the kind of operation and when it took place. Medical advice regarding physical activity should be taken into account.


Contraindications: It is obvious that shortly after some operation in the abdominal cavity the practices increasing the pressure in the abdomen or moving this area (Nauli, Mayurasana etc.) are not advisable.


Recommendations: Relaxation decreases pain of different origins including the pain after operations.


Otitis (inflammation of the ear)


General considerations: Proper medical treatment is necessary.


Contraindications: No inverted asanas and physically demanding practices during acute inflammation. 


Recommendations: Relaxation and meditation.


Pancreas (inflammation)


General considerations: Acute inflammation of the pancreas (pancreatitis) is extremely painful and medical aid should be called immediately.


Contraindications: A careful approach, especially with the practices increasing the pressure in the abdominal cavity, is advisable even in people with chronic pancreatitis.


Recommendations: Relaxation and meditation practices.


Pregnancy


Contraindications: According to Bihar School of Yoga at the beginning of the fourth month the asanas involving strenuous upward stretching, or violent stomach contractions and inverted asanas should be stopped. From the sixth month the asanas involving extreme forward bending and backward bending should be discontinued. The practices increasing the pressure in the abdominal cavity are also not recommended.


Recommendations: Relaxation, thoracic breathing, practices which make hip joints loose, from 7th month Pawanmuktasanas, part I only. Yoga can be very helpful after delivery; see Bihar School of Yoga publications.


Schizophrenia


Contraindications: In severe mental problems like schizophrenia or drug induced psychoses long meditation and relaxation may increase problems. This effect can be even stronger in unfamiliar environment. Also stimulating pranayamas (Kapalabhati, Bhastrika, practices with long internal breath retention) can activate unresolved problems and conflicts and should be usually avoided in severe mental problems.


Recommendations: Karma yoga, simple physical practices such as Pawanmuktasana, brief Shavasana, support and understanding.


Sinusitis


General considerations: The limitations in acute sinusitis are greater than in mild and long-term problems.


Contraindications: No inverted asanas. Jala Neti may sometimes complicate the problem if water enters the sinuses and if it is not removed.


Recommendations: Relaxation strengthens the immune system and relieves pain. Nadi Shodhana without breath retention. Advanced students may benefit from Yoni Mudra and Kapalabhati (if the nose is not too congested).


Sleep problems


Contraindications: All practises activating the body and mind shortly before going to sleep.


Recommendations: Relaxation practices are very beneficial, at the end of relaxation a student should not force himself/herself to sleep but should simply remain relaxed and wait. Balanced and regular life style are important. 


Smoking


General considerations: Smokers should not be discouraged by repeated failures. Many former smokers experienced more relapses before they overcame their habit.


Contraindications: The are no contraindications for smoking only, but the selection of suitable practices may be limited by diseases caused by smoking, such as heart problems.


Recommendations: Yoga can be very useful, because it decreases stress and improves self-awareness.


Spine


General considerations: The various areas of spine are interrelated and problems in one area may manifest elsewhere. Some problems of internal organs may manifest as „backache“, that is why medical examination is recommended.


Spine - the neck


Contraindications: Sarvangasana and especially Shirshasana are not suitable. Normal weight of head is about 5 kg, the weight of the rest of the body may be 60 kg or more. The pressure on the neck in Shirshasana in such case increases 12 times. Caution is advisable also in postures in which the neck rotates.


Recommendations: E. g. gentle exercises for neck from Pawanmuktasana, part I, relaxation with a pillow of appropriate height under the head.


Spine - the thorax


General considerations: Severe acute problems in this area are less common than the problems in the neck or lower back. Comparatively common problems include decreased mobility and rounded thoracic spine. These people may enjoy forward bending asanas, but they should practice backward-bending asanas as well.


Recommendations: There are many asanas exercising thoracic spine backward such as Ushtrasana.


Spine - the lumbar and sacral spine


General considerations: Strong and effective abdominal muscles are important, they protect the lumbar spine from excessive bending in upright position.


Contraindications: Sometime problems may be worsened by the forward bending asanas such as Paschimottansana or Halasana. Cross-legged positions such as Sukhasana or Siddhasana, especially for longer period, may increase the problems.


Recommendations: In severe acute problems, such as slipped disc, only relaxation in some supine relaxation position and Ujjayi, Ajapa Japa and similar practices in supine position. See Bihar School of Yoga publications for more details.


Spine - hypermobility


General considerations: The spinal problems may be caused not only by the rigidity of the spine but also by its normal or excessive mobility, if the spinal muscles supporting the spine are weak.


Contraindications: It is better to avoid practices increasing the mobility of the spine without strengthening the spinal muscles.


Recommendations: The asanas strengthening the muscles around the spine such as Tadasana.


Stroke (brain haemorrhage or acute brain ischaemia)


General considerations: Proper medical treatment is necessary, yoga can be used within the framework of long-term rehabilitation.


Contraindications: No inverted asanas, the limitations of trainees should be strictly respected.


Recommendations: In the beginning relaxation, full yoga breath, Ujjayi, gentle mobilisation of the affected parts of the body (in the beginning imagination can be used, if a trainee is not able to move the part of the body physically).


Tumours


General considerations: It depends very much on the localisation, the type of tumour and other factors. Some tumours can be treated effectively and do not restrict the selection of practices at all, others demand extreme caution. Medical advice regarding the tolerance to exercises is advisable.


Contraindications: Excessive physical and mental strain of any kind decreases the natural resistance of the body.


Recommendations: Yogic relaxation can definitely be used to improve mental state, to decrease side effects of medical treatment, and to increase immunity. Perhaps also Pawanmuktasanas, part I, Nadi Shodhana without breath retention, Ujjayi, Bhramari, and Tratak. For other practices see Bihar School of Yoga publications and expert’s advice.


Tonsillitis


General considerations: Medical treatment with antibiotics and rest are advisable in acute tonsillitis with fever.


Contraindications: Inverted asanas and physically demanding practices are not recommended in acute condition.


Recommendations: Simhasana is very useful. This practice is useful also to people who strain their vocal cords such as teachers or singers. For other practices see Bihar School of Yoga publications.


Tuberculosis


General considerations: It depends on the stage of disease. Well treated tuberculosis in the past may not limit the trainee at all. On the other hand acute tuberculosis may require rest and some simple breathing practices only. Medical consultation related to a trainee’s tolerance to exercise is advisable.


Contraindications: See above.


Recommendations: As mentioned above relaxation increases the general immune response of the body.


Ulcers (peptic or duodenal) 


General considerations: These problems are often related to stress and life-style.


Contraindications: In acute problems we usually avoid the practices which may increase the pain such as Agnisara Dhauti, Kapalabhati, Mayurasana, Shalabhasana or Bhunjangasana. Dhauti (Kunjal) should be avoided because it removes the protective mucus membrane and may irritate the stomach during vomiting.


Recommendations: General relaxation and relaxation of the abdominal area. Meditation and calming pranayama in Vajrasana. For other practices see Bihar School of Yoga publications.


Varicose veins


Contraindications: Long-term standing may not be pleasant to people with varicose veins, especially if they have to stand during their working hours (dentists, hair-dressers, shop keepers). Some meditative asanas such as Padmasana may also increase their problems.


Recommendations: These people may benefit from cycling (Pawanmuktasana II), Vipareeta Karani and other similar practices in supine position.


Note for Yoga teachers


It is obvious that state of health of a trainee considerably influences the choice of suitable practices and way in which they are performed. That is why a Yoga teacher or a therapist using Yoga should be sufficiently informed in this respect�. On the other hand it is not possible to demand that somebody would provide every piece of information about his health including those which are sensitive. Probably the best possibility is to include a question related to health into an application form for a yoga course. It is possible to formulate this question, e.g. in a following way:





Please mention here in your own interest, if you suffer from some disease or health problem. Please inform your yoga teacher about possible changes in your health (including, e.g. severe cold) before a class. Information about your health is confidential and it will be used to adjust your yoga practice to increase the benefits and decrease possible risks.





If a yoga teacher needs some supplementary information to the written answers, especially about some sensitive problems, he/she should not discuss this in front of other students. During a separate interview he/she may explain which practices are, and which are not suitable for a trainee and why. General information about contraindications of particular practices should also be included in yoga class, especially if more difficult practices are taught.


� Dr. Swami Karmananda: Yogic Management of Common Diseases. Bihar School of Yoga, Munger, India 1986, pp 260.


� Bihar Yoga Bharati, Munger, India, 1996,  p. 555.


� Friedel, A.: Automatic attentive breathing in angina pectoris. Minnesota Medicine, 1948, 8, 875-881.


� For more details see Nešpor, K.: Yoga in addictive diseases - practical experience. Yoga and Addictions, Paiannia (Greece), March 24 - 26, 2000 and Nešpor, K.: Yoga and Relaxation in the Prevention and Treatment of Alcohol and Drug-Related Problems.


International Institute on Prevention and Treatment of Alcoholism and Drug Dependence. Prague, Czech Republic, June 5-10, 1994


� Let me give an example: Many years ago I practised yoga with patients with psychosomatic spinal pain without substantial physical cause. Once came a woman whom I did not know and joined our practice starting with Surya Namaskar. After while she asked whether she can open the window because of breathing difficulties. Only at this point I asked her about her health and learnt that she had suffered myocardial infarctions before. Back pain was not definitely her most serious health problem. Immediately I let her relax and practice more gentle and suitable exercises.  Nothing serious happened but this experience taught me to be more careful.
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