
A person can place both hands flat on the floor and still be uncomfortable in their own 
body. Another person may need a chair to stand steadily and find yoga useful from the 
first session. That difference helps us begin in the right place. Yoga is not a ranking 
system in which the most flexible person has achieved the most. Yoga is a diverse group 
of practices, rooted in India, that have involved physical discipline, breathing, attention, 
meditation, ethical conduct, and spiritual inquiry. What those practices mean—and which 
ones receive the most attention—depends on the tradition and the setting. A hospital’s 
gentle yoga program, a demanding studio class, and a religious teacher’s instruction 
may all use the word “yoga” while offering substantially different experiences. To 
understand it truthfully, we need to look beyond impressive poses and ask what is being 
practiced, for what purpose, and with what evidence. 

Its history is much larger than the exercise class many people encounter today. Yoga 
developed over centuries within South Asian religious and philosophical life, with 
important practices and ideas appearing in Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain contexts. There 
was no single inventor who created every method now taught under its name. Nor has 
yoga remained unchanged throughout its history. Its techniques, meanings, and 
communities of practitioners have varied. The Smithsonian’s research exhibition Yoga: 
The Art of Transformation explored this diversity through historical artworks, 
manuscripts, and other objects. Recognizing that history helps us avoid two 
oversimplifications: treating yoga as merely a recent fitness invention, or imagining 
every modern class faithfully reproduces one ancient routine. A practice can have old 
roots and still undergo considerable development. Respecting those roots includes 
being honest about change. (National Museum of Asian Art) 

One influential text is the Yoga Sutras, associated with Patañjali. A sutra is a concise 
statement intended to convey a teaching, often requiring explanation. In this system, 
yoga has eight “limbs,” meaning connected aspects of practice: ethical restraints, 
personal observances, posture, breath regulation, withdrawal of attention from sensory 
distractions, concentration, meditation, and profound meditative absorption. The ethical 
dimension includes commitments such as nonharming and truthfulness; the 
observances include disciplined practice, study, and devotion. Physical posture is 
therefore one part of this framework. We should also recognize that it is a particular 
philosophical system, not a description of everything ever called yoga. The modern habit 
of equating yoga almost entirely with stretching leaves out much of what this influential 
text considers important. (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

This background naturally raises a question about faith. Yoga has genuine spiritual and 
religious roots, and some contemporary classes include chanting, sacred language, 
devotional elements, or teachings about liberation. Other classes focus on movement, 
breathing, and relaxation without asking participants to accept religious beliefs. It would 
be inaccurate to say that yoga has no religious dimension, and equally inaccurate to 
assume that everyone doing a balance posture is participating in the same religious act. 
If spiritual content matters to you, ask what a class includes. You can make an informed 
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decision rather than relying on someone’s blanket assurance that every class is 
identical. Scientific research can examine whether a particular program improves pain or 
anxiety. It cannot establish that a spiritual interpretation is true simply because 
participants feel better afterward. Those are different kinds of claims. 

In a typical movement-based class, you will encounter asanas, the Sanskrit term 
commonly used for postures or poses. Sanskrit is a classical language in which many 
influential Indian texts were composed. You may also hear pranayama, referring to 
practices involving regulation of breathing, and dhyana, referring to meditation. You do 
not need to memorize unfamiliar words before beginning, but knowing their meaning 
prevents the language from becoming a barrier. A posture may involve standing, sitting, 
lying down, balancing, bending, or supporting your weight with your arms. Breathing 
instructions may accompany movement, and a period of rest or meditation may follow. 
The physical demands can range from very light to substantial. The National Center for 
Complementary and Integrative Health emphasizes that yoga practiced in the United 
States commonly combines postures, breathing techniques, and meditation, although 
the broader traditions include more. (NCCIH) 

Understanding what happens physically requires separating several abilities that people 
often group together. Flexibility concerns the available range through which a joint and 
its surrounding tissues can move. Strength is the ability to produce force. Muscular 
endurance is the ability to sustain or repeat effort. Balance involves maintaining control 
of your body’s position. A yoga posture may challenge several of these at once. Standing 
on one leg asks for balance and muscular control. Holding a supported lunge asks the 
legs to work while placing the hips in a particular position. Resting over a cushion may 
ask very little of strength while providing an opportunity for relaxation. Therefore, saying 
“yoga makes you flexible” describes only one possible effect of certain practices. It does 
not explain the whole activity or tell us whether a particular class matches a person’s 
needs. 

Bodies also differ in ways that effort cannot erase. Bone shapes, joint structure, previous 
injuries, muscle strength, and individual ranges of motion affect how a posture looks. 
Two people can follow the same reasonable instruction and produce different shapes. A 
person with long arms may reach the floor more easily than someone with shorter arms, 
even when their flexibility is similar. A person with unusually mobile joints may enter 
dramatic positions easily while needing more work on strength and control. 
Hypermobility means that joints move beyond the range commonly expected; it is not 
automatically an advantage in every task. Repeatedly moving farther is not always what 
such a person needs. This is why copying a photograph can be a poor goal. The relevant 
question is what the position asks of your body and whether you can meet that demand 
comfortably and with control. 

Consider a forward bend. From the outside, it may appear that the objective is to place 
your hands on the floor. But reaching lower can be accomplished through different 
combinations of movement at the hips, spine, and knees. A teacher may suggest bending 
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the knees, resting the hands on blocks, or using a chair. These changes alter the 
demands of the posture. They are not evidence that the student has failed. Props are 
tools such as blocks, straps, cushions, and chairs that support the body or make a 
position more accessible. A block can effectively bring the floor closer. A chair can 
supply balance support. A strap can extend reach without requiring a person to strain. 
The prop serves a practical purpose: it allows the practice to be adjusted rather than 
demanding that every body conform to one arrangement. 

Class names provide some guidance, but they do not guarantee a particular experience. 
A class labeled hatha often moves at a relatively measured pace in contemporary 
studios, although historically the term has a broader and more complex meaning. 
Vinyasa commonly describes movement linked into sequences, often coordinated with 
breathing; its intensity varies considerably. Iyengar yoga is associated with detailed 
instruction about positioning and the use of supports. Modern Ashtanga yoga commonly 
involves demanding, ordered sequences, and should not be confused simply with the 
eight-limbed philosophical framework because of the shared name. Power yoga generally 
signals a fitness-oriented, physically challenging approach, but there is no single routine 
followed by every class. Reading the description and asking about pace, floor work, 
balance requirements, and available modifications will tell you more than the label alone. 

Other classes prioritize support and reduced effort. Restorative yoga typically uses 
props to support positions held for a period of rest. Yin yoga commonly involves 
longer-held positions with relatively little muscular movement, often near a stretch; 
“slow” does not necessarily mean “easy” or appropriate for every joint. Chair yoga 
adapts practices to sitting or uses a chair for standing support. It can make participation 
possible for people who find getting onto the floor difficult, and it is not reserved for any 
particular age. Yoga nidra is usually a guided practice performed while resting, often 
translated as “yogic sleep,” although the intended state is not simply ordinary sleep. 
These approaches differ enough that disliking one does not establish that every form of 
yoga will feel the same. A fast sequence and a supported resting practice may have little 
resemblance in their immediate physical demands. (Veterans Affairs) 

Breathing is another place where we should replace mystery with understanding. The 
diaphragm is a major breathing muscle beneath the lungs; when it contracts, it helps 
expand the chest cavity so air moves inward. In a class, noticing the breath can help you 
recognize whether you are straining or rushing. Some practices deliberately slow or 
otherwise change breathing. Others involve more forceful techniques or periods of 
breath-holding. Those methods are not interchangeable, and forceful breathing is 
unnecessary for a beginner’s introduction. You do not need the largest possible breath 
every time. Breathing too rapidly or deeply can cause uncomfortable changes in carbon 
dioxide levels and lead to lightheadedness or tingling. If an exercise produces those 
symptoms, return to ordinary breathing and stop the exercise. Feeling unusual is not 
proof that a technique is benefiting you. 
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Teachers sometimes coordinate a movement with an inhalation or exhalation to establish 
a comfortable rhythm. For example, an arm movement may accompany an inhalation and 
its return an exhalation. This can encourage attention to how movement feels rather than 
hurriedly completing a repetition. But an instruction should remain adaptable. If following 
a particular count leaves you struggling for air, shorten the movement or breathe 
naturally. Similarly, a person does not need to suppress every sound, facial expression, 
or sign of effort to perform yoga correctly. A useful practice develops awareness of effort 
and recovery. It does not require maintaining an appearance of serenity while ignoring 
what the body is reporting. Breath can provide information about intensity; it should not 
become another standard against which to judge yourself harshly. 

Now we can ask what research actually supports. Studies suggest that some yoga 
programs may improve aspects of physical function, balance, stress, sleep, and 
well-being. However, the word “yoga” covers many different programs, and research 
quality varies. A trial involving gentle, supervised sessions for people with back pain 
cannot prove that a hot, strenuous class will produce the same result. Researchers also 
have difficulty hiding group assignment: participants generally know whether they are 
attending yoga. Their expectations, the instructor’s support, and the social experience 
may contribute to reported improvement. These influences do not make the experience 
worthless. They do make it harder to identify which ingredients produced the benefit. The 
most useful question is specific: what kind of program helped which people, compared 
with what alternative, and by how much? (NCCIH) 

Low-back pain is one of the better-studied examples. A 2022 Cochrane review included 
21 trials involving 2,223 participants with chronic nonspecific low-back pain. “Chronic” 
meant pain lasting at least three months, and “nonspecific” meant that the pain was not 
attributed to an identified specific underlying cause. Compared with not exercising, yoga 
produced small average improvements in pain and back-related function after about 
three months. The average differences were below the review’s thresholds for clinically 
important change—improvement large enough to matter meaningfully to patients. 
Compared with other back-focused exercise, yoga probably produced little or no 
difference in function; differences in pain were uncertain. Increased back pain was the 
most commonly reported unwanted effect. This supports yoga as one possible exercise 
approach, while giving us no reason to call it a universal cure or clearly superior to other 
appropriate exercise. (Cochrane) 

That finding becomes more useful when we imagine an actual person. Someone who has 
become fearful of moving may find an appropriately adapted class a manageable way to 
resume activity. Another person may prefer walking and a physical therapist’s exercise 
plan. Preference, accessibility, cost, instruction, and the person’s response can influence 
which approach is sustainable. Function means what a person can do in everyday life: 
getting dressed, walking, lifting necessary objects, sleeping comfortably, or completing 
household tasks. An improvement in function can matter even if pain has not 
disappeared. Conversely, being able to perform a more dramatic pose does not establish 
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that an underlying condition has healed. The practical goal is to support life outside the 
class, not to make the class itself the only measure of recovery. 

Anxiety research offers another instructive example. A randomized trial involving 226 
adults compared Kundalini yoga, cognitive behavioral therapy, and stress education for 
generalized anxiety disorder, a condition involving persistent, difficult-to-control worry 
with associated symptoms. Cognitive behavioral therapy, or CBT, is a structured 
psychological treatment that works with patterns of thinking and behavior. After 
treatment, approximately 54 percent of the yoga group met the study’s response criteria, 
compared with 71 percent of the CBT group and 33 percent of the stress-education 
group. Yoga performed better than stress education, but the study did not establish that 
it was noninferior to CBT—that is, not meaningfully worse within the study’s specified 
margin. A “response” meant improvement according to the study’s criteria, not 
necessarily complete recovery. The findings support potential benefit while preserving 
CBT’s place as a first-line treatment. (PMC) 

Why might a class help someone feel better? Several components could contribute: 
physical activity, focused attention, breathing practice, social contact, a predictable 
routine, and time away from other demands. Their relative importance probably varies by 
person and program. You may hear claims that yoga “resets the nervous system” or 
turns off the body’s stress response. These expressions are often much more definite 
than the evidence allows. The autonomic nervous system helps regulate functions such 
as heart rate and digestion without requiring conscious control of every action. Its 
activity shifts continuously; it is not a device with one switch that yoga permanently flips. 
A person may feel more settled after a session, and that experience can be valuable. It 
does not establish that their nervous system has been reset, that all stress hormones 
have fallen, or that every physiological problem has been corrected. 

The same care is needed with claims about “detox.” Sweating primarily helps regulate 
body temperature. Your liver and kidneys perform major roles in processing substances 
and removing waste. Twisting the torso has not been established as a way to wring 
toxins out of the liver, and sweating heavily is not evidence that a class has removed a 
harmful substance from the body. A meaningful detoxification claim would need to 
identify the substance, measure it appropriately, and demonstrate that the intervention 
safely improves its removal or reduces harm. Vague promises about “toxins” often skip 
those steps. A twist may feel pleasant or challenge movement within a comfortable 
range. Those are sufficient reasons to consider it without attaching an unsupported 
medical story. The word “natural” does not supply evidence that a claim is true. (NCCIH) 

Hot yoga requires a related distinction. It means yoga practiced in a heated environment; 
it is not one single standardized routine. Heat may make a session feel more intense and 
increase sweating, but more sweat does not automatically mean more fat loss, greater 
flexibility gains, or a better practice. A drop in body weight immediately after heavy 
sweating is largely water loss. Heated exercise also raises concerns about dehydration 
and overheating. Beginners do not need a hot room to receive potential benefits from 
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yoga. Pregnancy and certain health conditions call for particular caution, and NCCIH 
advises pregnant people to avoid hot yoga. Feeling dizzy, nauseated, faint, or unusually 
unwell is a reason to stop and cool down, not a signal to prove determination by 
remaining in the room. (NCCIH) 

Another common claim is that difficult emotions are stored in specific body parts and 
released by particular poses—for example, that a hip stretch necessarily releases old 
trauma. Emotions can certainly involve bodily sensations, and people sometimes feel 
emotional during movement, stillness, or rest. But science has not established a simple 
map in which a specific joint stores a particular memory that stretching reliably removes. 
If you cry during a session, your experience deserves respect without requiring an 
invented explanation. If you feel nothing emotionally significant, you have not missed the 
point. Likewise, chakras and prana belong to traditional explanatory systems concerning 
energy and experience. They should not be presented as established anatomical 
structures or treated as interchangeable with nerves, glands, oxygen, or electricity. 
Someone may find spiritual meaning in those teachings while keeping that meaning 
distinct from demonstrated physiology. 

Can yoga replace other exercise? The answer depends on what the practice actually 
demands. Aerobic activity raises breathing and heart rate through sustained use of large 
muscle groups; brisk walking is a familiar example. Strength training challenges muscles 
against resistance. Some vigorous yoga practices may contribute to both kinds of 
activity, while a gentle resting class may contribute very little to either. General U.S. 
physical activity guidance recommends that adults work toward 150 to 300 minutes of 
moderate aerobic activity each week, or an equivalent amount of vigorous activity, plus 
muscle-strengthening activity on at least two days. Yoga can fit within a varied routine, 
but attendance alone does not tell us whether those needs are being met. A balanced 
plan might combine walking, resistance exercise, and yoga according to ability and 
goals. (odphp.health.gov) 

The possibility of injury deserves a proportionate explanation. Yoga is generally 
considered safe for healthy people when appropriately practiced, but strains, sprains, 
and other injuries can occur. Serious injuries are uncommon, yet the possibility is real. 
Joint pain, sharp pain, numbness, tingling, or pain that spreads down a limb should not 
be treated as a normal price of progress. Nor is soreness proof that a session was 
effective. Beginners should avoid making headstands, shoulder stands, extreme 
positions, or forceful breathing their starting point. People with conditions such as 
osteoporosis, glaucoma, significant balance difficulties, or recent surgery may need 
specific modifications. Osteoporosis weakens bones and increases fracture risk; 
glaucoma involves damage to the optic nerve, often associated with elevated pressure 
inside the eye. A posture suitable for one person may be inappropriate for someone with 
one of these conditions. (NCCIH) 

For a first experience, the task can be modest. Choose a beginner or appropriately 
adapted class, and tell the instructor about relevant limitations. Comfortable clothing and 
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a stable, nonslip surface are more important than specialized fashion. A sturdy chair can 
provide support if standing balance is uncertain or floor transitions are difficult. Before 
moving much, notice how you are sitting or standing and allow a few ordinary breaths. 
Gentle shoulder movements, a comfortable arm lift, or a supported shift of weight can 
introduce the coordination of movement and attention. These are examples of how 
simple an introduction can be, not a personalized treatment routine. There is no need to 
cover every category of posture on the first day. Leave enough energy to observe how 
you feel later, including whether the practice creates pain that persists or interferes with 
ordinary activity. 

Even familiar poses become more understandable when we ask what they are for. 
Mountain pose is a standing posture that can be used to explore balance, weight 
distribution, and comfortable alignment. Tree pose introduces standing balance, but it 
can be practiced near a wall or with a hand on a chair. Downward-facing dog places 
weight through the hands and feet and can demand considerable shoulder, wrist, and leg 
capacity; it is not automatically a resting position for a beginner. Child’s pose, often 
offered as rest, may be uncomfortable for knees or hips and is not universally restful. 
Savasana, commonly translated as corpse pose, usually involves lying down for a period 
of rest at the end of practice, but side-lying or supported sitting may be preferable. 
Knowing these options prevents a teacher’s generic instruction from overriding your 
actual experience. 

Instruction quality matters more than a teacher’s ability to demonstrate an elaborate 
pose. A responsible teacher explains options, takes pain reports seriously, and does not 
force a student’s body into position. Physical adjustments require meaningful consent, 
and you can decline touch without explaining your personal history. A teacher should 
also be honest about the limits of their qualifications. Training to teach yoga is not 
automatically training to diagnose illness, provide psychotherapy, or change medication. 
Yoga therapy generally refers to individualized use of yoga practices for health-related 
goals, but the title alone does not tell you someone’s clinical license or scope of practice. 
Ask about training and experience relevant to your needs. A qualified instructor should 
be comfortable referring you elsewhere when a problem falls outside their expertise. 

The emotional environment of a class is equally important. Commands to close your 
eyes, surrender control, remain still, or tolerate discomfort can affect people differently, 
especially those with a history of trauma. A supportive setting offers choices and allows 
people to stop, change position, keep their eyes open, or leave. Yoga should not require 
enduring panic to satisfy an instructor’s interpretation of courage. Nor should a class 
make thinness, youth, gender, expensive clothing, or a particular body shape appear to 
be a qualification for belonging. Accessibility involves concrete decisions: whether a 
person can hear instructions, use a chair, avoid kneeling, take breaks, or participate 
without being touched. The practice becomes more useful when it can meet real people 
where they are. 



Progress, then, may look quieter than the photographs suggest. You might find it easier 
to reach a shelf, turn comfortably to look behind you, or maintain balance while dressing. 
You may become more aware of unnecessary tension or more confident choosing an 
appropriate level of effort. You might simply discover a form of movement you are willing 
to return to. These changes deserve attention alongside any change in flexibility. If weeks 
of practice bring worsening pain, fear of movement, or pressure to ignore your limits, the 
approach needs to change. There is no universal schedule that guarantees results, and 
longer or harder sessions are not automatically more valuable. A practice should earn its 
place through what it contributes to your life, not through the authority of its reputation. 

Yoga can carry cultural depth, spiritual meaning, physical challenge, and practical health 
value, but those qualities need not be exaggerated to be appreciated. Its history deserves 
respect, its benefits deserve careful study, and the person practicing deserves choices. 
You can learn the language without accepting every claim made in that language. You 
can enjoy a posture without treating it as medicine for every organ. You can approach a 
difficult movement with patience and decide that a different movement serves you better. 
What matters is developing a more informed relationship with your body: recognizing 
effort, responding to discomfort, building useful capacity, and allowing rest when it is 
needed. The ability to make those decisions may serve you far longer than the ability to 
reproduce any particular pose. 

 


