Ayurveda—[Sanskrit—āyus - 'life'; veda, - 'science']
Yoga—[Sanskrit—yuj -"to yoke”; “to unite”]
Yoga and Ayurveda: Sister Sciences.

In practice for more than 5000 years, Ayurveda is India’s system of integrative health and life science.  Ayurveda promotes and restores health through diet, herbs, lifestyle and daily routines, cleansing, hatha yoga postures, mantra, massage, and other modalities.  The ancient mystics (or rishis) first passed the wisdom of Ayurveda orally;  the first written accounts of the Vedas include  the Charaka Samhita (3rd Century, B.C.E.).   and the Sushruta Samhita (6th Century, B.C.E.).  Ayurveda is the study of life, from the macrocosm of the stars, the planet, the universe, and the daily flow around us, to the life within us, our physical health, our mental clarity, our emotional outlook, and our spiritual discipline
Yoga is, at its heart, a transformative path of self discovery.  It is a system by which one encounters and moves through obstacles in the body, mind and spirit, towards unity and wholeness.  As such, the balancing aspects of Ayurveda inspire an approach to health and living which prepare the environment of the body to deepen into union and stabilize this wholeness on and off the mat.  Furthermore, the attunement one gains in the practices of yoga, the strengthening and toning gained through asana, the focus of meditation, the union of bakti and devotion, and the sense of service found on the yogic path are essential tools within Ayurveda.
In essence, the two sister sciences of Yoga and Ayurveda support and inform one another through philosophical outlook and practical application.  As modern yogis, both paths promote vitality, health, and self discovery, which in turn provide antidotes to the chaos and uncertainty of living in these times.  Yoga and Ayurveda are profound tools for self care, by which one moves from a place of wholeness and nurture out into the world.
Ayurveda is more than a system of dietary choices to bring some sense of static or arbitrary balance to something called our doshas, just as yoga is something larger than simply being an elegant form of physical exercise.  Both Ayurveda and Yoga utilize tools like movement, diet, devotional practice, and self study to help us move into greater ease, balance, and health, thus making us available as whole human beings to live the fullness of our divine essence in service to all life.
Vikruti and Prakruti
Many modern western descriptions of Ayurveda focus on the three Doshas, or constitution types, Vata, Pitta, and Kapha.  Simply, the doshas describe biological energy.  Each person has all three doshas within them.  Each dosha, has qualities which describe it, a role or a function within the body, and a “home” site where these biological energies are concentrated and best utilized.

Based on our genetics, our environment, and even the mood of our parents at conception, we are each favored with a particular balance of the doshas which gives us our basic constitutional tendencies.  (The Sanskrit word for our primary constitutional balance is Prakruti.)  Here is where we find our basic strengths and the areas of challenge.  Some people have a Prakruti that is primarily a single dosha, others have two dominant doshas, and a few are tridoshic.

While our Prakruti is a good indicator of our inherent strengths and weaknesses, it is often more interesting and useful to recognize indications of current imbalance (or Vikruti ).  In our daily life and teaching, the ability to nurture and balance ourselves and offer assistance to our students is key.  Diet choices, stress, disease, environment, age, and our individual constitutions, promote certain qualities within; recognizing where we need to bring things into balance restores us to health and vitality.  Balance occurs when we notice a quality (such as heat or dryness) and apply its opposite (such as cold or moistness).

There are many online and print “Dosha Quizes” that help you determine your own body type.  Once you know your basic Prakruti, you can use the same kinds of quizzes to evaluate your current state of health.  You can then use this information to invite balance into your doshas, your life, and your yoga practice.
Vata, Pitta, Kapha, and Beyond
Dosha refers to a particular quality and function of biological energy within the body, and a particular combination of the elements of Air, Fire, Water, Earth, and Ether (or Space).  Each dosha has a function, a quality, and a home place in the body and areas where it tends to accumulate when not in balance.
What are the three doshas?  

Vata is a combination of air and ether, and in charge of anything that moves in the body—from the process of moving food through the digestive tract or the movement of thoughts and ideas.  A balance of Vata, shows up as someone who has bright ideas, a thin light frame, and an ability to move freely and easily in body, mind, and emotions.  Imbalanced Vata, may be thin; dry; nervous; prone to poor digestion, flatulence, or constipation; spacey; or flighty.  Create a space of still, quiet, routine, warmth, and nurture the organs of elimination by nurturing the low belly to balance Vata.
Pitta is a combination of fire and water.  Pitta’s domain is in fire, digestion, and the intellect.  A balanced Pitta has focus, drive, passion, athleticism, and great creativity and productivity.  Imbalance may show up as acid indigestion, redness, irritation, anger, inflammation, or any other signs of burn out.  Call Pitta home by paying attention to organs of digestion (especially the liver, small intestine, and stomach), creating cool calm, resting the eyes, and holding the navel.
Kapha is earth and water.  Kapha is our steadiness, our physical structure, and our persistence.  A balanced Kapha is steady, even, nurturing, strong, solid, devoted and grounded.  When imbalanced, watch for moistness, puffiness, edema, increased weight and phlegm, stubbornness, depression, or jealousy.  To balance, get Kapha moving and stimulated with exercise and fresh air, breaking up routines, spicy foods, and bring breath and movement to the area around the heart.
Table 1: Summary of the Three Doshas
	Dosha
	Elements
	Qualities
	Function
	Desires, Needs & Offerings

	Vata
	Air and Ether
	Light, cold, dry, rough, subtle, mobile, spreading, changeable, astringent tastes
	Movement, ideas, lightness, breath, creativity, enthusiasm, the nerves, reflexes, circulation, peristalsis, consciousness.
	Desires safety, security, routine, rhythm.  Needs to cultivate courage and perseverance.  Offers new experiences, a flow of ideas, and creativity.

	Pitta
	Fire and Water
	Light, hot, oily, sharp, liquid, sour and pungent tastes
	Digestion and assimilation of food, the light of the eyes, discrimination, fire, passion, focus, concentration, knowledge, ambition, intelligence, transformation
	Desires creative expression, physical outlets.  Must cultivate patience.  Offers sense of priority, ability to transform, decisiveness, and assertiveness.

	Kapha
	Water and Earth
	Heavy, cold, oily, slow, slimy, dense, soft, static, sweet taste
	Stability, tenacity, form, structure, growth, protection (especially of mucus membranes), softness, lubrication (i.e. synovial fluid in the joints), stamina, strength, security.
	Needs vitality, movement, and energy.  Must cultivate openness to change.  Offers form, structure, boundaries, comfort, devotion, steadiness, and patience.


As yoga practitioners and yoga teachers, begin to recognize the balance of the doshas in your own body and life; you will then be able to offer suggestions to promote balance for your students.   You will begin to recognize the sings that indicate the particular qualities of each dosha and what activities promote an increase in that dosha.  So, for example, if you are running around like crazy trying to get to class, and you grab some light dry crackers and an ice water, you might notice that your mind is scattered, your joints pop, and you feel a bit rushed or nervous—all signs of high Vata.   You’ve just increased motion (eating on the run and rushing), lightness and dryness (crackers), coldness (ice water).  You could balance these tendencies by pausing to be still, taking three full breaths, and sipping warm tea to sooth and calm you.
Similarly, if you start noticing a tension headache as you tweak one last detail on the project that was due yesterday, some irritability, and that you are feeling red and itchy, reaching for the spicy chips and salsa with fried cheese could all increase Pitta. (Can you see the heat, the oil, the hyper-focus in this situation?)  Try taking a slow walk in the shade, softening your gaze, and enjoying a nice piece of fresh sweet fruit to bring a sense of balance.
If you are feeling stuck-in-the-rut, noticing a few extra pounds, and starting to hoard old issues of Yoga Journal and Home Improvement, challenge the temptation to reheat leftovers and slump into the couch-potato blues with a carton of ice cream.  (All this stable, static, cold, slimy energy is only going to increase the inertia of Kapha.)  Instead, balance Kapha with 12 vigorous sets of sun-salutations, some ginger tea, and an adventure to a new part of town you’ve never explored.
In yoga asana we create a balance between willful effort and the surrender of deep relaxation.  We build stability in rootedness in Tadasana (Mountain Pose) both by lengthening our spines up to the sky and by rooting our feet in the earth.  Any time you’ve invited yourself (or you invite your students) to notice something such as the quality of the breath (is it fast or slow, smooth or rough, short or long?) you are using qualities and the balance of opposites to build awareness and move towards balance.  Similarly, to increase balance and vitality, Ayurveda looks at the qualities that are present, and applies the opposite qualities to create harmony.  There are ten pairs of qualities which balance one another:
Heavy – Light

Cold – Warm

Unctuous/Oily – Dry
Dull – Sharp

Stable – Mobile

Soft – Hard

Slimy – Rough
Dense – Liquid

Subtle – Gross

Clear – Cloudy/Sticky

Smooth – Coarse
Foods, activities, environments, times of life, sounds (mantras), emotions, thoughts, yoga postures, and well, just about everything, can be described using these qualities.  As yogis we might cultivate a practice that is stable, hard and gross (i.e. physical), warming, and clear if we wanted to build strength, feel grounded, or cultivate skills for being with uncertain times.  A slow series of sun salutations, followed by several standing poses which we hold for many breaths, and then sitting in meditation, would build heat and focus balancing us if we are nervous, cold, or scattered or prone to Vata imbalance.  We would use the focus of pitta and the solid tenacity of kapha to commit to such a routine.
We might also cultivate a practice with several minutes of vigorous pranyama to increase our sense of prana (energy) in the body, and do poses with subtle variations, lots of movement, and a fluid flow.  This could lighten up a heavy kapha state, and also increase sensitivity as we call on the subtle brightness of vata  and pitta.    For those of us with a great deal of focus, drive, and a completive edge (Pitta!), there might be an attraction to a “Hot” or “Power” yoga class; since this adds more of what we already have (drive, competition, heat, focus) we might become unbalanced.  (Kapha energy could benefit from the heat and the movement once we got over the inertia to get to class.)  Specific postures also work to balance the doshas and invite them home.
Table 2: Signs of Balance and Imbalance in the Doshas
	Dosha
	Signs of Balance
	Signs of Imbalance
	Places of accumulation/ Home Site

	Vata
	Flexibility, creativity, ideas, an eagerness for new experiences, motion, lightness
	Fear, stiffness, ridged thinking, dryness (dry skin, dry eyes, dry stools, etc.), ungrounded
	Accumulates in the cavities of the body (joint spaces, organs, etc) and along the skin; home site is the colon

	Pitta
	Warm, forceful, dedicated, focused, passionate, physical vitality, quick clean digestion (of food and ideas).
	Irritability, anger, redness, rashes, inflammation, headaches, eye strain, tendon and join issues.
	Accumulation in head and eyes (i.e. hot headed) and any place of redness; home sight is the navel.

	Kapha
	Steady, patient, kind, loving, slow to anger, enduring, placid, solid, dependable.
	Heavy, dull, prone to stagnancy, overweight, resistant to change, stubborn, any condition of moisture, dampness, water retention, puffiness, and swelling.
	Collects in any swelling or space of edema, adipose, or as mucus; home is in the heart and chest.


Yoga and Ayurveda: Self Care

We are best able to serve the world when we have cultivated the foundation (Kapha qualities!) of a practice that leaves us feeling centered, grounded, and nourished.  Here is a meditation
 based on the work of Amadea Morningstar, founder of the Ayurveda Polarity and Yoga Therapy Institute; using sound, touch, and intention we can quickly invite the doshas home and experience more balance right away.
Sit in a comfortable position, on the floor or in a chair.  Take three slow deep breaths to simply feel your body.  Then sandwich your low belly between your hands, so that the front hand rests over your pubic bone and your back cradles the back of your sacrum.  Imagine calling Vata home as you chant the sound RAM, a warming centering mantra to encourage all the motion, air, and space to return to the colon.  Do this three times.
Then bring your hands up to sandwich your navel.  Call Pitta home, centering the fire of digestion with the cooling sound SHRIM.  Again, do this three times before moving on.

Call Kapha home to nourish, moisten, and center your heart and lungs.  Place your hands over your heart.  Sound out OM three times.

Repeat each position and sound one time each.  Close with three more deep slow breaths.

What do you notice about each place, each sound, and any change in feelings?

Table 3:  General suggestions for inviting balance to the doshas:

	Dosha
	Foods and flavors
	Lifestyle and routine
	Asana

	Vata
	Favor warm, moist, heavy, sweet, pungent foods.  Soups and stews, ginger tea, warm oatmeal, ghee.

Use caution with cold, dry, light, stimulating, bitter foods like crackers, iced drinks, coffee, cold salads.
	Cultivate a steady routine, give yourself a few extra minutes so you don’t rush.   Massage your body—especially your joints and feet—with oil (sesame oil and ghee are especially good).  
	Focus on warming, grounding standing poses held for several breaths and restorative poses.  Forward bends, hip openers, squats, and anything that brings attention to the lower body.  Child’s pose, Goddess/victory squat, warrior, frog.  Ujjai pranayama (Victory Breath) is great to increase focus.

	Pitta
	Favor cool, dry, fresh foods, protein foods (most legumes, and fresh cheese), with sweet, bitter, and astringent flavors.
Use caution with oily, heavy, pungent, salty, and sour foods like fried foods, spicy foods, and anything fermented.
	Cultivate regular creative outlets, make time for exercise in a non-competitive atmosphere.  Apply cooling oils like coconut especially to the head.  When you feel yourself getting over heated or feisty consider taking extra time to breathe, and cultivating a restorative yoga practice in addition to regular exercise.
	Focus on cooling, poses that allow for a gentle focus without struggle.  Standing forward bends, twists, supported inversions (i.e. legs up the wall, half-shoulder stand), tree.
Nadishodona  pranyama (alternate nostril breathing) brings balance and calm.

	Kapha
	Favor light, warm, pungent, bitter foods.  Lots of fresh veggies, especially dark leafy greens.
Avoid moist, dense, sweet, heavy foods like desserts, dairy products, and wheat bread.
	Use Kapha’s stubbornness to create a dynamic routine to shake things up and move them and cultivate love and devotion for the stability that Kapha offers the world.  Try dry brushing the skin, brisk walks, dance, and sweet experiences (to replace sweet tastes).
	Vinyasa and flowing movement are helpful to build heat and get the body moving.  Pranayama, especially kapalabati and Ujjai, are useful here.  Chest openers, twists, and sun salutations are a great help.


While far from comprehensive, this introduction to Yoga and Ayurveda can offer the yogi (and the yoga teacher) a way of looking at the qualities of one’s life and practice and cultivate balance, strength, and equilibrium.
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