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QUALITIES OF ALIGNMENT IN ASANA PRACTICE

Alignment is the essence of good asana practice. Many times we encounter an asana
that seems to require tremendous strength. Though strength is required, the real chal-
lenge is mostly one of alignment. The bones are the source of structural stability, not the
muscles. If we can use the muscles to bring the bones into proper alignment, the muscles
have to do relatively little work. The better the alignment, the less muscular the asana
will feel. By opening the joints and releasing the chronic grip of the muscles, we can align
the bones more accurately. Then even the most complicated and demanding asanas will
be more easily accessible to us.

In Hatha Yoga, alignment has several levels, the most obvious being the muscular
and skeletal levels. On a subtler level, however, we also need to develop visceral align-
ment, and on the subtlest level we want to achieve pranic alignment.

Muscle and Joint Alignment

The opposing sides of the joints should be as parallel as possible. If one side of a joint
is too open, the other side will be too short. The side that is too open risks over-stretching
the ligaments, and the side that is too short risks compression. What we are working
toward is neutrality. In most asanas the joints will not be parallel or symmetrical, so we
need to perform isometric actions to work the joints in the direction of symmetry. This
practice helps to keep the joints open and mobile while maximizing their stability.

Opposing muscle groups also need to work in balance. Muscles contract when they
engage. It is common to have to engage one muscle group for support so that an oppos-
ing muscle group can lengthen. For example, in most asanas where hamstring length is
required, the quadriceps will need to be contracted. The quadriceps, which support the
front of the leg, permit the back of the leg to release.

Muscular strength is the result of the prana moving freely, not of increasing the size
of the muscles. You do not need large muscles to be strong. Despite the size of the muscles,
strength comes from prana. For example, when you first wake up in the morning, you
do not generally have access to the same degree of strength you will have later in the
day. The muscle mass has not changed, only the available prana.
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The alignment of the torso is not a simple musculo-skeletal matter. At a minimum,
the torso needs to be seen as having a front, a back, and an inner or visceral body. In joint
alignment, we are always working toward neutrality. This is also true of the spine. Whether
the spine is in flexion, extension, rotation or lateral extension, the isometric actions of the
body are in the direction of the natural curves of the spine.

To better understand muscle and joint alignment in the torso, let us use the example
of a forward bend. A forward bend requires that the back body be longer than the front
body. However, we do not want to compress the front of the body as we bend. As we try
to keep length in the front of the body, we often end up tightening the back muscles, yet
these are the very muscles that we are trying to soften and lengthen. This is where the
visceral body needs to work. By cultivating inner body length and integrity, the front
body can remain open while the back muscles soften and lengthen. The same concept
can be applied to a back bend, twist, or lateral extension.

Visceral Alignment

By developing accurate musculo-skeletal alignment, the visceral body is permitted
to function optimally. As our yoga practice develops, we begin to feel the alignment of
the visceral body as much as that of the muscles and bones. Awareness of the visceral
body begins to teach us how to work the muscles and bones. We begin to see how the
lungs are moving, how the digestive organs are being affected, and how the circulatory
and nervous systems are being affected by our practice. Sensing alignment from the
visceral body requires a greater degree of inner quiet, because joints and muscles can be
seen and felt, whereas the visceral body can only be felt. The less struggle in the outer
body, the more easily we will be able to sense the inner body.

Pranic Alignment

 As we practice asana, the alignment of prana is the most important, the subtlest,
and the most difficult to perceive. The movements and actions of the muscles and bones
need to be nearly effortless and the visceral body very soft before we can truly begin to
feel the movement of prana. This is the real model from which all the rest of the align-
ment parameters are established. However, due to its subtle nature, we usually cannot
start here. Because of the way our awareness functions, we need to work from the physi-
cal body to the subtle body. Since we must start where we are, we most often begin with
the outer body because it is the most familiar to us. This is the reason that asana precedes
pranayama in the eight limbs of the system of Patanjali.
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THE DEFINITION AND PURPOSE OF ASANA

Patanjali refers to asana in his second book of the Yoga Sutras. The second book is called
Sadhana Pada or Section on Practice. In Book Two, Sutra 46, Patanjali defines asana as
having two qualities: stability and ease or comfort.  Sutras 47 and 48 then elaborate on
the purpose of asana.

Sutra 46:  Sthira sukham asanam.
sthira = stable or steady
sukham = ease or comfort
asanam = pose
Translation:  Asana is a pose held with stability and comfort.

The First Quality of Asana is Stability

Sthira means something that is stable, firm and lasting. In the classical yoga system,
the primary purpose of asana practice is to prepare one’s physical body for practicing
the last five limbs of the system, such as meditation. Meditation is an effortless practice
and therefore the body needs to remain effortlessly still.

The sutra says nothing about becoming flexible. Flexibility is important because
without it the bones will not align properly, which allows the muscles to relax. However,
the openness achieved by the joints and muscles balancing one another must be created
with stability or tada, like the mountain.

This focus on stability raises a question. Why do we seek such great range of motion
in asana practice? The answer brings us back to our equation: (I x D = F) intensity times
duration equals force. The greater our range of motion in all directions and the greater
our stability, the greater will be the duration of time we are able to sit comfortably with
a neutral spine, whether that be in meditation or at our desk. The less stability we pos-
sess and the more limited our range of motion becomes, the more quickly our body will
fatigue when sitting in meditation or anywhere else.

The Second Quality of Asana is Comfort

The second quality referred to in the sutras is sukham. This means something that is
happy, comfortable and filled with delight. In many physical disciplines, the phrase “no
pain, no gain” is often used. In yoga, however, the opposite is true. If there is pain, it is
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likely that you are doing something wrong. Especially at the beginning, there can be a
great deal of effort and perhaps even struggle in asana practice, but there should not be
pain. Joint pain, for instance, is a very specific indicator that something is misaligned.
Properly practiced, yoga asana brings not only health but happiness. As our body and
the prana that animates it are brought back into balance, we should only feel greater and
greater equanimity and joy. 

The struggles we do experience in hatha practice are often our body’s reluctance to
relinquish a habit. Since all asana practice should be in harmony with the natural move-
ments of the body, the habit we are encountering is probably not harmonious with the
nature of the body. At any stage of practice, the asanas should feel as though they are
nurturing our whole being. In the same way that a cold, though uncomfortable, is the
body’s struggle to overcome a virus and return to health, struggle in asana practice can
be thought of as the body trying to return to balance.

Interestingly, there is a whole field of medicine dedicated to sports-related injuries.
Not only is there no field of medicine needed for yoga, but yoga can be a therapeutic
remedy for many types of sports injury. Injury from asana practice is only possible as a
result of inaccurate or overly aggressive work. The cure is simply developing better
alignment, comfort, and stability in your practice.

The Purpose of Asana

Sutra 47:  Prayatna saithilya ananta samapattibhyam.
prayatna = to sustain the effort needed to complete an endeavor
saithilya = minimize
ananta = unlimited, boundless, eternal
samapattibhyam = encountering, meeting
Translation:  By sustained practice [of asana] as effort is  minimized, we encounter the
eternal.

Sutra 48:  Tatah dvandvah anabhighatah.
Tatah = then or from this moment forward
Dvandvah = dualities or oppositions
Anabhighatah = cession or removal of disturbances
Translation: ... From this point on, [the practitioner] is undisturbed by dualities. 
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Sutras 46-48 read: “Asana is a posture held with stability and comfort. By sustained
practice, without effort, one encounters the eternal and then is undisturbed by duali-
ties.”

In yoga, that which is  eternal is spirit. It is the immortal part of you. Duality consists
of opposites such as day/night, happy/sad, birth/death. All is change in this world.
Yoga points out that the changing nature of the universes in which we live should not
disturb us. As we come to know that which is eternal within us, we begin to see, to
understand, and to live in harmony with the changing order of Life. To do this requires
wisdom, self-discipline and patience, or as Patanjali would say: “constant practice and
continual detachment.”


