
Running head: Yoga and herbs                                                                                                        1 

 

Yoga and Herbs Workshop 

Alesha Austin 

Capstone 501 

  



Yoga and herbs                                                                                                                              2 
Abstract 

Yoga is an overall system of being, not just asana, yoga poses. While in Western culture, 

people are more familiar with the physical movement of yoga, they are unfamiliar with it as a 

whole system of well-being. This workshop will integrate western herbalism into Ayurveda and 

yoga classifications.  
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Yoga and Herbs Workshop 

Yoga is mind, body, and spirit practice. While in western society, the term yoga is used 

for used almost exclusively for movement of the body, this is not the full expression of yoga.  

The term yoga is from the Sanskrit word yuj meaning to yoke or bind. It is often interpreted as 

“union” or a method of discipline. A male who practices yoga is called a yogi, a female 

practitioner, a yogini (Stephens, 2010). Those who practice yoga are practitioners, and they 

participate in yoga classes. It same concept as a person practices piano, they participate in an 

orchestra. The history of yoga is obscure and uncertain, as it was taught orally and in secret 

(Stephens, 2010). Yoga was not taught to the mass, but to those that were seen was worthy. The 

earliest writing of its teaching was transcribed on delicate palm leaves, these were easily 

damaged, lost, or destroyed. This ancient practice can be traced back over 5,000, and many 

researchers believe closer to 10,000 years old (Stephens, 2010). There are four main periods of 

innovation, practice and development. 

The purpose of the Yoga and herb workshop is to provide working knowledge of the 

body in motion, which will reduce the chance of injury.  This integrated yoga and herbal project 

has a various desired outcomes. There are: 

•   Dissemination of results to appropriate audiences whenever possible at the local, 

regional, and national level.  

•   Evaluation and ability to provide guidance on the potential for herb-herb and 

herb-drug interactions. 

•    Develop a solid knowledge base of clinical Herbalism protocols 

•    Application that knowledge by informing and assisting practitioners and 

consumers of herbal products and protocols.  
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The goal of the workshop is to educate at local level and to educate people on why this 

herbal remedy will work.  It is necessary as practitioner  of yoga to have a solid base in the 

herbal protocols, and to know why they exist in that manner. This combined with an 

understanding of herbal remedies will provide pertinent knowledge to the practitioners of yoga. 

 

Pre-Classical Yoga 

The word “yoga” was first mentioned in written text over 5, 000 years ago, in the oldest 

sacred text, the Rig Veda (Stephens, 2010). The Vedas are a collection of texts containing song, 

mantras and rituals which were used by the Vedic Priest, the Brahmans. Yoga was refined and 

developed by the Brahmins, and Rishis, mystic seers, and their practices and beliefs were 

documented in the Upanishads. This is a work that contains over 200 scriptures and most 

renowned of these is the Bhagavad-Gita, composed around 500 B.C.E. (Stephens, 2010). The 

Upanishads take the idea of ritual sacrifice from the Vedas and internalize it, to sacrifice of the 

ego, through self-knowledge action (karma yoga) and wisdom (jnana yoga) (Stephens, 2010). 

The western concept of karma differs than that of the eastern concept (Stephens, 2010). The 

western concept is that similar to that of the law of return every action has an equal and opposite 

return. For example, if I did something good, something good will haven to me: or the idea that 

Karma is going to settle the score. The eastern concept is that karma is what someone does good 

or ill and that bad karma must be burned off until the soul becomes pure (Stephens, 2010). This 

could take many lifetimes. The more good karma a person accumulates the less bad karma they 

have to burn off.  
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Classical Yoga 

The classical period in yoga is defined by Patanjali and his sutras. This was the first 

systematic presentation of yoga. These sutras were written in the second century, and describe 

the path of Raja Yoga (Stephens, 2010).  Raja yoga is the yoga of the mind and knowledge. A 

person can be a yogi without ever doing asana. Patanjali organized yoga into an “eight limbed 

path” that contained step and stages towards to Samadhi or enlightenment (Stephens, 2010).  The 

eight limbs of yoga are:   

●   Yama - the five restraints or the "don'ts" 

o   Ahimsa - Non-violence 

o   Satya - Truthfulness 

o   Brahmacharya - Control of the senses and celibacy 

o   Asteya - Non-stealing 

o   Aparigraha - Non-covetousness and non-acceptance of gifts 

●   Niyama - the five observances or the "do's" 

o   Saucha - Purity, cleanliness 

o   Santosha - Contentment 

o   Tapas - Austerity 

o   Swadhyaya - Self-study, study of scriptures 

o   Ishwara Pranidhana - Surrender to God's will 

●   Asana - Steady posture 

●   Pranayama - Control of prana or life force 

●   Pratyahara - Withdrawal of the senses 

●   Dharana - Concentration 
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●   Dhyana - Meditation 

●   Samadhi - Superconscious state (Stephens, 2010) 

Patanjali is often considered the father of yoga and his Yoga-Sûtras still strongly influence most 

styles of modern yoga. 

Post-Classical Yoga 

Centuries after Patanjali, yoga masters rejected the teachings of the Vedas and embraced 

the physical body as the means to achieve enlightenment (Satchidananda, 2009). Tantra Yoga 

was developed with its radical techniques to cleanse the body and mind, breaking the knots of 

energy that bind people to their physical existence (Stephens, 2010). This exploration of 

physical-spiritual connections and body centered practices led to the creation of what we 

primarily think of as yoga in the West: Hatha Yoga (Satchidananda, 2009). All asanas are Hatha 

yoga, part of the third limb of yoga (Stephens, 2010). This is a program of physical postures 

designed to purify the body and provide the physical strength and stamina required for long 

periods of meditation (Satchidananda, 2009).  

Hatha made up of two terms “ha” meaning “sun’ and “tha” meaning “moon”, this refers 

to the balancing aspect of male and female energies in the body. Hatha yoga is a path towards 

enlightenment, by creating balance and uniting opposing forces in the mind and body 

(Satchidananda, 2009). From Hatha yoga, other forms and school of yoga are born. In western 

culture, the term Hatha is now used for foundational and gentle yoga. 

Modern Period 

In the late 1800's and early 1900’s, yoga masters began to travel west, and gain followers. 

In 1893, Swami Vivekananda thrilled attendees with his lectures on yoga and the universality of 

the world’s religions at Parliament of Religions in Chicago, (Stephens, 2010). In the 1920’s and 
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30’s Hatha Yoga was taught to the masses by T. Krishnamacharya, Swami Sivananda and other 

yogis. Krishnamacharya opened the first Hatha Yoga School in Mysore in 1924 and in 1936 

Sivananda founded the Divine Life Society on the banks of the holy Ganges River (Stephens, 

2010). Krishnamacharya produced three students that would continue his legacy and increase the 

popularity of Hatha Yoga: B.K.S. Iyengar, T.K.V. Desikachar and Pattabhi Jois. In 1969 Swami 

Satchidananda, opened Woodstock and rekindled an interest in Yoga in the West (Stephens, 

2010). Swami Satchidananda founded an ashram called Yogaville in Virginia.  Hatha Yoga now 

has many different schools or styles, all emphasizing the many different aspects of the practice. 

Yoga Anatomy 

One of the most common sequences of pose in asana practice is that of Surya Namaskar, 

Sun Salutations. It has been said that all the benefits of yoga can be found in just this once 

sequence plus an inversion (Stephens, 2010). The Sun Salutation moves the spine forwards, 

backwards, side to side and twist. The inversion would allow the lymphatic system to drain and 

force the blood to circulate through the body and clean itself as it passes through the liver. These 

12 poses are the foundational asanas that are taught in many Hatha Yoga lineages. They are: 

Tadasana, Mountain pose, Urdhva Hastasana, Upward Salute, Uttanasana, Standing forward 

fold, Ardha Uttanasana, Half standing forward fold, Ashwa Sanchalanasana, Equestrian pose, 

Chaturanga Dandasana or Ashtanga Namaskara, Four limbed staff pose or eight point lunge, 

Urdhva Mukha Svanasana or Bhujangasana, Upward facing dog or Cobra pose, Adho Mukha 

Svanasana, Downward-Facing Dog Pose,  Ashwa Sanchalanasana, Equestrian pose, Ardha 

Uttanasana, Half standing forward fold, Uttanasana, Urdhva Hastasana and Tadasana (Stephens, 

2012). 
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Starting with Tadasana, there is quite a bit of work to be done in this posture as all 

standing poses evolve from or emerge from this basic standing posture. The feet and the pelvis 

ate the most important. The toes of the feet should be pointing toward the top of the mat and the 

outer edges of the feet aligned with the outer edges of the mat (Kaminoff, 2007). Than the knee 

lifted and facing forward, legs long, with slight bend in the knees. The pelvis should be in a 

neutral position.  They might have to tuck and untuck the tailbone, into a neutral position can be 

found.  

The hamstrings are in engaged in mountain pose along with other poses. The hamstrings 

include three separate muscles that work together: the semitendinosus, the semimembranosus, 

and the biceps femoris (Kaminoff, 2007). 

●   Semitendinosus: semi means half and tendinosis means tightly stretched band (otherwise 

known as a tendon). This muscle is about half tendinous. 

●   Semimembranosus: semi means half and membranous means skin. The name of this 

muscle name refers to the sheath like tendon of this muscle. 

●   Biceps femoris: The name refers to the fact that this muscle has two (bi) portions. A short 

head and a long head. 

The muscle moves in these actions: 

●   Knee flexion – All portions 

●   Hip extension – All portions except the short head of the biceps femoris. 

●   Internal rotation of the knee joint (when flexed) – semitendinosus and semimembranosus 

●   External rotation of the knee joint (when flexed) – biceps femoris both heads (Kaminoff, 

2007). 



Yoga and herbs                                                                                                                              9 
Supraspinatus is the attachment of all of the rotator cuff muscles and the way that the attachment 

sits over the head of the humerus. This common tendinous attachment drapes over the top of the 

humerus (Kaminoff, 2007). The supraspinatus Supra is similar to the word superior and means 

above. Spinatus refer to the spine of the scapula, which is the ridge that is almost horizontal. 

Raising the arms above the head while not part of Mountain pose is often the next step in moving 

the body into the next pose. What makes raising the arms over the head so complex is what we 

refer to as the shoulder girdled (Kaminoff, 2007). This is the coming together of the scapula 

(shoulder blade), clavicle (collar bone), and the humerus (upper arm bone). As three bones come 

together and the scapula is generally quite mobile, the movements themselves get mixed together 

and are referred to as the shoulder girdled (Kaminoff, 2007). These are just the motions of 

standing at the top of one's mat and then raising the arms over head. 

Pranayama 

‘Prana’ refers to the universal life force and ‘Yama’ means to regulate or restrict.  

Pranayama is the control of Prana through the breath (Stephens, 2012). These techniques rely on 

breathing through the nostrils. Prana flows through thousands of subtle energy channels called 

‘nadis’ and energy centers called ‘chakras’ (Stephens, 2012). The respiratory system is one 

system in the body that there is shared control between the conscious and subconscious mind. 

When the breath is continuous, smooth and steady, the mind remains calm, positive and 

enthusiastic (Stephens, 2010). Pranayama is one of the aspects of yoga involves manipulation of 

the breath that is a dynamic bridge between the body and mind (Sharma, 2013). When the breath 

is uneven or jerky and broken, there is an increase in worries, fear, uncertainty, tensions, conflict 

and other negative qualities (Stephens, 2010). The ancient yogis of India realized these benefits 

and taught many different pranayama practices a few are: Bhastrika, Kapalbhati, and Nadi 
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Shodan pranayama. Regular practice increases and enhances the quantity and quality of Prana, 

clears blocked nadis and chakras, and results in the practitioner feeling energetic, enthusiastic 

and positive (Stephens, 2012). Practiced correctly pranayama brings harmony between the body, 

mind and spirit, making one physically, mentally and spiritually strong (Stephens, 2012).  

Yoga and Herbal Medicine 

 Yoga is a wellness system that for thousands of years has worked in tandem with 

nutrition and herbal medicine (Frawley, 1986). Ayurveda “Ayur” which means life and “Veda” 

which means the knowledge of or science. However, to fully comprehend the vast scope of 

Ayurveda let us first define "Ayur" or life (Frawley, 1986). According to the ancient Ayurvedic 

scholar Charaka, "Ayur" is comprised of four essential parts. The combination of mind, body, 

senses and the soul. This healing system is associated with yoga.  Ayurveda as a healing system 

that is about 6,000 years old, it existed before the Rig Veda (Welch, 2015). This system has been 

passed down as a complete healing system. 

This system of healing works in along with the mind, body and spiritual practice of yoga. 

While gaining movement in the West people still requires more education than just moving the 

body and plant based nutrition. 

●   Ayurveda’s fundamental approach to wellbeing is that you must reach your unique state 

of balance in your whole being: body, mind, and spirit. 

●   Ayurveda views the world in light of 3 constitutional principles: vata, pitta, and kapha. 

There will be more on the doshas below.  

●   The first line of defense in combating imbalances is to remove the cause of the problem. 

If the problem is out of the picture, the body starts being able to heal itself. For example, 



Yoga and herbs                                                                                                                              11 
if pollutants are bothering your nasal passages and sinuses, rinse them out with a 

traditional Ayurvedic remedy, the neti pot. 

●   If there are any lingering imbalances after removing the inciting cause, then bring balance 

by using opposites. For example, the Ayurvedic remedy for excess heat is to use 

something cooling. So for excess heat or acidity in the digestive system, you could use 

cooling and soothing herbs like Shatavari or Rose Flowers. 

●   Always support the digestive fire, so that nutrition can be absorbed and waste materials 

can be eliminated. One such method is drinking liquids at room temperature or warmer 

(Welch, 2015).  

In, Ayurveda, yoga refers to the right usages and right combination of herbs, this is the yoga of 

herbs (Frawley, 1986). The combination is designed to bring about a specific effect on the mind 

and body. This work is applying Ayurvedic herbal science to western herbs for application and 

understanding of western practitioners (Frawley, 1986). One such way, understanding the doshas 

that make up a person. There are three doshas: Vata, Pitta, and Kapha. A person carries all three 

doshas or energy types. Yet, one or two dosha can be more prevalent than another. The 3 Dosha 

types are: 

 Vata Dosha - This is the energy of motion, and Energy that controls bodily functions associated 

with motion, including blood circulation, breathing, blinking, and your heartbeat.  

●   In balance: There are creativity and vitality. 

●   Out of balance: Can produce fear and anxiety (Welch, 2015). 

Pitta Dosha -- This is the energy of fire or heat, combustion that controls the body's metabolic 

systems, including digestion, absorption, nutrition, and your body's temperature.  

●   In balance: Leads to contentment and intelligence. 
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●   Out of balance: Can cause ulcers and anger (Welch, 2015). 

 Kapha Dosha -- This is the energy of steadiness that controls growth in the body. It supplies 

water to all body parts, moisturizes the skin, and maintains the immune system.  

●   In balance: Expressed as love and forgiveness. 

●   Out of balance: Can lead to insecurity and envy (Welch, 2015). 

The proportion of each energy determines the physiological and personality traits, as well as 

general likes and dislikes. In yoga asana there are movements that build up energy, that calm the 

body or help sustain energy, these principles are linked into the doshas and Ayurveda (Welch, 

2015). Herbs also have Ayurvedic properties they can be spicy, bitter, cooling, sweet or earthy a 

concept similar to that found in Ancient Greek classifications of herbal medicine.  

Western Herbs 

There are various western herbs that have uses in yoga, while there are many herbs native 

to India, Western herbs can be applied in a similar manner. Herbal medicine in the Western 

hemisphere is younger than that of Ayurveda. Many traditional herbs from India are not easily 

accessible in a reliable quality or their use easily understood (Frawley, 1986). There has been a 

movement use locally grown or sourced herbs as, the quality of these herbs have a better chance 

of verified in quality. A few of these herbs are that of comfrey, ginger, arnica, St. John’s wort 

and kava. These herbs are analgesic medicines, they relieve pain and can be either used topically 

or orally and create synergy and balance within the body.   

Analgesic herbs are useful in yoga as part of the before and after care. The body is often 

stiff or tender after stretching and these herbs applied in various manners can soothe sore 

muscles and allow them to heal and stretch. The main purpose of these herbs is to provide pain 

relief. In modern medicine, these are agents that are chemically based on the morphine molecule, 
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but have minimal abuse potential; nonsteroidal (NSAIDs) including the salicylates; and 

acetaminophen (Mills and Bone, 2005). Analgesics provide symptomatic relief, but have no 

effect on the cause. They work at the level of the nerves, either by blocking the signal from the 

peripheral nervous system, or by distorting the interpretation by the central nervous system 

(Mills and Bone, 2005). These refile can come orally or topically.  These herbs can be used for 

either acute pain or chronic pain. Chronic pain is that which lasts over three months and severe 

enough to impair function and is more difficult to treat (Mills and Bone, 2005). While this can be 

common in older population yoga practitioners or those recovering from an injury. Acute pain is 

self-limiting in duration, and includes post-operative pain, pain of injury, and childbirth (Mills 

and Bone, 2005). This pain is expected to be short term, and often found when a practitioner has 

not been honoring their body, by going to deep into the stretch or pose (Mills and Bone, 2005). 

Topical analgesics, those that are applied on the skin, have become popular in recent years. 

Those creams and salves applied for local effect include: capsaicin, pyrrolizidine alkaloids, and 

helenin. Comfrey, with its pyrrolizidine alkaloids, can be applied for systemic, whole body effect 

(Comfrey, 2009). In some cases, these topical agents reduce the need for drug therapy.  Herbal 

remedies are particularly useful for elderly patients who may not want to take a lot of tablets and 

move away from modern medicine. 

Comfrey 

 Comfrey has an interesting past. Comfrey, Symphytum officinale, from the Latin 

“confera”, also meaning “knitting together.” Comfrey traditional therapeutic actions include 

demulcent, astringent, nutritive, tonic, expectorant, homeostatic, alterative, and vulnerary, 

mucilage, styptic and analgesic. Comfrey is a gentle remedy in cases of diarrhea and dysentery. 

For its demulcent action it has been used in lung troubles and quinsy and whooping-cough. It has 
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also been used in the form of a tea with witch hazel in case of internal hemorrhage (Comfrey, 

2009).  It has been recommended in all pulmonary complaints, consumption, and bleeding of the 

lungs.  It is used for treatment of broken bones and tendon damage, when applied as a poultice.  

Based on ethnomedical indications, there is speculation that inference with the immune system 

may be involved (Lewis, 2001). Comfrey can be used successfully for accelerating bone healing 

and skin conditions as a topical analgesic. One of the most common use of comfrey is as a 

healing salve on inflamed tissues (Frawley, 1986). It is also to use also with chickweed to place 

on cuts. This salve is useful to rub on sore muscles after a deep stretch. It allows the muscle to 

recover and build strength.  

Ginger 

 Ginger can be found in many parts of the world. This has been called a “universal 

medicine” (Frawley, 1986). Ginger is a common herb to use as a salve or a cream on the skin as 

it has anti-inflammatory properties (Ginger, 2015). It is an analgesic herb, which are general are 

useful to reduce pain and swelling. It can be easily prepared as a fresh juice, taken as a pill or 

used externally to reduce inflammation and works wonders for: GI upsets, motion sickness, 

cramps, spasms, chest pain, low back pain, and even fibromyalgia (Frawley, 1986). This is an 

herb that can safety be used internally and externally with fewer negative side effects to the 

body. Ginger is commonly used to treat various types of “stomach problems,” including motion 

sickness, morning sickness, colic, upset stomach, gas, diarrhea, nausea caused by cancer 

treatment, nausea and vomiting after surgery, as well as loss of appetite. Other uses include pain 

relief from arthritis or muscle soreness, menstrual pain, upper respiratory tract infections, cough, 

and bronchitis (Ginger, 2015). While there are a plethora or herbs to use, each one needs to be 

tailored to the person using it. While ginger is safe for most people to use and has a low 
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therapeutic margin. Ginger as creates a warming sensation when applied to the skin and on the 

joints, this attributed to its anti-inflammatory properties and is useful for soothing overworked 

muscles and joints (Hall, 2015).  

Arnica 

 Arnica (Arnica montana) is a powerful healing herb that contains helenin which is a 

great anti-inflammatory plus analgesics that works well in creams (Ehrlich, 2015). This cream is 

sold in grocery stores and pharmacies to help reduce bruising and swelling. Arnica (has been 

used for medicinal purposes since the 1500s and is still popular today (Ehrlich, 2015). Arnica, 

can be used as a topical analgesic, applied to the skin as: a cream, ointment, liniment, salve, or 

tincture, arnica has been used to soothe muscle aches, reduce inflammation, and heal wounds. It 

is commonly used for injuries, such as sprains and bruises. Long term use may irritate the skin, 

causing: eczema, peeling, blisters, or other skin conditions.  It should not contact broken skin, 

such as leg ulcers, as it can be toxic very quickly (Arnica, 2015).  

This herb can be taken orally, but it can cause serious side effects when taken by mouth 

(Ehrlich, 2015).  These side effects are: dizziness, tremors, and heart irregularities (Arnica, 

2015). It may also irritate mucous membranes and cause vomiting. Large doses can even be fatal 

(Arnica, 2015). There are oral homeopathic remedies that contain arnica, they use a diluted form 

that is not considered dangerous (Ehrlich, 2015). If you have any question about whether you 

have the herbal or homeopathic form of arnica, talk to your doctor. You should not take arnica 

by mouth without direct medical supervision, except in an extremely diluted form as a 

homeopathic remedy, because side effects may be severe. 

St. John’s Wort 
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St. John's wort (Hypericum perforatum) has a long history of use dating back to ancient 

Greece. Traditionally, St. John’s Wort was not used for depression, as it is today in modern 

society. This herb was instead used for: combating evil and negative spirits, nerve pain, 

hemorrhoids, trauma, wounds, skin rashes, menstrual pain, and fevers (St John’s Wort, 2012).   

There have been studies that suggest that St. John’s Wort is and analgesics on women for 

menstrual pain, cramps, irritability, food cravings, and breast tenderness, with a 50% reduction in 

symptom severity (Ehrlich, 2014). St. John's wort applied topically to have antibacterial 

properties and can help heal Eczema, wounds, minor burns, hemorrhoid, minor wounds, and skin 

irritation and may also help fight inflammation (Ehrlich, 2014). 

St. John’s Wort’s has an effect on the liver, which by producing bile and detoxifying the 

liver which helps to regulate liver function. The active ingredient responsible for this is a 

component called hypericum. It induces a metabolic enzyme reaction. In Traditional Chinese 

Medicine black bile or liver insufficiency is associated with liver chi stagnation and melancholy, 

or depression (Rabin, 2009). St. John’s Wort when combined with certain pharmaceuticals 

causes a reaction due to its induction of the CYP3A4 and CYP2CP metabolic enzymes and of P-

glycoprotein (Roby, Anderson, Kantor, Dryer, & Burstein, 2000). This metabolic induction 

reduces the action of some pharmaceuticals drugs such as: antidepressants, anti-viral, 

immunosuppressive, anticoagulants, statins, digoxin, and some chemotherapy agents.This leads 

to a reduction in active time and action of these drugs as they move quickly through the body.  

Yet, rapid metabolization also moves toxins through the body at the same rapid rate, tying back 

to one of its traditional use is as liver cleanser. This cleansing of the liver is considered to be the 

source of antidepressant abilities (Ehrlich, 2014).   
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St. John’s Wort is also has an analgesic effect on the central nervous system. The main 

active ingredient, hypericum has a similar effect on neurotransmitters as: dopamine, serotonin, 

and norepinephrine. Neurotransmitters usually reabsorbed and deactivated by the cells that 

release them once they deliver their messages.  However, hypericum prevents this reabsorption, 

which keeps the neurotransmitters available for use (Tian et al., 2014). It increasing the 

availability of the brain chemicals serotonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine and the 

neurotransmitters help improve mood (Ehrlich, 2014). 

Kava 

Kava (Piper methysticum) is an herb native to the Pacific Islands and it is widely used 

throughout the Pacific Islands as an analgesic. It has a long history with the indigenous people 

there as a medicinal plant. This shrub like plant has been used for a variety of ailments including: 

rheumatism, asthma, headaches, fungal infections, leprosy, gonorrhea, vaginal and urinary 

infections and insomnia (Kava kava, 2015).  It has also been used as: a diuretic, aphrodisiac, 

energetic and to induce sweating for those with colds or fevers.  Modern research has it listed for 

a variety of effects and benefits including calming, sedative, muscle relaxing, spasm relief, 

prevention of and pain reduction (Kava kava, 2015). Kavalactones, are the active constituent in 

the root of the kava plant, which can cause similar reactions in the brain as pharmaceutical drugs. 

 Kava’s analgesic properties stem from its abilities to relax muscles in the body  (Kava 

(plant), 2015).Homeopathically, kava has been and is used to treat such conditions as chronic 

back aches by relaxing muscles in the lower and upper back (Kava kava, 2015). It has also been 

used ceremonially, socially and in rituals (Kava (plant), 2015). The root of the herb traditionally 

ground into a powder and then soaked in cold fresh water or coconut milk (Kava (plant), 2015). 

This mixture has been said to have similar effects as alcohol and should be treated with similar 
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caution (Kava kava, 2015). The muscle relaxation and analgesic properties, and anti-anxiety and 

sleep inducement properties, have all been pharmacologically demonstrated in kava (Kava kava, 

2015). 

Method   

Yoga is a well-documented practice and its effect on the body widely studied. Is a widely 

studied subject. To limit the amount of information, a list of terms was used to search multiple 

databases. The general keywords used were: yoga, Ayurveda, anatomy, history, western herbs. 

Effects, cardiovascular, asana. The following electronic databases were searched for publication 

and date from 1985-2015: Libert Pub, Pubmed, Natural Standards, and LIRN. 

        Using Boolean logic to perform searches and generate information, using the terms and, 

or, and not to create limits information to narrow down exact articles. This allows for a refined 

and coherent, search to be conducted. 

Yoga and herbs 

Yoga and anatomy 

Yoga and history  

Yoga and cardiovascular 

Ayurveda and western herbs 

Herbs and anatomy  

Analgesic and Kava 

Analgesic and Comfrey 

Analgesic and St. John’s Wort 

Analgesic and Ginger 
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        When using the first term in each of the three databases many articles were produced, by 

the query. In Natural Standard the quality of the articles, were a bit more actuate and less filler 

when using the term yoga. In PubMed using the term “Ayurveda” to change the range of the 

information given and limit the information to western herbs. This is helpful to give a wide range 

of information. Liebert Pub was particularly useful as it has Yoga Journal. Having access to a 

full journal articles, not just the current articles from this year, but last year and previous years, 

proved to be very helpful. There is quite a bit of information out there, the search terms are 

useful in narrowing the topic into something manageable.  

Results 

Since the 1970’s there has been a resurgence in yoga in the United States. The number of 

practitioners has more than double each year, and reaching a steady growing rate by 2013. In 

western countries yoga is often viewed through the lens of movement, asana.  The foundation of 

asana is anatomy and proper alignment. Leslie Kaminoff author of Yoga Anatomy depicted each 

asana and shows which muscle group the pose is working, what the joints are doing, while 

muscles are being lengthened and how breath control can stabilize the pose (2007). Each pose is 

to bring balance to the body (Iyengar, 1995).  Yoga, asana is a mind body practice, as the body 

moves the mind, must control each movement of the body. This creates balance in the right and 

left hemispheres of the brain (Kaminoff, 2007). Each person has dominate side of the body, and 

while this is natural, pose create space in the muscles and joint to allow for easeful rest and to 

balance the mind and body, (Iyengar, 1995). Asana is used to remove pain from the body, 

increase circulation and the end goal is to allow for longer periods of meditation. Anatomy 

becomes important if a person over extends themselves and damaged a muscle or is coming to 

yoga practice to recuperate from a previous muscle injury. 
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While muscle injuries is sought to be limited, practitioners of yoga that do not have a 

proper understanding of the poses or their own body can cause them injury. Whiles instructing 

people on how to careful and mindful get into each pose is part of what the teacher is there to do 

it the practitioner responsible for their own wellbeing.  Analgesic herbs each have properties that 

affect the body and how it works. Herbal remedies come into play to cope with pervious or new 

pain. Herbal medicine can be used to heal external and internal along with balancing the needs of 

the practitioner. While Herbal medications can have reactions with modern medicine, there is an 

upside, when take with proper guidance ginger and comfrey can heal wounds and improve 

flexibility. It is necessary to know, what impact these herbs might have with other foods and 

medications that are already introduced into the body. They are often distributed by the blood 

stream, often introduced either topically or orally. When the herbs are ingested orally they are 

filtered through the liver and there they can lose some their toxins and other effects or change 

when they come in contact with the liver. This has effects on the body, they could become 

hepatotoxic. Introduction through the skin this limits the ability of a hepatotoxic reaction. 

Comfrey is, one such herb, which, if used improperly can create a hepatotoxic reaction in the 

liver and poison the digestive system and the cardiovascular system. Comfrey has strong wound 

healing capabilities on and has been used for muscle soreness (Brown, 2015).  

 Comfrey is an herb that has had controversy linked to it, the United States FDA took 

official action to remove comfrey from all dietary supplements (Dharmananda, 2001). While 

comfrey can still be purchased commercially in the United States even up till today. Comfrey 

was limited and removed from the market because it contains pyrrolizidine alkaloids (PAs). The 

PAs are primarily found in the Boraginaceae, Asteraceae and Fabaceae plant families 

(Dharmananda, 2001). In limited therapeutic dosages, comfrey seems to be relatively safe with a 
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mild therapeutic threshold. Comfrey traditionally should be limited in dosage, and duration 

(Brown, 2015). The toxic effect of the PAs begins in the liver, once the enzymes break down, 

this happens after a month or two of regular intake (Dharmananda, 2001).  

St. John’s Wort has side effects with modern medicine, which include gastrointestinal 

issues, allergic reactions, fatigue, dizziness, confusion, dry mouth and photosensitivity.  Drug 

interactions include anti-depressants (Cupp, 1999 & St. John’s Wort, 2015). St. John’s Wort 

when combined with certain pharmaceuticals causes a reaction due to its induction of the 

CYP3A4 and CYP2CP metabolic enzymes and of P-glycoprotein (Roby, Anderson, Kantor, 

Dryer, & Burstein, 2000). This metabolic induction   reduces the action of some pharmaceutical 

drugs such as: antidepressants, antiviral, immunosuppressive, anticoagulants, statins, digoxin, 

and some chemotherapy agents. This leads to a reduction in active time and action of these drugs 

as the moved quickly through the body. Yet, rapid metabolization also moves toxins through the 

body at the same rapid rate, tying back to one of its traditional uses as liver cleanser. 

In Western countries, kava has used to treat anxiety for decades. In 1990, the German 

Commission E approved kava as a nonprescription drug for use with symptoms of anxiety, 

stress, and nervous restlessness (Basch, 2013). There have been a few medical concerns related 

to Kava, primarily in Europe, they were linked to: liver damage, including hepatitis, cirrhosis and 

liver failure. Thirty or more cases of kava-related reports were linked to the need for liver 

transplants, coma and even death this has caused the herb to be banned in Switzerland, Germany, 

Canada, Australia, and France. It has also been known to reduce the effectiveness of 

pharmaceutical drugs, such as levodopa, used for Parkinson’s disease (Kava kava, 2015).  The 

Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in 2002, recommended that those who have a history of 

liver disease or who take medications that affect the liver should consult with a physician before 
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taking kava (Kava kava, 2015). The FDA advised that the use of kava could produce a “rare” but 

potential risk of liver damage and failure (Kava (plant), 2015). Products containing kava could 

possibly cause a “rare immune-mediated liver damage with an extremely low frequency of 

occurrence” that is similar to those caused by, either pharmaceutical or over the counter drugs 

(Mills and Bone, 2005).  There were many studies done and it was show in a toxicological 

review of kava-associated hepatic adverse event reports from Europe and the U.S. concluded that 

there was no clear evidence supporting a connection between kava consumption and liver 

damage (Basch, 2013). 

Arnica has its own controversy concerning evaluations of the clinical efficacy of 

homeopathic arnica using evidence-based analyses and the existence of a placebo effect (Ernst, 

1998). Although topical arnica preparations differ from homeopathic arnica, outcome measures 

such as pain, inflammation, and coagulation assays can be used as a standard measurement of 

effect.  Criticisms of clinical trials include publication bias, sample size, and intention-to-treat 

analysis, this herb is not FDA approved and should only be used internally under the guidance on 

of health care practitioner.  

Western Society has a narrow view of Eastern practices; these ancient traditions that pre-

date part western culture are given little credibility or understood. While, these herbs have 

proven to be useful for centuries, they are often listed as toxic, or dangerous as they are unable to 

be patented or owned by large pharmaceutical companies. Should the public realize that there is 

a cheaper, safer method of medication, there would be a large loss of money for these major 

corporations. Corporations are still attempting to own herbs by patenting them to reduce loss of 

income, and according to the USPTO Patent Collection Database, to date; there are 827 patents 

on Hypericum perforatum (USPTO Patent, 2015). If large pharmaceutical companies cannot own 



Yoga and herbs                                                                                                                              23 
or control the herb, and then it can banned as being deemed unsafe for public use as in the case 

of Kava, being banned from parts of Europe. In the United States Kava is becoming a threat to 

major pharmaceutical companies, partly because it’s a powerful and effective natural remedy for 

pain, it is now protected by the FDA (Kava (plant), 2015). An educated population is empowered 

and able to help make decisions in their own healthcare and lifestyle practices, which ties back 

into yoga and the awareness of self.  

Saucha - Purity and Detox 

Body cleaning to lose weight has been popular for both men and women.  Body cleansing by 

way of tea has been around since 220 B.C. (Jayabalan, 2014). The idea is that certain blends of 

herbs will help cleanse the body of toxins and flush them out of the system (Sass, 2015).  This 

fall into accordance with Saucha, purity, or cleanliness, as with many other concepts of 

traditional Yoga philosophy, however, the English translation does not manage to convey the 

whole range of deep implications that the original Sanskrit. Cleanliness of the energies that are 

exchanged in a society that consumes processed food and fast food, the body needs to be 

cleansed of these toxins. In Tantra Yoga, does not limit itself to the study of the body: the mind, 

the emotions, and the spirit all are equally important to the practitioner. Saucha is not just the 

purity of the body, but also the mind, of intention and spirit (Satchidananda, 2009). Body 

cleanses affect the body and circulatory system by removing toxins and a flushing them out 

normal waste management system.  

      There is a limited amount of information about herbal teas as a body cleanses (Sass, 

2015).  A type of body cleanses that has become popular is teatox which is a combination of the 

two words tea and detox. While Detox teas do contain many different herbs, they have been 

known to be heavy in caffeine. The caffeine allows for a quick release of water and, will make 
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the person feel lighter (Sass, 2015). There can be some side effects from these teas that are heavy 

in caffeine, such as abdominal pain and discomfort, cramps, bloating, gas, nausea, and diarrhea; 

excessive use can lead to potassium depletion and other electrolyte abnormalities, which can 

trigger muscle spasms and an abnormal heart rhythm (Sass, 2015). 

         The oldest type of tea body cleanse is that of Kombucha tea. This is a fermented tea that 

is made with a tea fungus. This tea has supporters and opposition.  While there are limited 

studies in humans, there have been significant studies regarding antimicrobial, antioxidant, 

hepatoprotective, and anticancer properties of Kombucha tea (Jayabalan, 2014). In animals there 

have been benefits in regards longevity of life, detoxifying the blood, reduce of: cholesterol 

levels, blood pressure, menstrual disorders, and enhancing general metabolism (Jayabalan, 

2015). While studies are ongoing in humans, most have been found to mimic that same results 

found in animals. 

         Tea as detox has been used for centuries it being unregulated has been a source of issue. 

The lack of transparency of many companies has caused people to become ill. While it is 

necessary to remove toxins from the system; when used as a fad diet, it can be dangerous when 

mixed caffeine and energy enhancing herbs. While there might be some truth to tea as a body 

cleanse requires research and regular, limited use.  

Yoga and Cardiovascular Disease  

In a recent study, there have demonstrated that the levels of total and LDL cholesterol are 

higher in prehypertensive as compared to normotensive subjects (Madanmohan, 2007). Yoga has 

therapeutic potential in other conditions also. In an interesting study, we have recently 

demonstrated that yoga relaxation training is beneficial in patients with benign ventricular 

ectopics (Madanmohan, 2007) Therapeutic effect of yoga may be due to:  
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i)   management of stress  

ii)   improvement of cardiorespiratory function and overall fitness and 

iii)    modulation of autonomic function (Madanmohan, 2007).  

Stress is an important causative factor in cardiovascular diseases like hypertension and 

angina. A person trained in yoga can achieve a state of deep, psychosomatic relaxation with  a 

significant decrease in oxygen consumption within five minutes of practicing Savitri Pranayam 

(a slow, rhythmic and deep breathing) and Savasana, the corpse pose (Madanmohan, 2007). 

These findings are consistent with the report that yoga training not only produces a significant 

decrease in the basal anxiety level, but also change in anxiety score in stressful situations: 

examination, interview, performance review or public speaking (Madanmohan, 2007).  The 

practice of asana and pranayama results in overall improvement in physical fitness and 

cardiorespiratory functions (Madanmohan, 2007). Improved physical strength and 

cardiorespiratory function one of the many benefits along with less exercise-induced stress to the 

cardiovascular system (Madanmohan, 2007). Yoga promotes emotional and physiological 

balance and great potential to improve our physiological functions, psychosomatic health and 

overall performance (Madanmohan, 2007). 

There have been numerous studies done on pranayama and the cardiovascular system. 

One such study in the International Journal of Yoga by Vivek Sharma. This study shows how 

different types of breath work and asana can effect on stress and the cardiovascular system. The 

study breaks down pranayama into slow a fast types. The three commonly practiced fast: 

Kapalabhati, Bhastrika and Kukkuriya Pranayama and slow pranayama: Nadi Shodhana, Savitri 

and Pranav (Sharma, 2013). Slow pranayama such as Nadi Shuddhi (Nadi shodhana), Savitri and 

Pranav have been shown to decrease Heart rate (HR), systolic blood pressure (SBP), diastolic 
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blood pressure (DBP), and increased pulse pressure (PP) (Sharma, 2013). Fast pranayamas such 

as Kapalabhati and Bhastrika when practiced alone increases sympathetic activity and thus, 

increasing HR, SBP, and DBP, other studies showed that they decrease sympathetic activity and 

therefore, decrease HR, SBP and DBP (Sharma, 2013). The influx of air into the body tones and 

purifies the lungs and blood “long-term improvement in autonomic balance as well as in 

respiratory, cardiovascular and brain function can be achieved if mechanical forces are applied to 

the body with the aim of reducing existing imbalances of mechanical force vectors. This 

technique implies continually controlling the body functions for precise timings like in 

pranayamic breathing techniques (Sharma, 2013)." 

Discussion  

While yoga can be a very gentle practice it still requires movement. The 

instructor will need to give modifications and create a space that allows people to feel 

comfortable working at a level that best serves them. This means that the very flexible 

and those that are working on their flexibility will have different ways of expressing 

each pose. This requires for people to know their own body, and to listen to it. There 

will be a consent form that encourages people to move at their own pace and to speak to 

their doctor before trying any herbal remedies.  

Herbal remedies can have many beneficial effects on the body. Many herbal 

supplements are often self-prescribed and taken with little understanding of the herbal 

protocol and interaction of herb. People should seek qualified professionals before 

taking any herbal remedies. These herbal remedies need to be checked to see what 

interactions that they might have with modern medicine. There is a common idea that 

herbal remedies are safe because they a natural and can be taken in any dosage or 



Yoga and herbs                                                                                                                              27 
amount. An herbal healthcare professional can help minimize the risk of an adverse 

reaction, which can be fatal.  

Conclusion  

The effects of Yoga and herbal medicine on the body are various and well researched.  

Yoga's effect on the human body, are related to the effects on the mind, body and spirit 

(Madanmohan, 2007). When combined with herbal medication, yoga becomes a wellness 

practice. One of the most affected systems of the body is the cardiovascular system. This system 

is affected by the movement of the body, and breath control (Madanmohan, 2007). Stress is one 

of the major factors that create issues within the human body. It affects the mind, body and the 

spirit.  

Yoga and herbs can achieve a state of deep, psychosomatic relaxation each enhancing the 

other (Madanmohan, 2007). While there are numerous amount of herbs, that have a variety of 

effects on the human body, ginger, comfrey, kava and other herbs. The analgesic herbs can 

enable people to take yoga, a healthy practice to move the body and spine in all directions. This 

practice incorporates the knowledge of self and being aware of the one’s own body.  

Recommendations  

 While the effects of yoga on the body have been noted and studied for years. They are 

limited to the effects of yoga asana, or the breathing practices, this understandable given the 

scope of yoga. The overarching practice was created to affect every aspect of the human 

condition. Yoga, in tandem with herbal medicine is not a widely understood in western culture. 

While the two aspects, yoga and herbs, are common an in Western culture and have been for 

centuries is still a new practice to the United States, even if it is centuries old. Part of the 

reluctance to incorporate all aspects of yoga into the lifestyle is viewing it as a religion. It has 
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been incorporated into religion, but the practice itself is similar to a life philosophy that can be 

added to any religion. There should be more studies on how to incorporate native or common 

herbs the western index into yoga lifestyle and practices. Ayurveda while typical uses eastern 

herbs can be applied to western herbs and foundational practices.  As ancient and modern 

practices met and melt in lifestyle, culture and   since each can learn and apply  new knowledge 

barrow from one system to another. This allows for a growth and understating, that bridges the 

past and leads into the future. Yoga is an ancient tradition that has been passed down for 

thousands of years and has spanned the globe. Ayurveda is an ancient system of science that has 

different classifications that can revolutionize and change how Western culture views its own 

herbs and their application. For this growth and cultural understanding to happen, more studied 

are needed to shed new light on other ways to use western herbs and the impact that they have on 

the human body in tandem with yoga and Ayurvedic principles.   
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