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THERAPEUTIC VALUE OF YOGA IN A WORLD TORMENTED BY THE COVID PANDEMIC 
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Government College for Women, Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, India 
 
1.1 The Tradition of Yoga 

Yoga is an ancient Indian science of self-realization that not only offers a lofty goal of union of the individual consciousness 
with the cosmic consciousness but also a the most holistic way of life conducive to the wellbeing not only of the human race but also 
the biosphere at large. Yoga is sometimes regarded as a process of physical training but this is just one among the multiple dimensions 
of its vast domain of existence. In order to comprehend the roots of the system of yoga, it is necessary to acknowledge that yoga is 
primarily a school of philosophy, one of the six orthodox systems of Indian philosophy, that accepts the teachings of the Vedas as 
infallible and authoritative. It has a rich exegetical tradition that commences with the yoga sutras of Patañjali and several 
commentaries the most prominent among them being the commentary of Veda Vyasa. Although the system of yoga dates back to the 
period of the Indus valley civilization, as it is evident from the portrayal of yogic figures in the seals unearthed in the excavations from 
the sites of the Indus valley civilization, it has caught the attention of the world for over a century now. Ever since Swami 
Vivekananda popularized Indian philosophy and religion in the western world, there have been a long array of great masters of yoga 
like Swami Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, B.K.S Iyengar, T.K.V. Desikachar, Sri Paramahamsa Yogananda, Maharshi Mahesh Yogi 
etc. who have taken the science of yoga across the globe without compromising its purity and essence.  
 
1.2 Yoga in the Contemporary World 

The relevance of yoga has witnessed an exponential growth over the past decades. This is the cause for its wide acceptance 
throughout the world cutting across the boundaries of Nationality, caste, creed, gender, language etc. Literally, the world today looks 
up to Yoga for a comprehensive, balanced and meaningful way of life in harmony with Nature. When we attempt to trace the reason 
for the growing popularity of yoga, it can be discerned that the challenges to health faced by the world for the past few decades have 
been psycho-somatic in nature. Yoga as a holistic science equally addresses the concerns of all dimensions of human personality: 
physical, mental, emotional, spiritual and even aesthetic.  
 
1.3 Statement of Hypothesis 

This research paper puts forward the hypothesis that in the current world that is torn apart by the Covid pandemic, Yoga 
offers the most comprehensive toolkit for leading a healthy, safe and balanced life. What is most relevant and valuable to the world 
currently is the therapeutic value of Yoga. This paper shall attempt to bring out the ways and means by which Yoga assures to 
humanity this therapeutic dimension.  
 
1.4 The Covid Pandemic and the Challenges It Poses 

A pandemic is one that throws the life of the average ordinary human being out of gear and poses existential challenges in 
front of him/her, both is terms of sustenance of life and quality of life. The challenges to wellbeing can be broadly classified into 
challenges to personal wellbeing and challenges to social wellbeing. Challenges to personal wellbeing can be take several dimensions 
like physical, psychological and social. Challenges to social wellbeing includes the trauma created by social distancing and the 
resultant social isolation, fear, and insecurity. The loss of loved ones to the Covid pandemic can create long term psychological 
distress and despair. Taboos attached to individuals and families that have contracted the virus infection, is a humanly contrived, 
shameful truth. Apart from these existential challenges, the loss of livelihood and economic depression also poses huge challenges. 
This results in mounting pressures for sustenance from family and repayment of loans.  
 
1.5 Epidemiological Phases of the Covid Pandemic 

Three distinct epidemiological phases can be discerned in the evolution of the Covid pandemic. The first phase is usually 
referred to as the preparatory phase where with the identification of the onset of the pandemic, governments across the globe resort to 
lockdown and social distancing to prevent the further spread of the disease. The second phase is dubbed the ‘punctum maximum’ 
phase wherein occurs the highest incidence of new cases and mortality rates peak. The third phase is referred to as the ‘return to 
normality phase’ where the society struggles to recover from the pandemic and focus on reorganizing and re-establishing services and 
practices1. There are also interpandemic phases that occur between the decline of one wave of the pandemic and the onset of a new 
wave. Interventions of yoga are crucial during the third most difficult phase and the interpandemic phases.  
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1.6 Toolkits from Yoga to meet the Challenges Posed by the Covid Pandemic 
What makes Yoga the best alternative for the world to look up to during the pandemic is the array of toolkits offered by it to 

cope up with the challenges posed by the Covid pandemic. This research paper shall explore into the solutions offered by Yoga to 
meet the challenges posed by the Covid pandemic.  
 
1.6.1 Toolkits for Physical and Mental Cleanliness 

Cleanliness of the body and mind is a challenging demand during the Covid pandemic. Cleanliness of the body plays a 
pivotal role in keeping a person safe and preventing the onset of infection. The use of masks and soaps/sanitizers have become 
essential during the Covid pandemic. The eight-tiered system of Yoga introduced by Patañjali in his celebrated Yoga-sutras lays 
special emphasis on ethical curbs in human action offered through the yamās and niyamās. They are to be incorporated into our daily 
lives to bring order and discipline in our lives that tend to go astray under the influence of sensuous indulgences. Patañjali’s Yoga 
sutrās2 (2.32) says: 
śauca santoṣa tapah svādhyāya iśvarapranidhāna niyamaḥ 
 

Life during the pandemic has forced us to accept and attune ourselves to the severe restrictions imposed by it and adapt to the 
‘new normal’. This is not digested easily by the human mind. It resents to these restrictions and craves to return to the old normal. An 
inability to adapt to a changed environment (where the change has been from better to worse) usually throws the mind out of gear by 
creating profound feelings of frustration and resultant depression. The values of santoṣa (contentment) and tapas (control of senses, 
body and mind to restrict its manifestations and helping to survive through adverse circumstances) are valuable tools one can absorb 
from yoga and put into effective practice during the pandemic. Santoṣa (contentment) helps to keep the mind balanced and to seek 
happiness within, thus freeing the mind from dependence upon external circumstances.  
 
1.6.2 Āsanās for a health body and mind 

Āsanās or postures recommended by hatha yoga not only help to make the body supple, agile and active, but also help to 
build immunity that prevents the onset of diseases. The release of endorphins results in making the personality of the yogi pleasant and 
blissful. Thus, not only does it prevent a person from falling prey to depression, but also positively brings a feeling of happiness and 
wellbeing. For those who have not been infected by the Corona virus, a rigorous practice of yoga is beneficial and recommended, but 
for those who have been infected or are suffering from post-Covid distress, a mild and toned down practice of āsanās is recommended. 
Ṭāḍāsana (Palm tree pose), Vṛkṣāsana (Tree posture), Pādahastāsana (The hands and feet posture), Ardhacakrāsana (The half wheel 
posture), Trikoṇāsana (The triangle posture), Badrāsana (The firm auspicious posture), Ardhauṣṭrāsana (The half camel posture), 
Śaśāṅkāsana (The hare posture), Vakrāsana (The spinal twist posture) Prone postures, Bujaṅgāsana (The cobra posture), Śalabāsana 
(The locust posture), Makarāsana (The crocodile posture) Supine postures, Setubandāsana (The bridge posture), Ardhahalāsana (Half 
plough posture), Pavanamuktāsana (The wind releasing posture), Śavāsana (The dead body posture) are ideal for daily practice at 
home, both for general health and to boost immunity.  
 
1.6.3 Prāṇāyāma for control of vital energy and greater oxygen concentration 
Prāṇāyāma is defined by Patañjali as follows3 (yoga sutras 2.49):  
 
tasmin sati śvāsa praśvāsayo gati vichchedaḥ prāṇāyāmaḥ 
 

Once that perfected posture has been achieved, the slowing or braking of the force behind, and of unregulated movement of 
inhalation and exhalation is called breath control and expansion of prāṇa (prāṇāyāma), which leads to the absence of the awareness of 
both, and is the fourth of the eight rungs. 
 

Anulomvilom, nāḍīśodana, bastrika, sūryabedana, chandrabedana, bramari, kapālabhāti, ujjayi, and mudra are some of the 
prominent prāṇāyāmās. The regular practice of prāṇāyāma helps to increase lung capacity and this results in a greater intake of 
oxygen. Greater saturation of oxygen in the bloodstream prevents the body from being vulnerable to diseases and keeps the body 
robust and healthy. Prāṇāyāma helps to control prāṇa which is the vital energy in the individual. Prāṇāyāma not only cleanses the body 
and thereby builds immunity, but also calms the mind and makes it more powerful and steady. Prāṇāyāma offers immense relaxation 
to the body. Alternative nostril breathing increases oxygen saturation, vital capacity and residual volume. It decreases oxidative stress, 
depression and suicide tendency. The stretching of muscle tendons consequent to the regular practice of prāṇāyāma, increases 
endorphin levels. Serotonin elevates the mood, creates a sense of wellbeing, improves social behaviour, and results in overall 
happiness. Oxytocin develops feelings on intimacy, bonding and trust, reduces stress significantly and improves self-esteem. Release 
of dopamine leads to exhilaration, bliss, motivation, increases feel good factor, and improves learning capacity4.  
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1.6.4 Mindful Meditation to focus on the present 
Bringing mindful awareness to any physical activity creates an alert focus to whatever one is doing in that exact moment, 

thereby transforming the moment into a form of meditation. Therefore, mindful yoga is considered to be a form of meditation. 
Mindfulness meditation is a mental training practice that teaches you to slow down racing thoughts, let go of negativity, and calm both 
your mind and body. It combines meditation with the practice of mindfulness, which can be defined as a mental state that involves 
being fully focused on "the now" so you can acknowledge and accept your thoughts, feelings, and sensations without judgment. 
Techniques can vary, but in general, mindfulness meditation involves deep breathing and awareness of body and mind. Practicing 
mindfulness meditation doesn't require props or preparation5. It helps people to focus on the present moment without being weighed 
down by the baggage of the past actions or being anxious about the future. Anxiety about the future is a very destructive force during a 
pandemic and one fails to perform one’s duties in the present by being anxious about the future. Mindful meditation also improves 
concentration and brings in emotional stability.  
 
1.6.5 Deep relaxation technique (DRT) for stress busting 

Swami Vivekananda’s teachings on yoga he emphasized the importance of reducing stress both in the physical body and the 
deep inner mind. He introduced the concept of Cyclic Meditation into the yoga practices to encourage the awareness of the body 
movements with the breathing. He called them: 
 

Instant Relaxation Technique (IRT) 
Quick Relaxation Technique (QRT) 
Deep Relaxation Technique (DRT) 

 
These forms of relaxation techniques are part of the yoga practices, which are done at the beginning, middle and at the end of 

the practice. Instant Relaxation Technique (IRT) is usually done at the beginning, Quick Relaxation Technique (QRT) is done after the 
standing yoga poses and Deep Relaxation Technique (DRT) is done at the end of the yoga practice. 
 

Deep Relaxation Technique (DRT) as the name suggests is a deeper and more intense form of relaxation. The entire body and 
the mind move together, connecting with each other while the breathing plays a crucial role to bring this connection. The main 
features of this form of relaxation technique are: 
 

DRT is done in Śavāsana (Corpse Pose). 
DRT is best done at the end of the yoga practice to release all the tensions while retaining muscle strength. 
DRT is done longer and is generally done for a minimum of 15 minutes. 
DRT is always done with the instructions given by a yoga teacher. 
DRT can also be done anytime during the day provided the time gap between meals is minimum two hours. 
DRT can also be done by anyone even without the practice of yoga poses6. 

 
1.6.6 Yogic Diet  

The yogic diet is based on the yoga principles of purity (sattva), nonviolence (ahimsa), and balanced living. It consists of 
foods with sāttvic qualities, which increase energy and create balance in the mind and body. Mindfulness is an essential tool to be 
practised even during the mealtime. The food choices of a person should be tailor made to support one’s basic lifestyle, health and 
age. One’s diet should come from a conscious, self-reflective look at how one’s eating habits affect one’s body, mind, and soul.  By 
eating consciously, we quickly become aware of how our choices affect us. Indigestion, bloating, fatigue, and constipation can be 
avoided by switching over to a yogic diet. Rājasic and Tāmasic foods are limited or eliminated whenever possible, as their low 
vibration or life force and inherent toxins reduce the vitality of the person eating them.  Yogis advocate a vegetarian/vegan diet, as one 
of the basic principles of yoga is not to harm any living creature. This is a pure diet that, with careful planning, leads to optimum 
health and a peaceful mind in control of a healthy body. Sāttvic foods are pure and life-giving, and they promote health, vitality, 
strength and relaxation. These include fresh fruit and juices, vegetables and herbs, honey, whole grains, nuts, and seeds and should be 
organically grown, locally sourced, (where possible) unprocessed and additive and preservative free. These foods are easy to digest.  
Eating slowly, chewing well and savouring each bite is also considered sāttvic7. 
 
1.6.7 Some other yogic tools 

Japa (mantra yoga) practiced daily helps to create a resilient mind. Svādhyāya (self-study) and Iśvara praṇidhāna (worship of 
God) helps to enlighten ourselves and usher in divine grace. One of the daunting tasks that confront the society during the pandemic is 
immunity building.  Shad kriyas (Neti, Dhauti, Nauli, Basti, Kapālabāti and Trāṭaka) are excellent toolkits from yoga for cleansing and 
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immunity boosting. Pratyāhāra is a valuable tool for introversion to cope up with the mental trauma created by social distancing and 
quarantine. The forced social isolation can be converted into a golden opportunity for introversion and self-analysis. Conservation of 
vital energy is pivotal for productive action and retaining vitality. The practice of brahmacarya (celibacy) is crucial for energy 
conservation. In the absence of the practice of brahmacarya, vital energy is depleted unnecessarily in sensual indulgences. The 
practice of dhāraṇa, the sixth limb of aṣṭānga yoga, helps immensely to cope up with anxiety and listlessness created by the pandemic. 
Adapting to the life goals of yoga and getting attuned to a yogic way of life can help mitigate the fear of loss generated by various 
dimensions of the pandemic; personal, social and financial.  
 
1.7 Conclusion  

The Covid pandemic is not one that the world can easily overcome. The high adaptability of the virus through repeated 
mutations proves that a Covid-free world is nowhere to be seen in the horizon, at least not in the near future. We have to learn to live 
with the virus by ensuring the safety and wellbeing of ourselves and our loved ones. Fear, though natural in such a situation, should 
not lead us to despair. The focus should be on making our lives qualitatively richer and yoga offers the best toolkit to meet the 
challenges posed by the situation.  
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