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Many studies have shown that yoga has been successfully em-
ployed as complementary or the main intervention in the treatment of
mental disorders such as anxiety, stress, depression and panic.' ¢ Both,
the modern knowledge of cognitive neuroscience and the ancient wis-
dom of eastern philosophical systems, have different theories about
the causes and effects of such disorders and the effectiveness of diffe-
rent intervention methods. However, as distant and different as these
systems apper to be, many concepts utilized in modern psychology
may not come from contemporary ideas after all, but seem to share a
common root with ancient wisdom.

Even though yoga, a mind-body practice originated in India mil-
lenia ago, is not a type of psychotherapy, it has long been attentive to
mental health issues. And the ideas and concepts behind yogic prac-
tices and “yoga psychology” have been correlated to modern techni-
ques used in psychology and psychiatry, in the treatment of mental
disorders. For example, living in the present is an essential part of
both yoga and psychotherapy. Likewise, the relationship between
acceptance and change is greatly discussed in psychotherapy today.
Some authors suggest that acceptance involves “experiencing events
integrally and defenseless, just as they way they are”” and much em-
phasis has been given to eliminating negative symptoms without first
accepting them. For example, a person that suffers from panic disor-
der develops unadaptive behavior as a way to prevent future attacks.
This behavior includes drug and alcohol abuse, avoidance of relevant
activities, and excessive anxiety toward bodily sensations. By accep-
ting that panic attacks or episodes of acute anxiety occasionally occur
in a limited time space without representing a real threat, the indivi-
dual becomes able to experience them with tolerance, acknowledging
that these are just unpleasant feelings. So, on one point modern and
ancient psychologies seem to agree: The importance of acceptance
in the therapeutic process. Acceptance has also been described by
Kabat-Zinn? as one of the seven fundamental practices of mindfulness
meditation, a Buddhist-based meditation widely employed in medical
research.®

Yoga psychology also states that a crucial step in the process of
conflict removal for the purpose of establishing mental health is medi-
tation. During meditation, one should carefully observe conscious and
subconscious manifestations and try to reduce the emotional response
using just a contemplative posture. One should perceive and witness
these manifestations without identifying with them. According to
ancient texts, the simple fact of becoming aware of these manifes-
tations with a detached attitude is a powerful tool in the process of
withdrawing the power that thoughts exert in our lives. The ability to
observe these sensations without judging or criticizing them seems to
reduce associated distress, just as continuous exposure to certain fee-
lings.” Modern psychiatry and psychology also employ this technique
and call it “desensitization”,!’ a very effective technique utilized in
the process of extinction of conditioned reflexes. It consists of a set of
techniques that exposes the individual to the traumatic experience. It
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involves three basic stages: Physical relaxation, the establishment of a
hierarchy of anxiety (regarding the phobic stimulus) and counter-con-
ditioning of relaxation as a response to the stimulus. This method of
desensitization begins with the exposure to less anxiogenic elements,
that is, stimuli that evoke less intense responses. Gradually, the mag-
nitude of exposure increases until it reaches the original conditioned
stimulus.'

Modern psychology and ancient writings describe a similar me-
chanism for the effects of meditation in mental disorders. The sus-
tained and noncritical observation of anxiety-related sensations, for
example, without the attempt to avoid it, is capable of significantly
reducing the emotional reactivity induced by anxiety symptoms. This
approach is also very similar to the interceptive exposure strategy des-
cribe by Barlow & Craske!" or the nonjudgmental awareness develop-
ment exposed by Kabat-Zinn.? The difference is that meditation does
not include a deliberate induction of panic attack symptoms. Instead,
individuals are instructed to witness these feelings as they arise.

One of the other goals of the psychological processes of yoga is
the removal of conditioning (basic processes formed by associations),
habits (higher forms of learning), dogmas (cognitive processes), tur-
ning the individual into a more adaptive one, and open to new expe-
riences, as most conditionings are the habits of thought and action
deeply rooted in the mind or fundamental processes of associations.’
These ancient ideas are very similar to the modern concepts of sche-
mas. Schemas are cognitive structures that form and give meaning to
objects, situations, people, etc. They are developed very early in life
and help us understand the world around us.'> According to Beck, a
schema is a cognitive structure that filters codifies and evaluates all
stimuli, becoming central structures of meaning construction that sel-
f-perpetuate, remaining extremely resistant to changes.!?

One of many tools employed by yoga to deal with this is decon-
ditioning. The yogic method teaches the individual to evaluate tho-
roughly his actions. When performing an action or having a thought,
one should inquiry that specific behavior and its related conditioning,
trying to realize if our conditioning is legitimate or if we’re attached
to our own beliefs without real conviction or reason.” What the ancient
writings call deconditioning (by meditation practice) is represented
in modern psychology by the cognitive changes produced by some
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forms of psychotherapy, such as cognitive behavioral therapy. In fact,
many authors noticed that meditation can lead to changes in thought
and action patterns.® The nonjudgmental observation of thoughts as-
sociated with pain or anxiety helps the individual to understand these
as “thoughts only,” instead of reality, and not try to avoid them at
any cost. Some authors suggests that the decentralized and noncriti-
cal view of one’s own thoughts practiced during meditation seems to
interfere with the so called ruminative patterns, typical of mental di-
sorders such as anxiety and depression, resulting in positive cognitive
changes," also described as “metacognitive insight”.'*

Conclusion

Many ancient texts of yogic philosophy and psychology make re-
ferences to the importance of mental health and are full of wise and
practical insights. Such insights can help deepen our understanding
of mental health and enhance positive feelings, while indicate the
potential of yoga as an integrative practice with relevant outcomes
in the field of mental health. Moreover, studies have observed that
many contemporary interventions in psychology might share a com-
mon root with ancient yogic knowledge, giving us the opportunity to
integrate the psychological wisdom of both East and West.
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