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Praise for Yoga Off the Mat


“Yoga Off the Mat is the book I wish I’d had when I first started yoga. While there are many books on yoga philosophy and the sutras, this one stands out for weaving the esoteric with the practical. It’s both a guide to practicing yoga and to living well. Too often yoga is confined to the mat, but this book invites us to step off and make every action a practice. That reminder feels more essential than ever in today’s world.”

—Gabrielle Harris, author of The Inspired Yoga Teacher, The Language of Yin, and Lessons in Meditation




“Yoga isn’t just postures you do on your mat. It’s a complete philosophy, a set of ideas and guidelines to take you to union with the Divine—the true meaning of yoga. This book covers all the basics and is a must-have for any yoga practitioner. . . . If you need to bone up on yoga philosophy or want a spiritual teacher in written form, this book is for you.”

—Anodea Judith, author of Wheels of Life, Chakra Yoga, and Eastern Body, Western Mind




“An important contribution to making the heart of yoga practical and accessible. Yoga Off the Mat touches on a wide range of yoga philosophy in a format that’s phenomenal for beginners and more seasoned yogis ready to take their practice to the next level. The concept is brilliant—apply these ancient teachings to your busy life. This is how transformation happens, and this book can be your companion.”

—Ann Swanson, MS, author of the best-selling Science of Yoga and Meditation for the Real World




“Given the liberatory nature of yoga and the current sociopolitical landscape, now more than ever it is essential that yoga practitioners consider how to engage their practice more deeply and fully. One way to do this is to immerse oneself in deeper study beyond the physical asanas of the yogic path, and to combine the knowledge learned through this immersion with action in the world. Sage and Alexandra have taken what can feel like very dense material based on philosophical frameworks and ancient contexts and made it applicable and accessible. Their teachings in Yoga Off the Mat inspire yoga practitioners to expand their understanding of yoga, therefore living the path more fully.”

—Michelle C. Johnson, author of Skill in Action and Illuminating Our True Nature
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Preface

Millions of people turn to yoga for flexibility, fitness, and stress relief. But what if the most transformative part of yoga isn’t the poses at all? The true power of yoga is found in its underlying philosophy—wisdom that can help us navigate our biggest challenges, find freedom in daily life, and create deep, lasting balance. Yoga gives us a framework for life and offers a sense of meaning, clarity, and connection. But too often, modern yoga focuses only on the poses, leaving out the wisdom that makes it transformational.

This book bridges that gap.

We are yoga teachers and former academics with over fifty years’ combined experience sharing philosophy to help our students make sense of their existence—whether it’s in a college English classroom or on a yoga mat. While students may come to yoga for a workout or a stretch, they come back to yoga because it offers them a feeling of meaning and wholeness. This book is here to enhance that connection.

Yoga Off the Mat will help you understand how yoga philosophy is not only relevant to your practice but can be the key to finding freedom, meaning, and balance in life. Indeed, for the modern yoga practitioner, practicing the poses without a foundational understanding of the philosophy behind the practice is tantamount to kneeling in prayer to an unknown god. So much of modern yoga is focused on the physical practice, but that focus is a limited, and misguided, interpretation of an ancient practice. The shapes you are making with your bodies aren’t the entire story, and the path to liberation doesn’t have to include sun salutations—unless you want it to! As teachers, we know students of yoga are hungry to put their practice into context and to find deeper meaning on and off the mat.

Yoga Off the Mat offers accessible yoga philosophy that’s immediately applicable to the daily, modern life of a yoga practitioner. We hope you will finish this book with a practical understanding of yoga’s core philosophies and how to integrate them seamlessly into your life—whether that’s using the mindfulness techniques of pratayahara and dhyana for stress, reframing challenges with yogic wisdom like pratipaksha bhavana, or deepening your personal practice beyond the movement of asana, the physical poses. The advice in the book will help you navigate your workplace, family life, and spiritual life—our hope is that it offers you a sort of sacred life raft in the challenging and ambiguous times we live in. We aim to offer thoughtful, elegant historical wisdom packaged in a way that is readable, relevant, and absorbable for anyone who has hungered to understand more deeply why yoga is so moving, freeing, and enlightening.

We wanted to create this book together because the philosophical and spiritual lessons of yoga are foundational to our daily lives and worldviews. We walk through the world with yoga as our lens; in our best moments, that means we operate from a place of nonharming, compassion, and acceptance. (And in our worst moments, we at least know what we’re aiming to get back to as our modus operandi!) Even if you have a different, existing faith practice or religion, there is space for yoga to be part of your divine bedrock. The versatility of yoga as a spiritual framework is that it can coexist with other faiths. And it’s not dogmatic: You don’t have to adhere to every single element, suggestion, or ethical precept in the many ancient texts that intertwine through the thousands of years of history of yoga. Instead, you get to mindfully and analytically consider their major themes and determine what could help you live a kinder, better, more present life in the modern world. That’s not cherry-picking; it’s recognizing that yoga is an active, living, unfolding system, and as we deepen our knowledge of the foundational philosophy of yoga, we can allow our key takeaways to reflect that evolution.

Our earlier books Teaching Yoga Beyond the Poses (2017) and its second volume (2025) are designed for yoga teachers, offering them practical ways to weave yoga philosophy into their teaching through themes and messages that resonate with students. This book, on the other hand, speaks directly to yoga practitioners, helping you integrate yoga philosophy—which can often be intimidating—and your personal practice.

Yoga Off the Mat provides tools for individual self-reflection and application. We hope that you take what works for you. While many yoga books focus on either yoga poses or dense philosophy, this book offers a middle path. We hope to provide you with insights and practical takeaways that will resonate with you and be applicable in your daily life and across a broad range of settings: intra- and interpersonally, at home, at work, and out in the world. We end each chapter with practical actions to take your yoga beyond the poses and into your daily life. These short, doable actions—reflections, small habit shifts, or journaling prompts—help you bridge the gap between philosophy and practice. Our goal is for you to not just understand these ideas but put them to use in your life.




Introduction

Before you dive into this book, please note that while we are both scholars, we are not extensively or solely scholars of yoga philosophy. Our degrees in English literature reflect our desire to understand the range of human experience and to investigate how to live life well—often through storytelling and wordplay. In writing this book, our desire is to extrapolate the ideas that resonate deeply with us as decades-long yoga practitioners and teachers, rather than to provide a text that covers the breadth and depth of yoga thought. Scholarly texts that encompass all yoga philosophical thought do exist, and they are written by and for other scholars. We’re writing for everyday yogis in what we hope is a colloquial, inviting, warm voice.

Let’s start with a little history: You can’t make sense of yoga philosophy without being able to envision the historical timeline of that philosophy. Knowing that these spiritual practices are truly ancient gives them even more weight and power—especially when you begin to recognize that they still have significant meaning for our daily lives. The goal of this introduction, then, is to guide you through the vast history of yoga, so you can understand where these ideas come from and, from that, how they still apply to you millennia later. In The Yoga Tradition, scholar Georg Feuerstein writes,

India’s chronology is notoriously conjectural until we come to the nineteenth century. The Hindu historiographers have seldom been concerned with recording actual dates and tended to mingle historical fact with mythology, symbolism, and ideology.1

Trying to create a coherent sense of yoga history is challenging both because of what Feuerstein notes and because yoga has been around for a long time. Yoga is between three thousand and five thousand years old, and the important books of yoga—including the Vedas, Upanishads, Yoga Sutras, and Bhagavad Gita, which you’ve probably heard of, if not yet encountered—are only a few of the myriad of ancient texts (and various versions and translations of those texts) that explain yoga practice and theory.

Another reason it’s hard to truly date where yoga began is that it didn’t start in recorded form; much of early yoga consisted of philosophical ideas passed down orally from guru to student, sometimes in a secretive environment. We call the early era of yoga the “pre-Vedic” era, because it predates a group of books called the Vedas. In this pre-Vedic era, we have no textual evidence of yoga. What we have, instead, is some imagery of deities and meditation. Some scholars argue that this suggests a starting point for yoga, which continues into the eras that follow centuries afterward.2

This brings us to the Vedas—an important group of yogic texts. There are four Vedas. But to say that there are four Vedas is sort of misleading. Imagine, for a moment, your favorite cookbook. You probably use it extensively. In this beloved cookbook, each recipe is probably not entirely unique. Each recipe has likely been adapted, culturally influenced, changed by historical trends, and altered due to ingredient availability in various regions. In fact, you’ve probably changed the recipes as you’ve tried them, substituting in vegetables you prefer or spices you have on hand. This is a great way to imagine the Vedas: Each one is a cookbook, and the recipes have been added over time. These recipes were initially passed down orally, then changed, updated, rewritten, and reenvisioned depending on the chef, reader, writer, environment, and available ingredients. So, while yoga scholars identify four Vedas—the Rig Veda, Samar Veda, Yajur Veda, and Atharva Veda—each Veda is really a collection of “recipes” about rituals, healing, hymns, chants, mythology, and protection that have been updated and altered over time.3 And in the Vedas, we see the seeds of what grows into yoga. (Indeed, the first use of the word yuj, the root word of yoga, meaning “to yoke,” is in the Rig Veda.)

Yoga philosophy sits alongside five other classical Indian philosophical systems, and it’s influenced by its philosophical cousins. This is familiar territory. Have you heard the phrase “everything’s a remix”? This is a perfect example of that. In the same way that American democracy is based on ancient Roman and Greek governance systems and draws from Enlightenment philosophical ideas, yoga draws from the prevailing philosophical and spiritual practices in the region of the world where it evolved. Hindu iconography often pervades yoga spaces, and Hindu mythology is woven through the stories, chants, and mantras common in yoga. You’ve probably noticed that Buddhist ideas and yogic ideas are similar and, in some cases, the same. These spiritual practices and faiths were coming into existence at the same time as yoga did—evolving alongside it, influencing it, and broadening its spiritual scope. How, then, did yoga grow from these classical roots into our modern, physical, Western, women-dominated practice?4

The last portion of the Vedas is the Upanishads, which contain philosophical wisdom. Sometimes the philosophical sentiments of the Upanishadic period are referred to as Advaita Vedanta, literally “end of the Vedas.” We might envision the Vedas as a tree and the Upanishads as the fruit that tree bears: The Upanishads are the distillation of the ritual ideas in the Vedas into a form that is full of nourishment and sweetness for the seeker. The Upanishads are the mystical complement to the Vedas. In the Upanishads, contemplation and meditation are offered as a path to moksha, or liberation—an idea we still see alive in our yoga practices today.

Another key point of the Upanishads might be summed up like this: You are not in the universe; the universe is in you. The Upanishads argue that your innermost essence is not separate from the vastness of reality. In this way, the Upanishads present a nondualist view of spirituality. (In fact, the veil of separateness is maya, an illusion.) Sometimes in modern-day yoga, we talk about prana (life force) being both a vast sea (all of existence) and encased in a jar in that sea (an individual, in the confines of their body, immersed in existence). You can see how this latter idea arises from the former.

You may have heard the phrase “classical yoga” before. Sometimes this refers to all yoga that existed before modern yoga, but it generally points to a specific time in yoga history: the period of the Yoga Sutras. If you’ve encountered no other yogic text, it’s likely that you’ve at least heard of ideas from this one. The Yoga Sutras is probably the most-referenced ancient yogic text in the modern day, and the reason for that is twofold: It is both brief and relatively accessible. The author of the Yoga Sutras, the sage Patanjali (or perhaps just as likely, a group of writers over time who then attributed their work to one sage), had a goal of distilling the most valuable points from the yogic texts that came before into a briefer manual which could be used as a life guide. Because of its relative succinctness, it’s also accessible for modern readers who might get lost in the ritual details of the Vedas or elaborate contemplative mysticism of the Upanishads.

The ideas of the Yoga Sutras are ones you’ve likely heard before, such as the eight limbs of yoga, which point to a “path” of yoga practices we can incorporate for greater bliss and freedom, or the yamas and niyamas, which give us a code of ethics for both how we should treat others and how we should treat ourselves. Each sutra (thread) is detailed enough to provide an intricate and rich philosophical meal to enjoy, but it is also brief enough that the reader can adjust and season the meal (interpret its wisdom) to fit their life and circumstances. In many ways, the brevity of the sutras is what keeps them highly relevant today: Each short thread of thought is open to wide interpretation. In fact, when you seek out the actual text of the Yoga Sutras in the present day, you’ll find that there are many different interpretations of it. Publications of the sutras generally include a blurb following each sutra, offering commentary by the editor of that edition. A sutra-by-sutra comparison in different books can reveal radically different interpretations of the same short lines!

One of the things that’s so fascinating to us about yoga history is how philosophical thinking shifted after the Yoga Sutras, which broadened how yoga approached the concepts of freedom and liberation. Classical yoga and the Yoga Sutras generally emphasize renunciation as an important aspect of the journey toward freedom. Sometimes in our modern readings of the Yoga Sutras, we soften this aspect, but it’s a recurring theme of the text. Consider, for instance, that in the Yoga Sutras, three of the eight limbs of yoga are concerned with turning inward, concentrating, and meditating. Consider also that both saucha—cleanliness—and brahmacharya—chastity—are important ethical guideposts in the Yoga Sutras. All of these point to self-denial and abnegation as a path to deliverance.

The rise of tantra yoga came a few hundred years after the Yoga Sutras. If you read the word tantra and immediately connected it to the physical body (or sex!), you’re not exactly wrong. The tantric yogis and their texts, like the Yoga Spandikarika or the Vijnana Bhairava Tantra, moved away from the idea of renunciation as the key to freedom. Instead, they believed that incorporating all aspects of being human was not just possible in a spiritual life but necessary for it.

The tantrics rallied around ideas that had drifted through earlier yoga philosophy in the Upanishads and brought them to life with renewed spirit. Where the Yoga Sutras saw the physical and spiritual as separate, tantra yoga saw embodiment as the key to divinity. This chapter of yoga philosophy sees the physical body not as an obstacle that needs to be overcome or purified but as a vehicle for liberation. In this, we can see the seeds of our modern asana practice. If you’ve ever wondered why yoga began as a largely philosophical, meditative practice and evolved into a physical one, tantra yoga helped pave the way for that shift.

Spirituality was nondual in tantric understanding, and that nondualist view of divinity persists in modern yoga. Consider the common teaching that divinity is inside you already; that’s nondualist. Another important idea from tantra that we see in yoga today is the concept of Shiva and Shakti. You may have heard this simplified as meaning “masculine” and “feminine” energies, but it’s more encompassing than that. Shiva represents the force of the universe that is always observing and always waiting. Shiva is potential, watching from the dark. In contrast, Shakti is the spark of movement and creation. Shakti dances her way over, lights everything up, and coaxes potential into something material. Together they play, explore, create, and dance together, unfurling the cosmos. This dance is called lila: It’s the divine having fun, relishing in the ways it can create. Perhaps a key point, too, is that this act of creation does not have any specific goal or aim at a particular result. Tantric philosophy tells us that the universe is playing just to play—and our existence is a result of that. For tantric yogis, the goal of yoga is to immediately wake up to the truth of divinity in all of existence.

Tantra gave rise to hatha yoga, which stripped away some of the rituals that accompanied tantric practices and once again simplified things. If tantra’s goal was immediate enlightenment and connection with the divine, hatha’s goal was liberation by way of harnessing prana in breathwork, meditation, and other practices. Hatha yoga also brought about the democratization of yoga: Prior to this period of yoga, learning about yoga was restricted to ascetics and renunciates. Through hatha
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“Phenomenal for beginners and more seasoned yogis ready to take their practice to the
next level. . . . This is how transformation happens, and this book can be your companion.”

—ANN SWANSON, MS, author of the best-selling Science of Yoga and Meditation for the Real World
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