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Abstract 

Facing a life-threatening illness such as cancer challenges all aspects of our existence. Yoga 

offers an extensive framework of concepts and tools that support health. In this work, we 

revisit the pancha-kosha model, which is delineated in the Taittiriya Upanishad, and employ it 

to offer a fresh perspective on health. The pancha-kosha model offers a prism through which 

we can regard our being as physical, vital, mental, wise, and blissful. Overall health emerges 

from integrating the wellbeing of each of these koshas. 

There are many schools of yoga blossoming throughout the world. Vijnana yoga, whose name 

was inspired by the Vijnanamaya kosha, offers principles of mind and body to direct the 

practitioner’s inner search.  

In this work we create a model of the relationship between the pancha-kosha model and the 

Vijnana principles, with reference to the physical, mental, and emotional challenges of coping 

with cancer. From my personal experience as a cancer survivor and a supporter of cancer 

patients, this method facilitates a new way of thinking about wellbeing. This model was the 

map by which I navigated my way back to health. 

Introduction 

Cancer diagnosis causes profound shock to one’s worldview and lifestyle [1]. The medical 

system offers various solutions for treating cancer, but these solutions usually relate to the 

physical, ignoring additional layers that make up the whole of one’s being and thus influence 

healing. Yoga offers a wider perspective on health. One of the models offered by yoga is the 



pancha-kosha. This model appears in Taittiriya Upanishad, a text dating back approximately 

2,700 years. The model was originally presented as a method for self-realization (vicāraṇa).  

Annamaya kosha: The physical layer, or in literal translation, the food layer, which is made up 

of systems of the body such as skeletal, muscle, connective tissue, and organs.  

Pranamaya kosha: The layer of vitality, all processes biological, physical and chemical that 

create a living being. 

Manomaya kosha: The mental layer of perceptions, thoughts, emotions, and beliefs about the 

world and ourselves. 

Vijnanamaya kosha: The layer of inner wisdom, the ability to understand and discern our inner 

workings and being. 

Anandamaya kosha: The layer of bliss that enables us to experience connection and oneness. 

Here we use the model to provide a framework for supporting health. These layers are 

interwoven and affect one another. They can manifest varying degrees of strength or health; 

ultimately, each layer influences overall health. 

How do we translate the pancha-kosha model into a method for working with cancer patients? 

The pancha-kosha model may be regarded as a road map. The understanding that our health is 

a whole, and that each kosha can be differentiated and nurtured through dedicated tools and 

experiences, organizes our space of action both as yoga therapists and students in all stages of 

healing. But what is the action? What is the practice? 

Vijnana yoga is a traditional practice of meditation, pranayama, and asana, whose name was 

inspired by the vijnanamaya kosha. Vijnana emphasizes practicing from within, and employs 

principles of mind and body to direct the practitioner’s inner search. The Vijnana yoga 

principles are relaxing the body, quieting the mind, focusing through intent, rooting, 



connecting, awareness of breath, and expanding [2]. Please refer to the Appendix for a more 

detailed discussion of Vijnana principles.  

These principles of practice show us how to work within the pancha-kosha model. The 

integration of the principles occurs in each layer: it is a connected and living system in which 

each layer nourishes other layers, with each principle reverberating throughout the entire 

being. Therefore, the presentation of the principles as related to one layer or another is 

primarily for methodological reasons.  

Figure 1: Connectivity diagram of the pancha-kosha model and yogic practice principles as postulated in the Vijnana Yoga 

system. The article elaborates on the connections that appear in bold lines, yet naturally all koshas are connected with all 

aspects of the practice. 

Applying Vijnana yoga practice principles for cancer patients 

Relaxing the body ↔ Physical layer of annamaya kosha: Relaxing the body is the first principle 

of Vijnana yoga and the basis for practice. Relaxation is a necessary step for healing. While 



perhaps the easiest to understand, it is difficult to apply. Coping with cancer naturally triggers 

anxiety and conflict with the body. The feeling that "my body is rebelling against me" can cause 

anger, frustration, disappointment, and depression directed towards one’s body and, 

ultimately, oneself. The physical expression of this conflict is tension. Reconciling with the body 

and nurturing compassion towards oneself necessitates lessening tension. The ability to relax 

the body, remove resistance, and abide with things as they are, is the first step towards 

reconciliation. Relaxation takes place in the annamaya kosha, yet strongly affects the mental 

realm.  

Difficulty in relaxing is expressed not only on the yoga mat but also in life. Cancer precipitates 

dominance of the sympathetic nervous system [3]. The sympathetic system calls upon the body 

to deal with emergencies and threats by increasing heart rate, raising blood pressure, and 

quickening breathing. Relaxation practice activates the parasympathetic system, which 

supports rest, digestion, immune system activity, and processes of “housekeeping,” or the 

body’s recovery from the activity of living. Relaxation leads to an increase in parasympathetic 

activity, while the activity of the parasympathetic system helps relax the body in a self-

nourishing cycle. Therefore, working with a student dealing with cancer, we create conditions 

and skills for relaxation.  

Quieting the mind ↔ Mental layer of manomaya kosha: Cancer diagnosis is a terrible 

pronouncement that induces our internal screenwriter to create a slew of horror scenarios: 

thoughts about dying, worry for loved ones, fear of treatments, panic about worsening illness 

and pain, sinking in self-pity. Thoughts oscillate between hope and despair, denial, dissociation, 

endless ruminations, and more. All of these scenarios share a disconnection from the here and 

now by wandering towards an unknown future. To refer to the teaching of the Patanjali’s sutra 

II.33: “When doubtful thoughts oppress, contemplation on the opposite” [4], directing 

attention to sensory channels such as body position, the touch of the feet on the ground, and 

the breath and how it resonates in the body can counteract this thought process and establish 

ourselves in the present. 



Focusing through intent ↔ Inner wisdom layer of vijnanamaya kosha: Coping with cancer 

requires fateful decisions regarding treatment. Although it would seem that the treatment path 

is dictated by medical protocols, ultimately each person must find his or her path, as well as 

partners to benefit healing. One of the factors strongly supporting healing is the student’s 

ability to manage medical treatment in partnership with the physician. A student can find their 

voice through the kosha of inner wisdom, of clarity of self. This cannot be forced, yet it is 

possible to direct the consciousness to search for one’s inner voice. We can refine sensory 

ability by directing attention to increasingly subtle aspects of the practice, thus creating correct 

conditions for developing self-knowledge.  

Rooting ↔ Mental layer of manomaya kosha: A common experience during cancer treatment 

is detachment, expressed in various manifestations: difficulty in maintaining concentration or 

“chemo brain,” loss of confidence due to changes in appearance, eroding self-image, and more. 

The practice of rooting can provide an answer as physical or “external” practice brings us in 

contact with inner life. The resonance of finding one’s footing, giving weight to the ground, 

rooting, and gaining stability in the body stabilizes the mind. It teaches reliance on the world to 

absorb our weight and reverberate up within us a rebounding force. The physical experience of 

this feeling forms a basis on which mental experience can manifest.  

Locating our base and surrendering ourselves to its support are invaluable for the cancer 

patient. A complex relationship exists between the desire to maintain independence and carry 

the situation heroically on one’s back, and agreeing to share and be supported. The practice of 

rooting involves optimally distributing one’s weight. We can encourage students to examine 

how to use this principle beyond the yoga mat. For example, they can check sources of support, 

how much weight they are willing to convey to others, and how they direct the rebound that 

rises up out of such support to improve their condition. Feelings of stability, trust, and safety, 

help us direct the student towards an experience of the constant, eternal presence of purusha. 

Connecting ↔ Bliss layer of anandamaya kosha: The ability to experience ananda is inherently 

related to the ability to experience connection: Connecting inward with oneself and with 



people close to us intensifies our sense of love. Coping with cancer is a lonely, isolating 

experience. Pain, fear, distress, and shame (many cancer patients are ashamed of their illness!), 

intensifies loneliness. The yoga therapist can work here on two levels: one level is through the 

practice, directing attention to the connection with the earth, the connection of breath and 

movement, and the connection between mind and body. The second level is through the 

special bond between yoga therapist and student. The practice can be a safe space where the 

student can unload difficult experiences. The yoga therapist’s role is to contain the experience 

in a supportive way: Listening from a place of love, acceptance, and compassion; trying not to 

feel sorry or to “solve” distress. Emphasizing the student’s inner strength by finding examples in 

which the student choses to heal and better his or her experience such as by adhering to yoga 

practice despite the difficulty. Suggesting possibilities in a manner that creates options for the 

student thus preserving his or her autonomy. 

Awareness of breath ↔ Energetic layer of pranamaya kosha: Difficulty in breathing, not 

necessarily due to physical difficulty, but as a result of emotional tension, is common to cancer 

patients. Coping with cancer creates a chronic sympathetic state in the body, which manifests 

in superficial breathing. Interestingly, one of the characteristics of cancer is damage to cell 

mitochondria. Metabolic changes disrupt cell behavior and make it behave like a cancer cell, 

even if its DNA is undamaged [5]. Transforming the channeling of energy in the body through 

pranayama can, in turn, dramatically transform inner energy. Accompanying the student as he 

or she gains familiarity with the breath; providing guided meditation imagery to teach the 

student to feel the ebb and flow of breath rippling through the body: appropriately responding 

equipping the student with tools to safely navigate and channel newfound vital energy—these 

are responsibilities of a teacher of pranayama.  

The practice of bringing awareness to one’s breath is a tool that can support students beyond 

the yoga mat as stress management during ongoing cancer testing, preparation for surgery, and 

chemotherapy. It is recommended to practice a breathing pattern that stimulates the activity of 

the parasympathetic system: slowing breathing to a rate of six or fewer breaths per minute and 



narrowing the airway to extend exhalation [6]. Developing skill in this type of breathing allows 

the student to use pranayama practices when need arises.  

Expanding—Elongating & Widening ↔ Bliss layer of anandamaya kosha 

Expanding, elongating, and widening are expressions of health. Outward movement counters 

the contraction that occurs with pain and fear. The layer in which expansion is most significant 

is ananda. When the body overcomes obstacles and expands, a sense of joy and pleasure is 

manifested. The ability to unfold the contraction through movement, breathing, and attention 

creates a new space and demonstrates bodily intelligence and ability. Yoga therapists should 

make sure students notice such blessed moments and cherish them in their heart to use when 

difficulties in healing and treatment arise. Touching the moment of expansion also allows for an 

experience of unity: when our bodies and breath expand beyond familiar boundaries, exterior 

becomes interior and interior becomes exterior. Boundaries dissolve and a gateway to an 

experience of unity opens—this experience resides in the heart of anandamaya kosha. 

Conclusion 

Yoga practice can be an anchor in the stormy waters of cancer. It is a therapeutic space where 

one can relate to all of the koshas and nourish them. Introducing the pancha-kosha model and 

experiencing the practice through the guiding principles of Vijnana creates an organizing 

framework. The yoga therapist can offer this framework to provide comprehensive support and 

allow the student a shift in perspective and a means towards wellbeing. 
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Appendix  

”Inner clarity that flows forth from personal experience is central to the practice of Vijnana 

Yoga. It is a practice of mind and body, which strives for simplicity while seeking precision in 

posture and breath from a deep inner listening and a clear, wide view.” 

- Orit Sen Gupta, founder of Vijnana Yoga 

The Vijnana yoga principles: 

Relaxing the Body 

The grounds on which practice can grow is a relaxed body. The skilled practitioner can observe 

tensed areas and use intention and breathe to relax. When relaxation is achieved the body 

becomes stable and quiet.  

Quieting the Mind 

The practice allows a space of observation. The mind can reflect on itself, be aware of the 

vritties as well as its own deep stillness.  

Focusing through Intent 

When the mind sets the intent of the practice and sustains this intention, the practice manifests 

the intention and can deepen. This principle expresses the echoing of our inner-focus into the 

external manifestations. 

Rooting 

The mind rests at the place where the body touches the earth. There a bidirectional movement 

is created towards and away. Rooting is the mastery of manipulating these movements 

efficiently so the body becomes light and loose and moves without effort. 

Connecting 

Being conscious of the part and the whole. Observing the relationships between the parts and 

the way they integrate to a functioning harmonious singular body. 



Awareness of breath 

Breath is always present. Awareness of the flow of breath allows us to be aware to the 

movement of life force through us, to connect between the inner and the outer, to sublime our 

inner sensations. 

Expanding – Elongating and Widening 

When all principles are practiced expansion emerges. Then there is no sagging into the joints, 

no effort in the muscles. Joy and space inhibit the body.  

 


