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Pain and suffering are a part of human and even animal life. It is no wonder that Buddha’s first noble truth is related exactly to this topic. Modern medicine began to deal with pain as a specific problem quite recently. The first book about the treatment of pain was only written in 1953. At present experts agree that proper pain control not only improves the quality of life, but also enhances health. The effective treatment of pain improves patient’s compliance with therapy, strengthens his immune system, improves digestion, fastens the healing of wounds, and prevents heart and circulatory complications.


Modern medicine has many powerful tools to help manage pain. A medical approach should be combined with psychotherapy, life-style changes, yoga and similar techniques in most instances. This applies especially to some problems such as chronic headaches. What are the possible tools of yoga to manage pain?





Relaxation


There is general agreement that relaxation bring about pain relief. Relaxation techniques were recommended by American medical experts for pain control in cancer. Yoga offers a great variety of both simple and sophisticated relaxation techniques. Relaxation may be general (for the whole body), partial (for its parts), cue-controlled (induced instantly by some cue such as mudra or mantra) and applied (used at the moment when symptoms appear). Sankalpa or autosuggestions used during relaxation may even increase the effect of relaxation. Specific autosuggestions for pain relief include:


Suggestions to deepen relaxation (e.g. „I am calm and peaceful„).


Suggestions changing the pain experience (e.g. cooling the pain, transforming it into another feeling such as lightness, move it or change its shape or size).


Suggestions increasing self-confidence in dealing with pain and illness (e.g. „I will cope well with everything I may experience„, „I am strong and self-confident„, „I will manage„, „I do my best always„).


Suggestions to change habits which make the pain worse such as overeating, smoking alcohol abuse, laziness, remaining for long periods in an improper posture, etc. Examples of suggestions of this type are: „I live in a healthy way„, „abstinence goes along well„, „sobriety endures„, „clean air is better„ (to prevent smoking), „I rest whenever I need it„ (for workaholics).





Self-awareness


Awareness of one’s body and mind is one of the key elements of yoga and it is also very important in pain control. To be aware which postures, activities and mental states increase pain enables to avoid them or to cope with them more effectively. This is called self-monitoring in psychotherapy and it can be done in a written form. Psychotherapist also use „body scan„ which is similar to the rotation of consciousness in yoga nidra. Another technique enhancing self-awareness is antar mouna stages 2 and 3.





Breathing


Fast breathing (hyperventilation) increases anxiety and pain. More often respiration in pain sufferers is shallow. Pain may lead to immobilisation especially of the painful area but also the chest and the abdomen. This increases stress, tension and more pain results from a vicious circle. On the other hand, calm diaphragmatic breathing with prolonged exhalations relax and alleviate pain. Deep breathing is quite often used in rehabilitation medicine to move gently certain stiff areas. Deep breathing also improves blood circulation which may be helpful in some types of pain. Sometimes it is recommended to breathe not directly into the painful area but around it. Even simple breath awareness enhances relaxation and decreases pain. 


Yoga offers great variety of practices; some of them can be performed even in lying position (abdominal breathing, full yoga breath, ujjayi, etc.). Breath awareness and simple yogic breathing exercises can be used inconspicuously during normal daily activities to control pain and to increase resistance against stress.





Yogic postures (asanas) and similar practices


It is well known that appropriate physical exercise may alleviate pain considerably. For example training of the quadriceps reduces the pain of the knee. Besides this, physical activity decreases anxiety and depression so common among pain sufferers. Yoga offers great variety of gentle strengthening and stretching exercises which many people with pain find useful. Specific yogic postures press or stretching certain parts of the body and the use of gravity to treat specific problems are recommended.





Dissociation


During dissociation emotions, memories, and bodily feeling including pain become more or less disconnected. This happens spontaneously during severe trauma, and may enhance coping with acute painful experience. Later on, dissociation may complicate the integration of this experience and cause psychological problems. Yoga teaches detached and kind awareness of one’s body and metal processes. This may enhance the  integration of dissociated experience.





Reframing


Perceiving pain in a different, more positive manner enhances resilience and decreases pain. Reframing requires mental flexibility and an ability to perceive a particular situation from different point of views. Yoga offers a lot in this respect. A bhakti yogi may see pain as the means to overcome obstacles to his journey of God. That is why Swami Sivananda recommended not to pray to God to remove pain but to pray for the strength to endure it. Gyana yogi may use pain to less identify with his body and to know himself better. It is not unusual that some people become excellent healers or therapists only after overcoming some serious illness or crisis.





Meditation


Meditation may give even to beginners much needed relaxation. Later on it helps to accept and to deal with one’s unconscious traumatic experiences and problems and integrate emotions, remembrances and bodily feelings. Ultimately meditation may enable one to experience the inner Self which transcends suffering.





Yoga and laughter


Laughter, even if not necessarily spontaneous, decreases pain significantly. I described in my recent book about 50 ways how to laugh both yoga related and from other sources.





Yoga and life style


Regular and rather simple life style with balanced activity and rest is one of the crucial elements of pain relief. Regular yoga practice in the morning, yogic relaxation at night before sleep, etc. may enhance it considerably.





Social support


Having good friends and experiencing understanding alleviates pain and enhances well being. Yoga class is not the only place where one can meet nice people, but also this effect should be taken into account.





Control


Even strong pain is much better tolerated if one has certain control. Positive effects of paint treatment are more psychologically beneficial, if somebody feels that improvement was related to his own activity. The successful use of relaxation, breathing exercises, etc. thus increases self-confidence and self-sufficiency.





Combining methods of pain control and medical treatment


The above mentioned methods can be combined among themselves and with medical treatment, including the proper use analgesics, if necessary. Medical treatment is strongly recommended, especially if:


The pain is of unknown origin.


The pain is too strong or lasts too long.


The disease does not respond in a predicted manner.


You consider to change or discontinue taking medicines prescribed to you by our doctor.








I am grateful to Dr. Swami Shankardevananda Saraswati for his comments.
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