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WHY YOUR PRACTICE WON'T LOOK LIKE ANYONE ELSE'S

You are unique! These three words imply something amazing. In the whole universe,
there is no one like you. You are not “average” and you are not “normal”—no one is
actually average, normal, or regular. You may share a few similar traits with other
people: You may wear the same size yoga shirt as do millions of others; your shoe
size may be the same as your sibling’s; you are made up of identical protons,
neutrons, and electrons, as is everyone you know. But when you examine the whole
of who you are, these particular parts come_together in a way that forms a “you”
that is totally and indisputably unique.

The nature of human variation has been largely ignored in
both medicine and the fitness world (including the yoga
industry).

Consider what this means: If you are totally unique, then what you need to be
healthy and whole will be very different from what someone else needs. Roger
Williams—scientist, author, and discoverer of vitamin B5—coined the term
“biochemical individuality” to express how vastly different all humans are from one
another.! It is this variation that makes all the difference when we look at what
keeps us healthy and what causes us to become sick and suffer disease. The nature
of human variation has been largely ignored in both medicine and the fitness world
(including the yoga industry), an error that Williams and others have tried to
correct. As an eighteenth-century physician, Parry of Bath declared: “[It is] more
important to know what sort of patient has a disease, than to know what sort of

disease has a patient.”2 For yogis, we can paraphrase this:



“It is more important to know what sort of student is doing a pose, than to know
what sort of pose is doing the student.”

In advising how to train an elite athlete, Stuart McGill, a medical researcher of lower
back disorders, notes: “Each person has different proportions of body segment
lengths, muscle insertion lengths, muscle to tendon length ratios, nerve
conductance velocities, intrinsic tissue tolerances, etc... Imposing a stereotyped
‘ideal’ technigue will often prevent an athlete from reaching their full potential.”3 My
own esteemed yoga teacher, Paul Grilley, recognized that this applied to yoga as
well, and in 2004 created an influential DVD, Anatomy for Yoga, which shows how
our unique biology affects our yoga practice.

FIGURE 1: Nadia (A) is slightly internally rotated in the hips due to an anteversion of
her hip sockets, and her legs are straight. Margot (B) has a distinct varus of the legs,
causing her bowlegged appearance. Her hips are also quite externally rotated due
to retroversion of her hip sockets and femoral torsion, causing her feet to point
outwards—which is a natural alignment for her, but not for Nadia.
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FIGURE 2: These anatomical variations affect not only our appearance, but also our
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ability to do yoga postures. Margot (B) finds it easier than Nadia (A) to get her
knees to the floor in butterfly pose (baddhakonasana).

Just as no one else has your dental pattern, it’s also true that no one else has your
bone structure, your spine, or your hips. There are things you can do right now,
there are things you will be able to do in time, and there are things you will never
be able to do. This is not a critique of your abilities or a reflection of your
personality or a flaw that needs fixing—this is simply the reality of your existence. A
five-foot-tall ballerina will never play right tackle for the Seattle Seahawks, and the
right tackle for the Seahawks will never win an Olympic gold medal for figure
skating. This does not mean that the ballerina is flawed or the right tackle is lazy.

“DIFFERENCES AREN'T DEFICITS,” said population geneticist Theodosius
Dobzhansky.? There are many ways we are different, and that’s okay. Sometimes
the differences have consequences, and sometimes they don’t. The differences may
become a problem when we either ignore or deny them. They are real, and that is
normal.

Think of the ways we can be measured: height, weight, age, education, income
level, family size, city of upbringing, blood pressure, heart rate, the length of our
arms relative to our spine, the retroversion of our hip sockets, the torsion of our
femurs, tibia, and humerus, the amount of curvature in our legs...the list can go on
and on. In any one of these categories, you might fall within the “average range,”
but when you add in all the other parameters, you move far away from being an
average person. No one is average. This means that whatever works for an “average
person” (who does not actually exist) may not work for you.

To quote Roger Williams once again: “Practically every human being is a deviate in
some respects.”! There is no normal and no abnormal. There is only you in all your
unigueness, and this unigueness will determine what, of all life’s offerings, is



available for you to partake in—and what you should, with wisdom, leave on the

plate.

FIGURE 3: Comparing femoral torsion: Margot’s femur on the left has a negative
anteversion of -4°, and she will find external rotation relatively easy. Nadia’s femur
on the right has an anteversion of 47°, and she will find internal rotation relatively

easy.

Imagine attending a yoga class where the teacher believes everyone can, eventually,
do lotus pose (padmasana). Maybe not today, but with diligence, practice, and a
firm guiding hand (and with the right Lululemon pants and the best Himalayan
incense), the teacher can show you how to get into this challenging cross-legged
posture. What if you have never been able to sit cross-legged comfortably? You try
—you ignore the little tweaky feelings in your knees until one day, the pain escalates
into a burning fire that won’t stop even after class is over. You have torn your
medial meniscus and are no closer to doing lotus pose than when you started yoga.
The teacher has been ignoring the reality of your uniqueness. Due to the shape of
your pelvis and femurs, you will never be able to do lotus pose, and trying to get

there is destroying your knees.

Yoga is a self-selecting practice. Those who have bones shaped in a way that
facilitates doing certain postures keep working and progressing. They stretch out
all the tensile resistance that prevents achieving their maximum range of motion,
and they get to their desired positions. However, those whose bones are not
shaped so optimally, who are not stopped by tension but instead have reached
compression (where the bones are hitting each other), will never be able to do
certain poses. They quit in frustration, convinced that some deep personality flaw is
preventing their progress, a delusion secretly shared by some teachers.

As Roger Williams explains: “Variations encompass all structures, brain, nerves,
muscles, tendons, bones, blood, organ weights, endocrine gland weights, etc...
These structures often vary tremendously from one individual to another.”! He also
points out that, “...anatomists have been aware of variations for many generations
but... for pedagogical reasons they have concentrated on the ‘norm’ and have
shown little or no concern for the possible significance of the ever-present
variations.”!

It would sure be nice if we all looked like the drawings in the anatomy books, and if
our skeletons all looked like the plastic skeleton hanging in the corner of an

anatomy classroom. But we aren’t, and they don’t. You are unique, what you can do



is unique, and so should be your yoga practice.
O
It is your body! Why not do your yoga?

In future articles, Bernie Clark will give examples of how our uniqueness and the
natural variation in our bodies will dictate how our yoga practice will evolve.
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