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Is the enthusiasm due to the crazy sixties, the emptiness of the post-war abundance , the crisis of the Catholic Church, the stressful carreerism? There is probably more than one answer to the question why yoga has so victoriously won a place outside India. Initially it was only practiced by rare individuals and groups, and now we can say it is a mass phenomenon. In fact, it is hard to avoid it; it is being pursued by impeccably looking female celebrities and scientists alike. We must mention that it can be practiced by any age group and that it is intended for both healthy and reconvalescing people. Yoga is a Sanskrit word which means to connect, to unite. It is a complex system of physical exercises, concentration, relaxation, breathing and meditation techniques, and also diet and social involvement. There are only few people who can evaluate such a complex and perfect system. Through centuries, yoga has been spread by many saints and spiritual masters, and one of them is Paramhans Swami Maheshwarananda, who was born in 1945 in India's state of Rajasthan, and has lived in Vienna, Austria, since 1972. He has developed a system of practice he called Yoga in Daily Life. It is one of the many forms of yoga practice which are spread throughout the world. We should also not neglect the fact that yoga is above religious and national conflicts, universal and pacifist. This is of key importance, especially in times when it seems that the world has found itself face to face with fear and prejudice which we have all been hoping were gone forever. Swamiji, as he is called by his disciples, has received honorary doctorates and many awards by presidents of nations where he has been active. He has devoted his life wholly to activities for peace and incentives for protection of the environment within the framework of the United Nations. 

Today yoga is related to various spheres – from medicine to dance to sport; as a practice which helps us to maintain an optimal physical and mental condition. It is a holistic and complex system which speaks to every single aspect of human existence. We could say the same about tai chi, aikido and similar practices. They all come from the East. It seems as if the Western hemisphere has been deprived of such complex practices. Have you in all your years of living in the West come across any such Western practice?

Very good question; I have not come accross such a practice so far, but I believe they once existed. There was a practice called runa in Central Germany, which was related to the alphabet. 

It reminds one of the eurithmics which is part of the Waldorf education…

Probably, but it is certainly not a system as complex as yoga because unfortunately in Europe many things have been neglected. Europeans have concentrated completely on material progress, money, comfort and so on. There has not been much interest in ancient wisdom of the forefathers. India, or, I should say, Eastern cultures, have preserved ancient treasures of wisdom. When a visitor from the West faces India, they are shocked. I use the term West although it is quite questionable; Slovenia is part of the West, but has no imperialist history that most other countries share. An observer is shocked when he sees in India, the land of gods, hungry children in the streets, reads about wives being burned alive together with their husbands, and, of course, he makes judgements. I am by no means saying that atrocities are not present in Europe and elsewhere. But the Western mind likes to generalize and draw conclusions. Because yoga has existed in India for millenia, it seems as if it is not exerting its benevolent effects in the environment in which it was created.

You have to understand two important factors before you go into such countries. One thing is the climate which is very hot. Especially children do not pay enough attention to how they are dressed, and are not dressed enough. You are also not dressed much when you go to the Adriatic sea. 

That's true, I am not. Of course, it's warm or hot. So everybody who is sitting or sleeping in the street or lying under a tree are not necessarily hungry and poor, that's one side of the coin. The second thing is that there actually is poverty, some people are poor. But I wouldn't say they are dying of starvation; there are many charitable organizations which are trying to help and support them. You also have to know that for some people, being poor is a kind of profession. They beg all day and earn as much money as they would in a good office job. But yoga is a practical thing; it is like a waterwell; if you are thirsty, you can go to it and drink, and if you do not drink, you remain thirsty. Yoga gives itself to those who practice it, doesn't matter if they are Indian or not. At the moment India is trying very hard to catch up with the West and is influenced by its craving for the material, and that is something we regret. 

Perhaps we could even compare the Western craving for self-realization with the Indian craving for everything that comes from the West.

Yes, yes.

In Europe, it is quite normal that we eat tomatoes, chocolate, pineapples, smoke tobacco, although these are all goods that come from other parts of the world. In time, we have accepted them as a part of our cultural space. I am not comparing yoga to foods, but in practicing yoga we face certain colors and sounds, Indian tastes, and these are new in our culture. Is it indeed a transfer of certain visuals into a new space? What is your opinion about that?

The visual image is very important and everyone has to decide for themselves what that is and if they want to act in this way. It's in the nature of the human mind, mentality, the intellect, to ask itself before every decision; do I want to do this or not, shall I accept this or not, do I need this or not. These are human questions. It is by all means good for one to try different things, as you mentioned, different tastes, colors. In the winter months everything is dark and foggy. Months like November and December can be dreary and people are inclined to depressions; in that time we can use colors to make our lives better. You can also observe differences between the people who live in coastal regions and those who live in cities like Ljubljana. At the coast, people have different feelings, different stances, a more colorful life. People should think, but accept and try everything. Not drugs, however, one needs to be very careful about that. 

That's true. I have come across the information that more than 60,000 people in Slovenia are following the system of Yoga in Daily Life, which means that the number of all yoga practitioners is even larger as there are several yoga schools and practices. What criteria should one use to choose between them and what is the relationship between them? What is your advice?

My advice is for everyone to choose that form of practice which they like. Everyone should be free and avoid discrimination. Some people like to eat apples, other are allergic to them. Some like bananas, some oranges. Some like to drink water and some like tea. You like coffee, another person water, yet another person tea, but we still sit together at the same table and enjoy life. Everybody should make decisions freely. Yoga in Daily Life is a safe system which leads an individual slowly and gradually towards more demanding exercises. I am the author and founder of the system Yoga in Daily Life, yet I think everything should be an individual's free decision. 

So we can combine different types of yoga practice? Let's say, ashthanga yoga and hatha yoga?

In reality, ashtanga yoga and Yoga in Daily Life are the same. Ashtanga yoga is like hatha yoga and then kriya yoga on top of it. Yoga in Daily Life combines all techniques, physical exercises, breathing exercises, concentration, meditation. It is perfect, one in all, all in one. You can find everything in one place. Step by step you are guided by spiritual masters. It is an authentic Indian practice which includes everything and is not being commercialized. It is not something psychological or even psyhcic. It is about the wholeness of mind, body and social action. 

That's all very well, but there are different schools of yoga in India, too?

Yes. Choose the one you feel close to. 

Do you think that different schools of yoga appeal to different types of people?

Yes. But you can also have a mixed salad. Apples, oranges, kiwi. You can do ashtanga, kriya aoga, Yoga in Daily Life. The most important thing is that you are satisfied, happy and that practice helps you.

We are all in different relationships, so we wonder about them a lot. You come from India, where you gained your education. I recently saw the film Monsoon Wedding, and I got the feeling that people in India are still more connected to each other. You have now spent  several decades in Europe. How do you see our relationships?

People here are also deeply connected to their friends and family. Only in the beginning they are much more scared. It is also noticeable that the technology, television and the internet, is making people more individualistic. Slowly, slowly, an individual has moved away from society. Then there is also competition, struggle for success and money, which alienates people. That is not good. 

I was very moved when reading Krishnamurtis work by the fact that he asked each statesman he met, like you yourself often do, that children should not be brought up in the spirit of competition. It makes us think – if there is no competition, how is progress possible?

Of course we have to first ask ourselves what progress is. What we are seeing now is progressing towards destruction. We are destroying the nature, environment and humanity. Day by day we pollute. We are progressing towards destruction, not towards a happy and natural life. Is money progress or something momentary? That's why the United Nations are making efforts for sustainable development.

In Slovenia, too, groups are active in that direction. We have an association for organic farming, as do other countries in Europe. But there are always scientists who tell us that such action is utopian given the state of nature as it is now, that these attempts are futile illusions. You are involved in ecological projects in Rajasthan yourself. Do you think it is worth it?

Of course, it leads to a healthier lifestyle. All these pesticides and artificial fertilizers. Actually, what we eat is poisoned.

But people still don't believe in the success of such actions. Will they ever?

People believe when they are down, and then they say: Please, give me your hand and pick me up. 

That reminds me of that speech by a famous Indian chief who said that the white man will not see his negative effects on the environment until there will be nothing more around him, and he won't be able to eat money.

When the last tree falls and the last fish dies, he will realize he cannot eat his dollars. 

I do hope it will never come to that.

Of course, so do I. 

