
Holistic Asana Practice
An Article for Asana Teachers

What does it mean to be holistic in terms of practicing (or teaching) Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga?
Holistic means whole, or even part of a whole, and implies completion, integration and oneness.

Holistic
characterized by the belief that the parts of something are intimately interconnected and explicable
only by reference to the whole

Part One

In order to be physically holistic we need to look at the whole body. Does the traditional Ashtanga
Vinyasa practice access the whole body? In my professional opinion (after teaching for 25 years) it
does not. No single activity ever will.

For example, it does not adequately address opening the shoulders and finding space and
openness in the upper back. Certainly the Primary series mostly tightens this area vs opening it
up. Secondly, there is an abundance of focus on the hamstrings and contracting the front body
(jumps and forward bends) and not enough focus on lengthening the quadriceps, front of the
abdomen and chest. You get some opening from Urdhva Dhanurasana, but for many student this
posture is either too difficult (because they are too tight in the front body and shoulders!) or it is too
late, and the core issues above are not being addressed early enough.

Here are 6 areas that I think need to be addressed in everyone's practice, of any kind of Asana
method:

Lower body strength (feet, legs)
Lower body flexibility (ankles, legs and hips)
Middle body strength (abdomen and lower back)
Middle body flexibility (lower thoracic and abdomen)
Upper body strength (wrists, shoulders and upper back)
Upper body flexibility (wrists, shoulders and upper back)

There is no Asana method that I know of that actually addresses all of that completely. If you want
percentages, then a holistic Asana method will attribute an even 16.6% of time and emphasis on
each of those areas in group classes. (1/6 to each area). Rarely have I ever experienced this. And
then, when it comes to teaching an individual you will have to scale and weight different areas
accordingly depending on constitution, condition and lifestyle. So it's your job as a teacher to start
doing some research :)

So here are some questions I would be asking of any Yoga teacher (I am addressing this to
Ashtanga teachers but you can apply it to any Asana teacher) who seems a little strict.

Are you:
1. Allowing some variation in the sequence (maybe after a 6 month to 1 year grace period of
learning the sequence properly) for most students? Specifically are you allowing for variations in
the practice to help with the following potential (and common) problems:

(Many of these are caused by over application of postures in the standard practice in the first
place).





Part Two

What is it to be psychologically holistic? As Yin Yoga crosses the fence between the physical
effects of practice and the psychological and energetic the last point above also ties in with
psychological holism.

I would ask, are you:
Open minded
Compassionate
Willing to admit your limitations
Willing to admit the limitations of the Ashtanga sequencing
Willing to learn (the teacher not the student!)
Willing to let go as a teacher vs only asking your student to let go
Being vulnerable

For me it's the last one that is most important. A teacher who does not confess to vulnerability,
nervousness, error, and admit their own limitations is not capable of psychological holism. By
admitting your vulnerability to your students you can open up and find a deeper connection to the
universal all.

One of the best ways I have of explaining this kind of psychological holism is through an "I/Thou
Relationship". This is a term began by the philosopher Martin Buber:

Human life finds its meaningfulness in relationships. In Buber's view, all of our relationships bring
us ultimately into relationship with God, who is the Eternal Thou. Buber explains that humans are
defined by two word pairs: I-It and I-Thou.

An I-It relationship is a subject/object relationship. Particularly when Asana methods can rely so
heavily on focusing on the body, the technique and the tradition, an I-It relationship from teacher to
student is more prevalent than an I-Thou relationship. The typical teacher-student relationship is
hierarchical (top-down) and does not typically embrace the student's God-hood and
independence.

That is, the body is an object, the technique is an object and the tradition is an object. None of
those are true subjects. So if the student is only treated as a body, a mechanical and structural
thing, a common experience for the student will be one of feeling objectified, marginalised, and
made "less than". The subject is the true self, the person and God-hood inside of those things.

An I-Thou relationship from teacher to student requires the teacher to be vulnerable, open and
letting go of control; it is non-hierarchical. Usually a teacher asks the student to let go, but rarely
reciprocates. An I-Thou relationship is always reciprocal, shared and in the moment. An I-Thou
relationship is not subject/object oriented, it is subject/subject. It is God talking to God. I am writing
to Thou, the respected and loved other. If your teacher only talks at you and not with you, then find
another teacher who actually cares.

Lastly are you:
Encouraging your students to meditate, actually practicing meditation yourself and/or encouraging
the teachings from the great masters: Ramana Maharshi, Anandamaya, teachings of the Buddha,
the Dalai Lama, Sogyal Rinpoche, Sri Mooji etc etc to name but a few.

I think it essential for every Asana teacher to reference some introspective/meditation Sadhana or
Satsang with the Guru, for the benefit of both themselves and their students.




