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Discussion Points from “The Yoga Tradition” 

Chapter One: Building Blocks 

1. Definition of Yoga 

2. Role of Guru 

3. Dual and non-dual yoga philosophies 

4. Ontology and epistemology of classic yoga philosophies 

 [Ontology is the philosophical field revolving around (the study of) the nature of reality 

(all that is or exists), and the different entities and categories within reality.  

Epistemology is the philosophical field revolving around (the study of) knowledge and 

how to reach it. One might say that it includes the ontology of knowledge.]  

Questions include: . – Concept of maya, nature of self, relationship of self to “external world”. Is 

there an external world? Different ways of knowing. 

5. Difference between classical yoga and modern postural yoga. 

6.  On Page 8 GF says, “Authentic yoga is never a do it yourself enterprise”.  Given what you have 

read, what does it mean to be a yogin / yogini following the path? Discuss how possible it is for a 

lay person in contemporary western society to follow this path? 

7. Understanding some basic  Sanskrit terminology 

Purusha 

Prakriti 

Maya 

Samadhi 

Nirodha 

 

Chapter Two: The Wheel of Yoga 

 

1. What are the eight types of yoga?  

2. And the ninth modern type added by Fueurstein? 

3. Of the types listed which appeal to you most and least? And why? 

4. “The yoga tradition has not ceased to change and grow, adapting to new sociocultural conditions. 

This is borne out by Sri  Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga, a unique modern approach that is based on 

traditional Yoga, but goes beyond it by favouring an evolutionary synthesis.” P28 

Does the Alexander technique fit into a synthesis with traditional Yoga? If not why? If so how? 

What are the areas of congruence and/or difference? 

5. Reflect on the principles of Karma Yoga in the Bhaghavad Gita which are laid out in this chapter – 

including the impossibility of not acting, non-attachment to the results (phala) of actions, the  

role of intention, the development of traits out of action. Relate these to Alexander’s ideas of 

inhibition, direction, and the force of habit. 

6. Understanding of some basic Sanskrit terminology 

Karma 
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Laya 

Mantra 

 

Chapter Three -  Yoga and Other Hindu Traditions 

1. What is tapas? How is it relevant  to my yoga practice? 

2. What is sanyasa?  How do I relate that to my yoga practice? 

3. What are the 3 gunas? How does an understanding of them relate to yoga practice (we will follow 

this up in more detail in Chapter 8) 

4. Consider the relationship of Ayurveda to Yoga 

5. What are the 3 dosas?  How does an understanding of them relate to yoga practice 

6. Understanding of some basic Sanskrit terminology 

Dharma 

Sattva, Rajas and Tamas 

Vata, Pitta and Kapha 

Ojas 

 

Chapter Four – Yoga in Ancient Times 

 

1. What is the relationship, similarities and differences between Shamanism to Yoga?  

2. What did you find interesting in this chapter? What did you find useful in this chapter? 

 

Chapter Five – The Whispered Wisdom of the Early Upanishads 

 

1. Discuss the difference between traditional orthordox Hindu ceremonial religion and Yoga 

2. What is the view of the Atman (Self) in the early Upanishads?  How is it different from that in 

classical Patanjali Yoga? (In Chapter 7 we will also be looking at the Buddhist doctrine on anatta 

or non self) 

3. “Early on, escape from the round of successive births became a principle motive behind India’s 

spirituality” (p126). Discuss the different history and world view of Indian and European 

civilizations (or from your culture if you are not of European origin.) 

4. What are the Five Sheaths – pancha-kosha?  How does an understanding of them inform your 

yoga practice? 

5. Reflect on the use of the syllable om and its application to yoga practice 

6. Read the Katha Upanishad 

7. Understanding some basic Sanskrit terminology 

Samsara 

Maya 

Neti-neti 

upasana 

 

Chapter Seven – Yoga in Buddhism 
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1. Discuss the Buddha’s doctrine of no-self – anatta (or no atman) –and how this differs from 

other yogic traditions.  You may wish to look at what current brain researchers and 

philosophers have to say about this. 

2. We will read and discuss the key Buddhist Text on Vipassana -  “The Foundations of 

Mindfulness” https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanasatta/wheel019.html and 

use this as the basis of vipassana meditation practice. 

3. Relate aspects from The Foundations of Mindfulness with Alexander technique theory and 

practice. 

 

Chapter eight – the Flowering of Yoga 

 

1. Discuss the trinity of Gods in Hinduism – Brahma the creator, Vishnu the preserver and 

Shiva the destroyer or the universe. 

2. Discuss how the Bhagavad Gita synthesised different strands of yoga 

3. Consider the discussion on action in the passages listed from the Bhagavad Gita.  

-  “Not for a moment can anyone ever remain without performing an action” – discuss in       

relation to F.M. Alexander’s Universal Constant in Living. 

-  Consider the Alexander concept of end-gaining and means whereby with the Gita’s 

injunction for releasing attachment to the fruits of one’s actions 

4. Consider the role of the three gunas as outlined in Moksha-Dharma. 

5. Discuss the difference between sattva and buddhi 

6. Read the twelve verses of the Mandukya Upanishad on the symbolism of the sacred 

syllable “OM”  http://www.swamij.com/upanishad-mandukya-karika.htm and relate this 

to the use of this syllable in your yoga practice. 

7. Understanding some basic Sanskrit terminology 

Buddhi 

Nirvana 

 

Chapter Nine – The History and Literature and Patanjali Yoga 

Chapter Ten – The Philosophy and Practice of Patanjali Yoga 

 

The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali is particularly dense and aphoristic and has been subject to a very 

wide range of differing interpretations, depending on the particular school of yoga which the 

interpreter belongs. We will do our best to get as close to the zeitgeist in which the work was 

produced rather than try fit difficult parts into a particular tradition. Two translators that to my 

mind do attempt to this are those of Goerg Feuerstein and Barbara Stoller-Miller. 

 

Patnjali’s  rigorous an analytical examination of the pathway to liberation has had a strong 

influence of many schools of yoga which don’t share its dualism. (This includes the majority of 

yoga traditions.) As Feuerstein explains “Patanjali’s compilation of yoga aphorisms, though widely 

respected, came to be exploited more for its practical contents than its philosophy. We find that 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanasatta/wheel019.html
http://www.swamij.com/upanishad-mandukya-karika.htm
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many later Yoga authorities refer to his definitions of the eight limbs of the yogic path, but 

virtually ignore his metaphysics, unless they criticise it.” P.311 

 

We will have separate sessions on the Yamas and Niyama. 

And we will have three sessions covering the many aspects of the sutras. The questions below by 

no means cover all the aspects that can be discused in the sutras 

 

1. What are the eight limbs of Patanjali Yoga 

2. What different means of attaining Samadhi are  listed in the sutra 

3. What different types of Samadhi are listed in the sutra 

4. Discuss the yoga concept of the unconscious, the role and action of vasanas and 

samskaras. Consider Feuerstein’s example of typing on page 242 and how karmic 

conditioning takes place in this activity as well as in mental activity. Relate to the theory 

and practice of the Alexander technique. 

5. Discuss how the aim and practice of yoga in relation to the unconscious differs from 

psychoanalysis and other Western psychological schools. 

6. What are the Yamas and Niyamas? How do we interpret and practice them? And how 

does Patanjali describe the results of the practice of each of these? 

7. What did Patanjali mean my bramacharya and how has this term been interpreted by 

different traditioins?  

8. How does Patanjali describe asana? Is he talking about the asanas of hatha yoga, sitting 

meditation posture only or posture in general?  Or are we not sure? How does it relate to 

the idea of posture in the Alexander Technique? 

9. What is the fourth pranayama  which Patanjali describes and how do you interpret this 

10. Consider the progression through the final four limbs of yoga thought to kaivalya. Are 

there points in this progression which you can identify experientially? 

11. Some key Sanskrit words from the Sutra to understand 

klesha 

ishvara 

vairagya 

nirodah 

Purusha/prakriti 

kriya 

Dukkha 

 

Chapter 11 – The Non-Dualist Approach to God Among the Shiva Worshippers 

 

1. “This mystical realization of all-embracing unity (ekatva) is not characteristic of 

Patanjali’s Yoga, which distinguishes sharply between spirit (purushsa) and Nature 

(prakriti). P.257 

Consider this basic difference between these two approaches. 
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2. “Even though the eighfold path of the Yoga Sutra became very influential, Patanjali’s 

dualistic metaphysics has always been considered an oddity within the field of Hinduism. 

Most Yoga schools during his time and in subsequent periods espoused one or an other 

form of nondualism (advaita). P.258  Discuss the relationship and influence of Patanjali’s 

approach to other schools of yoga. Why has it been chosen as a key text in modern 

postural yoga schools? 

3. Read and compare the Shiva Sutra of Vasugupta to Patanjali’s approach. 

We will go deeper into this tradition in the second year of the training. 

 

Chapter 12 – The Vedantic Approach to God Among the Vishnu Worshippers  

 

1. Review the various Bhakti approaches outlined in this chapter  

2. Listen to “The Bauls of Bengal” sacred music CD 

We will go deeper into this tradition in the second year of the training 

 

Chapter 13 – Yoga and the Yogins in the Puranas 

 

The popular stories of the Puranas contain both wisdom and entertainment, and bring the reader 

into direct contact with the cosmology, philosophy, spirituality, culture and sensibility of the 

Hindu tradition. In this chapter Feuerstein mentions a good number of different texts, but goes 

into very little detail of the stories. Below are listed two sources for going into further depth on 

these stories. 

 

We will go deeper into the Puranas in the second year of the training. 

 

1. Heinrich Zimmer’s “Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization” contains superb 

retellings of a number of these stories and I highly recommend this book which you can 

read for both entertainment and enlightenment. 

2. Ancient Indian Tradition and Mythology Series translated by a board of scholars and 

published by Motilal Banarsidaas in Delhi. A number of these translations are easily 

available although the translations are somewhat dense. Best to read along with a 

reference book to translate many of the Sanskrit terms used. 

 

Chapter 14 – The Yogic Idealism of the Yoga Vasishitha 

 

This presents another permutation on non-dual Vedanta with its own answers as to the reality or 

unreality of the world, the nature of consciousness, bondage and liberation, but with much in 

common with the other yoga traditions covered up to now. 
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We won’t go in detail through this chapter, but the chapter from the Yoga-Vahishtha is well 

worth reading. You will find that it contains many metaphors commonly used in the yogic 

Vedanta traditions.  

 

Chapter 15 – God Visions, and Power: The yoga-upanishads 

 

In this chapter we are starting to move towards non-dual approaches which culminate in tantric 

and hatha yoga practices – once more from a non-dual view. In this and subsequent chapters we 

will be going into an examination of the subtle energy flow through the body, the chakras and 

kundalini. 

 

This and subsequent chapters cover these topics which are central to traditional Hatha Yoga 

practice 

 

1. Freeing energy blockages in the body. (How does this related to contemporary body work 

modalities and the Alexander technique?) 

2. Balancing the energy flow through the body 

3. The development of a strong and healthy body and the cure of diseases 

4. The  different types of prana 

5. The  nadis 

6. The major energy channels – shushumna, ida and pingala 

7. The chakras 

Chapter 17: The Esotericism of Medieval Tantra – Yoga 

1. What are the definitions of the term “tantra” 

2. What are the 10 forms manifested by the Goddess 

3. How is the interrelationship of Shiva and Shakti represented in the Tantric tradition? 

4. Reflect on the circuitry of the subtle body, the chakras, the flow of prana, the nadis, the central 

channels shushumna, ida and pingila.  

5. How is the focused flow of prana through the body and the central channel the same or different 

to the activation of the Alexander directions? 

6. What energetic emotional responses do some of the traditional mudras generate in you? Can you 

use them to support positive states of being? 

 

Chapter 18 Yoga as Spiritual Alchemy: the Philosophy and Practice of Hatha Yoga’ 

 

1. Reflect on the role of the body in spiritual practice 
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2. What are the similarities and differences between hatha yoga and contemporary Western 

somatic disciplines? 

3. What are the similarities and differences between hatha yoga and the Alexander Technique? 

4. “While it is true that the danger of narcissism  lurks in all body-centered paths, it is also true that 

self-transcending love is not absent from any genuine spiritual approach, including Hatha Yoga” 

(p.387) How does one deal with the danger or narcissism? 

5. What are two explanations of the term “Hatha”? 

6. Reflect on your experience with the bhandas  

Sanskrit terms 

 Sadhana 

 Shakti 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


