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ABSTRACT

This feminist ethnography of contemporary yoga communities in North America repre-
sents my exploration of inequalities in the yoga world. Through conversations about how we ex-
perience our bodies, our abilities, and social locations, I ask questions about inclusion and exclu-
sion, body normativity, and authenticity. Yoga offers an intersectional lens through which to ex-
amine and shift intersecting inequalities not only in the yoga studio, but in the health and fitness
milieu as well.

Key questions examine the factors that have led to the dominance of white, able bodied
women in yoga. What makes yoga, yoga? How do we know what we are doing as yoga students
is authentic, and what marks authenticity in a diverse climate of hybridity and transnational cul-
tural exchange? This dissertation examines the ways in which contemporary yoga practitioners
take up the issues of identity in yoga sites, particularly with regard to race, gender, embodiment,
and class. It asks, how are ideological gender norms and embodiment produced and reproduced
in North American yoga communities, and how do practitioners resist or conform to them?

Multi-site ethnography is the central research method. The fieldwork consisted of partici-
pant observation in yoga classes, one-on-one interviews with yoga teachers and students, a par-
ticipatory action research group, and discourse analysis of social media conversations about
yoga. As the dissertation takes up questions around race and authenticity in yoga, the Race and
Yoga Conference in Oakland, California was an important site of investigation.

Research results showed that yoga in North America is not a unified practice, despite
much debate as to what is considered valid and authentic in terms of what people think is the real

yoga. Yoga is not a monolithic entity, and many approaches to yoga can function for those com-



mitted to social justice. The thesis also concludes that accessibility in yoga is multivalent, be-
cause people consider access to yoga in a variety of ways. Affordable yoga classes are great, but
if people with disabilities can not get up the stairs to the studio, then they miss out. Intersectional
feminism in yoga is one powerful way to address these issues.
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DEDICATION
In traditional yoga learning contexts and practices, a study, or s@dhana is dedicated in honour of
an important and influential teacher. Sometimes we chant an invocation as part of this dedication,
or even say a prayer. The cornerstone of my yoga practice is to offer a metta lovingkindness
prayer, which I learned from my teachers at a Buddhist retreat centre on Salt Spring Island in the
late 1990s. Metta is a Buddhist practice to generate compassion, and it has been popularized by
American Buddhist writers Jon Kabat Zinn and Sharon Salzberg. This, for me, is the cornerstone
of my yoga practice in which we say, “May all beings be free from suffering. May all beings be
safe, happy, and peaceful.” This dissertation is dedicated to every yoga practitioner and teacher
who is working for accessibility and social justice through and in yoga. I also dedicate this dis-
sertation to all beings for whom yoga has been a boon to their lives, but have encountered obsta-
cles in their practice, whether they be pain, affordability, body image struggles, or isolation of
any kind that makes them feel alone rather than unified in community or whole in themselves. It
is my hope that this dissertation offers a ray of light towards the potential power of yoga to sup-

port self-awareness, equity, compassion, and true well-being.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION
Toward A Critical Yoga Studies

Who practices yoga in North America? Why are so many of them white able bodied
women? This multi-sited feminist ethnography of contemporary yoga communities in North
America represents my exploration of inequalities in the yoga world. Through conversations
about how we experience our bodies, our abilities, social locations, and the ways in which we
learn from each other as yoga students and teachers in spaces where we learn and teach yoga,
this dissertation asks questions about inclusion and exclusion, about body normativity, and about
authenticity. Yoga is an ideal field for feminist scholarship because it offers a lens through which
to examine and potentially shift intersecting inequalities not only in the yoga studio, but in the
health and fitness milieu as well. Before yoga became a topic of discussion for scholars, people
practiced yoga as an exotic health and spiritual practice. By the early 2000s, yoga evolved into
something for public consumption with its fancy Lululemon pants and wild yoga festivals in the
mountains, to chocolate yoga, yoga for men, and rage yoga. In the twentieth century, yoga was a
subculture activity, the sort that was commonly known for attracting crunchy granola hippy types
and spiritual explorers who had reinvented yoga for their own purposes. Over the past two
decades, yoga’s explosion in popularity led me to ask how yoga’s meaning as a spiritual practice
shifted from subculture to mainstream health and fitness lifestyle.

This chapter presents two main research questions that guided the fieldwork, offers the
historical context for a feminist study of the contemporary yoga world in North America, and
provides a chapter outline. The first and overarching question that runs through the dissertation

is, what are the factors that have led to there being a proliferation of so many white, able bodied



women in yoga, and who exactly are these women? What is their social location and how does
social location influence their experiences with yoga? Second and even more salient, What
makes yoga, yoga? How do we know what we are doing as yoga students is authentic, and what
marks authenticity in a diverse climate of hybridity and transnational cultural exchange? A set of
sub-questions also guides this research. This dissertation examines the ways in which contempo-
rary yoga practitioners take up the issues of identity in yoga sites, particularly with regard to
race, gender, embodiment, and class. How do yoga practitioners challenge dominant ideologies
of body image, youthfulness, and ability? How are gender norms of ideal white femininity and
embodiment produced and reproduced in North American yoga communities, and how do practi-
tioners resist or conform to them? What are the factors that contribute to people of colour attend-
ing yoga less frequently than those racialized as white? My goal through this feminist ethnogra-
phy of North American yoga communities is to examine the multivalent meanings of yoga and
health so that we can create equitable opportunities for everyone to enjoy a good life. By “good
life,” I mean that we all want to be living well, with health, contentment and prosperity. Different
forms of inequality affect people’s ability to experience this good life, and it is through yoga, I
argue, that many can find a path toward social justice. This is a lofty claim, and so this disserta-

tion unpacks the nuanced stops on that journey.

The Fieldwork Context: Three Juxtaposing Vignettes of Contemporary Yoga Experiences
Yoga practitioners have given yoga multiple meanings and expressions in contemporary
society. This section will describe the field of yoga in contemporary North America, and set the

stage for what it means to study yoga in the twenty-first century. Dedicated studios and health



clubs have sprung up to promote yoga as a cost-efficient way to decrease stress levels and get
physically fit. Yoga practitioners look toward yoga as self-help for specific issues ranging from
multiple musculoskeletal complaints, to body image acceptance, and for community building
activities. Yoga studios are expanding their purview to include social events geared to expanding
individual awareness and generating consciousness about social and political projects. A range of
print and online publications support expanding interest in yoga, in which we can find adver-
tisements for products meant to enhance individual practice. In addition, growing acceptance of
yoga as a health practice (Impett et al; Daubenmeier; Cramer et al) has led to many hospitals
recommending it for rehabilitation and cognitive behavioural therapies such as anxiety manage-
ment and post traumatic stress healing protocols. Unfortunately, while doctors may send their
patients to yoga, few public or private health insurance systems cover the costs of classes for ‘pa-
tients’ or the payment of yoga teachers. After working as a yoga teacher and shiatsu therapist
since 1998, what had begun as my mild curiosity about the ways in which yoga had become a
fitness and health phenomenon, mushroomed into an inquiry worthy of doctoral study about in-
equalities that I was perceiving in the yoga world.

The following section offers rich descriptions of three juxtaposing yoga classes in which
I did participant observation. The first class is an Iyengar yoga class, which is the tradition I stud-
ied intensively between 1999-2004, and have revisited periodically over the years as though it is
an old friend. Iyengar yoga, named after its founding teacher, B.K.S. Iyengar (1918-2014), came
to international popularity in the mid-twentieth century, and despite its extensive awareness of
and attention to biomechanics in minutiae, retains a strict connection to yoga’s philosophical

foundations through the Bhagavad Gita, which is considered the foremost authority on yoga phi-



losophy (Iyengar 19). The second yoga experience I will describe is a classical hatha yoga class
in the Sivananda Yoga Vedanta tradition. The third yoga experience in this Clifford Geertz-in-
formed “thick description” is of the mainstream variety, and reflects an amalgam of the kinds of
classes most easily found in Toronto. Through the dissertation, I will gradually draw the reader
toward a fourth kind of yoga experience, one that is inclusive and accessible in a number of in-
tersecting ways, and challenges aspects of each of the first three kinds of yoga classes. While
many studios and community centres offering yoga may claim to be inclusive and accessible,
they may not specifically explain the ways in which a certain class may attend to the needs of
diverse groups, or the class may be accessible in one or perhaps two ways, but not in others. For
example, if the class is affordable, it might not be accessible to people with mobility issues. The
dissertation’s primary intention is to pay attention to these intersectional concerns and investigate
how yoga practitioners work through the self as a pathway to social justice. The chapters of this
dissertation lay the groundwork to discover the ways in which yoga and social justice can be

both authentic to tradition and to contemporary individuals and groups living in North America.

Thick Description 1: Iyengar Yoga

Iyengar yoga is most known for its
use of props. The first notable thing a
person would see in an Iyengar studio is
the rope wall. The rope wall enables
practitioners to hold onto the ropes and

stretch strategically areas that they might

Photo source: Christian Scully for Yoga Source of Providence, RI not be able to access without it. In
http://iyengaryogasource.com/studio/. Used by permission.
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particular, the rope wall enables people to “open the chest” or release into inverted poses without
injuring the neck. It was very helpful for me personally. The other aspect of an Iyengar studio
space is the amount of supportive props such as bolsters, blocks, straps, blankets, chairs, and
even styrofoam boards. These props make yoga poses more physically accessible and properly
aligned so that even students with a wide range of biomechanic limitations can experience a ver-
sion of the pose. For simple example, Pascimottanasana is a seated forward bend in which the
practitioner folds from the pelvis, holds onto their feet with bent elbows and brings their head
toward their legs with a straight back. If the practitioner has tight hamstrings, they would likely
sit on a folded blanket, use a strap to hold on to their feet, and gaze at their toes with a lifted

spine rather than strain their back to get their head down (Iyengar 166-167).

Model shown in the restorative yoga pose, Supta Buddha Kon-
sasana, also known as Reclined Bound Angle Pose. Note the multi-
ple props. Photo credit: Judith Mintz, 2014.



When students enter an Iyengar yoga room, they usually rest in a pose to prepare them
for practice; this could be anything from a Reclined Bound Angle (pictured above), a kneeling
pose, or savasana (known as corpse pose, lying supine with arms and legs spread and palms
open). An Iyengar class begins with the dedication invocation to the sage Patanjali, which is
chanted in Sanskrit:

Yogena cittasya padena vacam

malam sarirasya ca vaidyakena

yopakarottam pravaram muninam

patanjalim pranajaliranato'smi

abahu purusakaram

sankha cakrasi dharinamsahasra

sirasam svetam pranamami patanjalim

OM. (http://bksiyengar.com/modules/IYoga/sage.htm)

Iyengar yoga classes are always structured in a 4-week cycle. Week 1 is standing poses; week 2
is inversions and backbends; week 3 is seated poses and twists, and week 4 is restorative. If a
person came to class twice in one week, they would do two standing pose classes. Each pose is
taught individually in what Iyengar teachers call a “come and look” approach, in which the
teacher demonstrates a pose or gets someone else to model it, and they offer all of the alignment
instructions and details with regards to props, entry into, and exit from the pose. This means that
an [yengar class, even at the highest levels, is slow paced compared to many other classes, and
every experience is an opportunity to delve into the details of the pose.

Music is never used in an [yengar yoga class, and the decorations in the space are usually
simple, save for some photographs of B.K.S. Iyengar. Participants tend to be older than those in
mainstream yoga classes, often because their bodies enjoy the healing benefits of increased ac-

cessibility and alignment that Iyengar yoga offers. A research participant who is an Iyengar


http://bksiyengar.com/modules/IYoga/sage.htm

teacher believes that her classes attract older adults because “they have the maturity to deal with
this kind of inquiry” (Catherine, Toronto, August 2015). When I have practiced Iyengar yoga, the
participants are often white, as were most of my teachers, although there is a long-standing cen-
tre in Pune India, which is run by the family of B.K.S. Iyengar.

Thick Description 2: Sivananda Yoga

The Sivananda tradition is a sampradaya (tradition, lineage) that draws directly on
Vedanta, which are a collection of classical Hindu teachings starting with the nineteenth century
sages, Ramakrishna (b.1836 - d. 1886) and Vivekenanda (b.1863 - d.1902). Swami Sivananda (b.
1887 - d. 1963) is considered the founding father of the Sivananda tradition, promulgated by one
of his followers Swami Vishnudevananda (b.1927 - d.1993). Proponents claim that yoga is the
path toward peace because not only do the practices of @sana (yoga poses) and pranayama
(breathing exercises) bring generalized health to the person, but that in conjunction with medita-
tion, yoga as a discipline with help the individual and communities who practice together (sang-
ha) to achieve “physical, mental and spiritual well-being and attain self-realization” (Toronto
Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centre brochure 2018).

My first introduction to the Sivananda lineage was in 1999 when I attended a Sivananda
ashram for a winter solstice holiday retreat. I appreciated the authentic, integrative and devotion-
al approach to yoga that Sivananda lineage takes. At a Sivananda ashram, the day begins at 6:00
a.m. with devotional chanting, a lecture, and meditation; following this is an asana class. No one
eats until 10:00 a.m, at which point a robust Indian “brunch” is served. After this meal, people go
study yoga texts, relax, or do their seva duties, also known as selfless service, and is a part of

karma yoga. In the late afternoon, there is another yoga class, followed by meditation and dinner.



In her multi-site ethnography of Sivananda yoga, Sara Strauss reports that this lifestyle is chal-
lenging for many Westerners, but they generally claim they find it purifying and peaceful.

Sivananda yoga offers an authentic traditionalism. By authentic, I mean that in addition to
offering classes in hatha yoga, Sivananda Yoga attends to the tradition as it is connected to the
Sandtana Dharma (Hinduism) by way of study of Vedic texts, and bhakti practices such as kirtan
(uplifting devotional chanting). In comparison to the flowing movements of Kripalu or Ashtanga
Vinyasa yoga or the healing attention to anatomical detail that I learned in Iyengar yoga,
Sivananda yoga’s approach is more basic with regards to physical practice. In an open level
Sivananda class, there is little to no instruction given with regards to alignment, whereas in a be-
ginners class, some alignment instructions are given.

Some of the research participants in this study are practitioners in the Sivananda tradition,
and they shared with me that they particularly resonate with the diverse group of practitioners
and teachers there because of their own Indian heritage. The teacher who led the 9:30 a.m. open
level class I took as part of my participant observation study recently was a wiry white woman in
her late 50s. There were 7 people in the class I attended. They were all women. Three of them
were racialized as Asian and South Asian, and the other four, including me, were white women.
The youngest there appeared to be in her early 30s and was quite adept, one was in her 60s, and
the other appeared to be in her 30s. The sadhana (practice) room was simple, fully laid out with
four or five rows of studio mats with 6-8 inches between each one. Each mat had a small buck-
wheat husk cushion for seated meditation and pranayama (breathing exercises), but there were
no other props in the room otherwise visible. The room is painted white, with 3 stained glass

windows, a hardwood floor, and many photographs of Swamis Sivananda and Vishnudevananda



together and individually. Most notable was the presence of a carved wooden-framed altar with a
lit brass puja (prayer service) lamp, and several deities lined up (see photo), which gave a sense
of authenticity to an Indian yoga lineage.

The instructor, an austere-looking woman with short grey hair and no makeup did not
give her name, nor did she announce that the class was Open Level, even though there was a
concurrent beginner-level class happening in another studio. As the students waited for class to
begin, they lay in savdsana. When the teacher entered the room, we sat up and class began with 3
OM chants, and the chanting of the Sivananda invocation. The class also ended with some clos-
ing chants in Sanskrit, the language of yoga Vedanta. As this was an Open level class, we were
not provided with sheets with the words to chant along, so most of us in the room just listened.
The sadhana began with 2 different pranayama, known also as breathing exercises. In the Iyen-
gar yoga tradition, these pranayama are not done
in a regular asana class, but rather they are only
carried out in an advanced class specifically for
prandyama. My yoga teacher training at Kripalu
incorporated pranayama, but since Kripalu class-
es are rare in Toronto, pranayama are not com-
mon in mainstream classes. Both of these
prandayama are done with a specific number of

repetitions. The first pranayama was 3 rounds of

50 Kappalabhati, known as “skull shining

Sivananda Yoga Centre practice room, May breath,” a rapid, forceful, diaphragmatic exhale in
2018. Photo credit: Judith Mintz



which the inhale happens passively as the diaphragm relaxes. The other was Analoma Viloma,
which is an alternate nostril breathing technique, in which the practitioner holds one hand in
vishnu mudra’ to their nose and closes off a nostril with an exhalation of 8 counts and releases it
with the inhalation of 4 counts. The breath is retained at the end of the inhalation for 16 counts.
After the prandyama, there were 10 rounds of sun salutations (surya namaskar). The re-
mainder of the yoga class was a sequence in which each pose was followed by a brief rest in
savasana. | expected to practice traditional inverted yoga poses such as sirsasana (headstand),
sarvangasana (shoulderstand), and halasana (plough); I was not disappointed, but the sequenc-
ing was very different from mainstream classes in that abdominal exercises immediately fol-
lowed surya namaskar. After the abdominal work, the teacher had the class do inverted poses
and backbends, one seated forward bend, and only a single standing pose, which was
trikonasana, also known as triangle pose. The balancing pose was the next to last pose practiced.
During the seated forward bend pascimottandsana, the teacher approached me, put one
hand my hand on my back and the other on my arms, and attempted to get me to straighten my-
self to her satisfaction. My knees were bent so as to avoid straining my lower back and ham-
strings unnecessarily and re-aggravating an old injury. I flexed my feet purposefully and lifted
my stiff upper back toward them, feeling my shoulders tight from months sitting at my desk.
This is an ironic feeling for me as a practitioner with 22 years of experience, but par for the
course as an academic trying to complete a dissertation. I told the teacher, “I’m good like this.”

She responded, “You’re supposed to feel it here,” and she ran her hand up and down my spine. I

! Vishnu Mudra is a traditional hand position used in alternate nostril breathing in which the index and
middle fingers of the right hand are folded down into the palm, and the thumb and 4th and 5th fingers are
open (Baba Hari Dass, Ashtanga Yoga Primer. Santa Cruz: Sri Rama Publishing, 1981.)
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was surprised to experience this, given the fact that unsolicited touch from instructors is a current
topic of debate in yoga circles. Many studios currently offer “consent cards” in which students
can turn them face up to indicate they want to a teacher’s assisting touch, or face down to refuse
touch in that class. In Chapter 6, I address the gendered implications of these discussions.

In all the classes I have experienced in the Sivananda tradition, there have been little to
no props used or offered, and this one I took during my participant observation was no different.

The rest of the poses were fairly unremarkable; each one was held statically for 10-15 seconds.

Thick Description 3: Composite Mainstream Yoga Class

The client who comes to a mainstream drop-in yoga class typically wants a class with
minimal to no spiritual content. They want a class that is inspiring, upbeat, and also a good
workout. A mainstream drop-in yoga class generally has little to no spiritual visual references in
the practice studio, although a discretely placed Buddha, Shiva, or Patanjali statue might be
tucked into a corner for aesthetic effect, likely as a nod in the general direction of yoga’s history.
Since it is easy to purchase a Buddha statue at HomeSense nowadays, it is not unremarkable to
find one in a yoga studio. The two Toronto studios where I did the bulk of my participant obser-
vation, one in a slowly-gentrifying downtown west neighbourhood and the other in the southern
east end, offered a wide range of classes to suit their clients’ tastes. Note that I am referring to the
mainstream studio practitioners as ‘clients,” and the Sivananda studio participants as ‘students.’
This reflects the general approach of studio managers, although at the downtown west studio,

there is a more obvious effort at maintaining a sense of sangha, or spiritual community through
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generalized meditation practices and monthly gatherings. At the southern east end studio, which
has since closed, the emphasis was on functional fitness, of which yoga was a central part.

A yoga class in either of these studios would often begin with gentle welcoming music to
serve as background while participants waited for class to begin. This music could reflect a wide
range of tastes, and is the subject of debate in yoga teachers discussion groups because some
people find music distracting and others need it to focus in on their practice. I have heard any-
thing from ambient sitar and tamboura music to pop music in a yoga class. In one Moksha hot
yoga class I experienced, the teacher played a popular song by Coldplay during savasana. One
large outdoor free yoga class in downtown Toronto blasts upbeat, summery pop music mixes
from a massive speaker before the classes begin, and teachers create playlists that converge with
their tastes. The teachers must use a microphone in order to be heard in spaces such as parks and
retail establishments. While these park large classes may not be intimate, they do invite a wide
range of people to attend yoga classes for free, which is generally construed as an inclusive prac-
tice.

At one $10 community centre class I attended in Mississauga, the class was massive, with
up to 100 attendees who arranged their mats in concentric circles around the microphone-using
teacher. The teacher was a middle aged white woman who played “yoga-ish” music, with tuneful
renditions of traditional yoga devotional chants and Indian classical music. What was fascinating
about this class is that the participants were from all over the globe, which not only demonstrates
yoga’s popularity, but also the accessibility that the community centre setting offers. With its
emphasis on fitness and relaxation to enhance well-being, a mainstream yoga class in a studio

could be populated by any combination of people who can afford to pay upwards of $22 per
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class. At both the downtown west studio and the one in the east end, the participants are by and
large white and in the age range of 25-50. Many are likely wearing Lululemon clothing, although
nowadays there are so many more options for sleek, fashionable yoga wear; Lululemon has its
competitors.

The sequencing of these classes is basically the same, with some basic warm-ups leading
into variations of sun salutations, standing poses, seated poses and twists, and closing with some
version of a back bend and then savasana. All of the poses flow quickly into one another, as op-
posed to Iyengar’s “come and look” structure. Pranayama is generally not taught in these classes
beyond wujjaiyi breathing (see Glossary), but usually only in an ashtanga vinyasa flow class. The
class would vary depending on whether it was a beginner, level 1, 2, or open level, and of course
these vary from studio to studio, and between teachers. Many mainstream classes do not lead in-
verted poses because of current controversy over their safety, and the lack of sufficient training
of teachers to teach these poses without injuring students. In mainstream classes, teachers have
all but stopped giving physical adjustments to practitioners in recognition of people’s variations
of tolerance to touch.

Despite the range of uses to which yoga can be put and forms it can take, it is still domi-
nated in North American urban studio culture by white able-bodied clients and teachers. While
popular yoga discourse proclaims its accessibility for everyone, it is questionable that this is truly
the case when most yoga classes in Canadian urban centres are populated and taught by white,
normative-bodied women. This thought is even more concerning, considering the slogans in
yoga advertising for clothing, classes, videos, and even yogurt, which suggest that yoga is for

everyone. “Everyone,” however, is a very broad swath of people to include in what was once a
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subcultural practice with roots in pre-Hindu spiritualism and Western esotericism (de Michelis
11-13). According to de Michelis, Modern Yoga (capitalization de Michelis’) has a pre-history
that is rooted in a fusion of classical Hindu tradition and modern Western esotericism and its re-
sponse to British domination of India (10). De Michelis refers to this form of Hinduism as “Neo-
Vedantic” because Westerners “eagerly absorbed and nurtured” it as a “New Age Religion” and
alternative to mainstream Western culture (12).

While yoga has become so popular through the late twentieth century to the present that
almost every studio has its own teacher training program, these trainings do not always speak to
the lived realities of practitioners. They have to have a certain amount of financial liquidity to
pay for these trainings, and have the time to devote to them. What this means, then, is that only
certain people with specific life circumstances can actually participate, while others who have
neither the time nor the money, are by default excluded from the opportunity. Indeed, while pub-
lic health messages tell people that they should reduce stress though practices such as yoga and
meditation, how do they obtain this knowledge or even the ability to teach it, if they do not have
the resources? I am compelled to do a feminist academic ethnography of yoga in twenty-first
century North America because the social, economic, and health trends that produce and repro-
duce yoga as a simple wellness practice that everyone should do are problematics through which
to examine inequalities of bodies, power, race, class, and ability. Many yoga teacher trainees
study in hopes of having a career centred on helping others lead vibrant lives, but success in the
yoga world is dependent on mobility, flexibility, and self-promotion. In the Gender and the Wage
Gap Fact Sheet, The Canadian Women’s Foundation points out that women earn approximately

seventy-five cents on the dollar and that their economic security is more precarious than men’s
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(canadianwomen.org). Drawing on Statistics Canada data and policy analysis from the Pay Equi-
ty Commission of Ontario, the Fact Sheet articulates that the gender wage gap is calculated in
numerous ways such as actual hourly wages, the prevalence of more women working part-time
than full time, and the fewer paid employment hours that many women work over the life cycle
in comparison to men due to their family care work. As such, this dissertation also examines the
political economy of yoga teachers, and so I ask, what are the ways in which yoga teachers and
students consume yoga in a neoliberal economy that makes physical, economic, and mental well-
being a moral imperative?

This research also explores the tensions around practitioners’ claims that yoga is ‘an
evolving tradition.” Discussions that debate whether yoga as it is practiced in North America is
cultural appropriation make regular appearances in newspapers such as the Ottawa Citizen and

the Toronto Star, and popular opinion websites, including everydayfeminism.com and national-

review.com (Russell; Ghandi and Wolff). While some yoga enthusiasts are staunchly committed
to keeping a close connection to yoga’s spiritual origins in Hinduism, others prefer to be more
secular and keep their practice focused on health and wellness. According to Jaswir Dhillon, a
Malaysian-born Sikh yoga teacher in Ottawa, “yoga does not belong to one culture,” (ottawaciti-
zen.com) so it begs the question, what determines a yoga practice that is authentic, or true to
yoga’s Hindu origins, and for whom is that important? The sites of the communities under study
are yoga studios, community centres, academia, and social media, because practitioners are not
limited to a single or certain kind of space. Some yoga spaces are designed to be boutique stu-
dios with their own teacher trainings, lush décor, specific yoga props and class types, showers,

and fresh pressed juices for sale. These studios tend to be in gentrified neighbourhoods and the
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fees reflect that. Other yoga spaces in contrast, such as gyms or community centres, just offer
basic hatha yoga classes, minimal props, and no special teacher training stream. Many yoga par-
ticipants claim that this second kind of space is more accessible than the boutique studio because
class fees are often more affordable and child care is often available in gyms and community
centres. These two types of spaces, however, seem to compete in regards to questions around the
authenticity of the yoga experience because of the lack of connection to a specific yoga tradition.
This Introduction chapter will draw out the problematics of the research questions that
provide the context for the research, but first, it is important to establish some basic terms and
historical contexts for yoga in contemporary North America. The first thing that should be estab-

lished is the nature of the yoga under consideration in this study.

Yoga History Primer

To offer a history of yoga is a massive undertaking with countless potential rabbit holes
and diversions. In order to stay on a path that is consistent with the research questions, in this
section I use secondary written sources about yoga’s development in the West to chronologically
describe the historical contexts of the transnational knowledge exchange that brought yoga into
contemporary culture. This section will address the questions, how did yoga come to North
America, and how did it get to be so popular with white people, and women in particular? My
choice to use secondary historical sources to describe the knowledge transmission rather than to
discuss yoga as an knowledge system in itself reflects the critical goals of this project, which is
to examine how North Americans have come to experience yoga as a health and social practice.

There is a cognitive dissonance in using mostly Western academic sources to decolonize yoga,
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however, and this dissertation seeks to reconcile that tension in Chapter 2, “Theoretical Frame-
works,” in which I take up feminist materialist perspectives on whiteness. One final note about
my use of Western academic sources, which is to say that as a white feminist academic, I ac-
knowledge the problems in framing yoga through this lens, but I use both Western academic and
indigenous sources to do so by integrating basic classical yoga theory from Patafjjali’s Yoga Sii-
tras when it is thematically relevant. Even though I am discussing social and economic contexts
of yoga in this dissertation, it is only logical that I use some yoga philosophy to frame the con-
versations. Furthermore, many of the interviewees refer to aspects of their experience using a
yoga philosophy framework.

Going forward, key Sanskrit terminology will be italicized and translations can be found
in the Glossary in Appendix A. Singleton & Byrne use the term, “Modern Postural Yoga” or
MPY (8), to refer to what we are doing when we go to yoga classes in studios, gyms, community
centres, and parks, but the classical definition of yoga that includes @sana and pranayama is re-
ferred to as hatha yoga. These forms of yoga include popular styles practiced around the world
such as Sivananda, lyengar, and Ashtanga. While yoga is touted as an ancient system originating
in India, Mark Singleton points out in his monograph, Yoga Bod)y, that the yoga practiced in con-
temporary studios and gyms is actually less than a century old. According to British yoga history
scholar Elizabeth de Michelis, the yoga we practice in the West is quite different from classic
forms of yoga, and as such, a section in this introduction chapter on yoga history will be cursory
at best. In offering a basic yoga primer, | have to be selective of the details through the ways they

are relevant to this dissertation, which emphasizes the contemporary physical and health-based
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practices of yoga. Most of these practices, and the practitioners whose stories are shared in this
ethnography, are far removed from the lineages of classical yoga.

Many scholars link Swami Vivekenanda’s visit to the Chicago World Fair in 1893 as
marking the official beginning of yoga in North America (De Michelis; Singleton Yoga Body;
Strauss; Symans; Page). Elizabeth de Michelis explains that the crucial tie-in between India and
the West was through British Orientalism, which spanned a period between 1773-1837 (29), and
that it influenced the ways in which Hinduism evolved?2. According to de Michelis’ History of
Modern Yoga, Swamis Ramakrishna and Vivekenanda are the figureheads who propagated
yoga’s esoteric spiritual roots. The tradition of the Brahmo Samaj is a lineage of nineteenth cen-
tury teachers of neo-Vedanta, including Debendranath Tagore and Keshubchandra Sen (12-13),
but most contemporary yoga practitioners are barely aware of this.

In several prominent Western studies on the development of MPY, Vivekananda remains
a central figure in the transmission of yoga knowledge from India to the West because of the ac-
cessibility of his message (de Michelis; Strauss; Alter; Singleton; Syman). Vivekenanda was def-
initely attractive because of his exotic allure as a delicate, orange robe-wearing man, and Ameri-
cans received the teachings he offered with openness and receptivity. Yoga postures, however,
were not even a part of Vivekenanda’s message. It was not until the second decade of the twenti-
eth century that physical culture, which originated in Europe in the late nineteenth century, inter-
sected with yoga to become a wellness model (Syman; Singleton). De Michelis pinpoints two

years as central to the formation of MPY and yoga as it is practiced in Europe and North Ameri-

2 Enoch Page claims, however, that British Orientalism ruined yoga, because it turned an esoteric spiritual practice
into a political one that undermined yoga’s essential aims of liberation and knowing of the self. De Michelis (2005)
points out early in her book that her work has “nothing to say about the ‘Orientalism’ debate initiated by Edward
Said.” (9)
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ca, and cites first the incident of transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau writing in 1849, “at rare
intervals, even I am a yogi” (de Michelis 3). The second date is 1896, when Vivekananda pub-
lished Raja Yoga, a volume on the lectures that he gave at the 1893 Chicago Parliament of Reli-
gions (de Michelis 3). Contemporary mainstream yoga classes remain silent on these teachings,
however, lest they be construed as too religious. Interestingly, Vivekenanda and later, Parama-
hansa Yogananda who came to America in 1920, taught yoga and meditation in a way that was
meant to make it accessible to Americans through notions of peace, unity and love (De Michelis;
Sharma).

How then, did yoga become attributed to a sense of the ancient? To answer this question,
we must trace the history of MPY further back than 1849. The Hathayogapradipika is a four-
teenth century text to which many contemporary self-ascribed serious practitioners refer as the
authoritative manual that makes their yoga authentic (Alter 37). Its aphorisms dictate the ways in
which postures and breathing exercises should be effectively performed in order to attain the
goals of peace, unity, and wellness, and it serves as a foundational approach that the renowned
B.K.S. Iyengar Yoga system employs. These goals range “from mundane concerns such as beau-
ty, health, strength, and so on to those that are founded on esteemed ‘spiritual’ truths and realiza-
tions, the latter in the form one knowledge of the nature of reality and liberation from worldly
attachments and afflictions” (Sarbacker 161). The goals of yoga differ between groups of practi-
tioners; I consider the goals of yoga as a spectrum on which individual practitioners may find
themselves at different times in their lives.

In her survey of the development of Modern Yoga, Suzanne Newcombe observes that the

Hindu roots of yoga are nearly invisible in the many different contemporary Western adaptations
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of Modern Postural Yoga, but many practitioners feel that its benefits are not lost if a practitioner
does not follow Hinduism. Furthermore, Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs have historically employed
yoga’s techniques while maintaining their own metaphysical beliefs (986). So what are the au-
thentic roots of yoga, then? I would like to briefly problematize the definition of authenticity in
yoga. The fieldwork for this dissertation probes research participants’ understandings of authen-
ticity, which I draw out in Chapter Four. Authenticity in this study refers to the ways in which
yoga practitioners both identify yoga as “real” or rooted in their understanding of traditional spir-
itual practice, but this word is slippery because it also infers a sense of personal authenticity.
Many yoga practitioners use yoga in a way that some might construe as appropriative in their
adaptations of traditional Hindu practices, but they are being authentic to themselves personally.
For example, people who engage in accessible and inclusive yoga, they may need to modify
physical yoga poses so that they can access their benefits. When people give themselves to prac-
tice yoga in a way that is flexible to their personal truth, then this yoga is authentically theirs.
This notion of authenticity in yoga, however, remains difficult to pin down with yoga’s non-
physical practices.

To correct our mistaken thinking that we are doing yoga in a so-called authentic way,
Lieberman explains that there never was a "pure" yoga, and that what people in the West are do-
ing now is actually a derivative of what has been syncretic from the outset (100). He sets this
misconception straight by pointing out that medieval yogis used yoga differently than contempo-
rary practitioners. Rather than focusing on yoga as a meditation or physical health practice, me-
dieval yogis used yoga as way of awakening kundalini, a mode of transport for metaphysical en-

ergies, and more specifically, to achieve a sense of “mental equilibrium,” a degree of control
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over the baser energies of the nervous system, selflessness, and a sustainable reconciliation with
being (101). Most important, Liberman emphasizes, is that yoga was never really “‘ancient’ but
‘medieval’...and is a hotchpotch of Buddhism, Saivism, Vaisnavism, with even Islamic influence
and non-Hindu tribal asceticism” (104). Most important to acknowledge here is that unlike
yoga’s popularity today, medieval yoga was notably esoteric rather than accessible3.

North American and British women have been engaged with alternative spiritualities that
also draw syncretically on Hindu metaphysical knowledges since the mid-nineteenth century.
Historian Stephanie Syman explains that upper and middle class women sponsored Swami
Vivekenanda to bring yoga from India to the U.S. in 1896 primarily as a form of meditation, also
known as Raja Yoga, and published a book of the same name. At that time, Vivekenanda trav-
elled to world fairs to deliver his speeches and taught yoga in wealthy white women’s parlour
rooms, because it was Euro-American women who first welcomed Indian teachers. Joy Dixon’s
study demonstrates that Victorian-era British women deployed theosophy as a tool for fledgling
feminism, and they identified with a distinctly Indian “divine mother” deity that they associated
with a “sanctity of motherhood” (195). While contemporary white, Western women might con-
sider their forebears of a century ago to be quaint, occultist, and even racist toward the Indian
women who they claimed to admire, the present study notes that Victorian women’s hybridized
engagement with Hinduism and theosophy is indicative not only of their desire to find a spiritual

practice that resonates and honours their experiences as women, but also that their curiosity in

3 By esoteric in this instance, I mean that medieval yoga knowledge was reserved for men in the Brahman caste.
Before the mid-twentieth century, women in any caste were not permitted to acquire yoga knowledge through study-
ing scripture or practicing hatha yoga. Indra Devi was the first woman to study and teach hatha yoga and this was
not until the mid-twentieth century (Syman).
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the exotic stemmed from Orientalism (de Michelis; Syman; Said Orientalism; see also New-
combe “Magic and Yoga”).

According to Said, Westerners’ interpretations and appropriation of knowledge systems
of colonized peoples, is Orientalism, and is rooted in the claim that owning knowledge is power.
I posit that the women who adopted theosophy and Vivekenanda’s teachings of raja yoga were in
fact claiming a power in a borrowed notion of the divine feminine that did not exist within the
confines of Western patriarchy. While Western women’s deployment of the divine feminine is
essentialist, it also speaks to ongoing gender and race oppression in our own contemporary era.

As Strauss points out, Vivekenanda’s core teachings did not include hatha yoga and in-
stead set squarely upon four pillars based on non-dualist philosophy called Advaita Vedanta. The
four pillars are: bhakti, the yoga of devotion; karma, the yoga of service; raja, attributed to medi-
tation under the guidance of Patanjali; and jnana, yoga of intellectual knowledge, which is guid-
ed by the Upanishads. As Strauss points out, and many of the people in the present ethnographic
study agree, other forms of yoga such as hatha, kundlini, or mantra are “somehow less central or
authentic” than the four pillars (35; see also Feuerstein). If Vivekenanda indeed brought yoga to
the West in 1893 but hatha yoga was not part of these teachings, then how did hatha yoga be-
come so central? Strauss attributes this to Vivekenanda’s insistence on seekers practicing yoga
technique that would be accessible to all (36). Not unlike ourselves in the twenty-first century,
late nineteenth-century North Americans’ hunger for an antidote to the stressors of modernity lay
in yoga, and Vivekenanda offered succour through practice. Lears explains that the upper-class,
Northeastern U.S.-led anti-modernity movement emerged as a response to capitalism. Viveke-

nanda’s “valorization of the middle class,” then, intended to uplift that population to universalist
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balance, connection with a loosely-defined divine entity, and wellness (Strauss 34). Vivekenanda
died in 1902 at age 39 (Strauss 33), but he left behind robust literature including his book, Raja
Yoga, and many published lectures.

Vivekenanda’s writings on universal brotherhood and peace captured the imagination and
passion of the successful South Indian doctor born Kuppuswami Iyer. In 1924, Dr Kuppuswami
renounced worldly living and became a sannyasin who called himself Swami Sivananda (Strauss
37-38). Swami Sivananda is the founder of the Divine Light Society (DLS), which is one of the
oldest ashrams in India. Located in Rishikesh, DLS is now a pilgrimage destination for thou-
sands of yoga practitioners annually, and is the site of study for Strauss’s important ethnography,
Positioning Yoga, in which she examines the transnational and dynamic ways in which Western
yoga practitioners engage with yoga as a wellness and spiritual practice. Singleton points out that
Sivananda and The DLS functions as a key turning point in the way yoga was practiced in the
West from the 1920s onwards, because of the increased focus toward somatic yoga practices
(Yoga Body 135).

According to social historian Stephanie Syman, Los Angeles in the early twentieth centu-
ry was in the throes of a movement that focused on the “cult of the body” and “extreme health
consciousness,” which set the stage for hatha yoga to to emerge as a central and eventually per-
vasive version of yoga (168). For practitioners of raja yoga, however, hatha yoga was inferior
and appealed to the “forces of the /lower nature” (170 italics in original), and raja yoga’s propo-
nents such as the famous Theosophist Madame Blavatsky and her protégé, Katherine Tingley,
argued that hatha yoga “made you crazy” (170). In 1925, though, Bengali yogi transplant to Los

Angeles Paramahansa Yogananda promoted hatha yoga as key for accessing physical wellness
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and what he saw as concomitant spiritual well-being. He developed his own system of hatha
yoga that appealed to Americans, who craved a disciplinary, physical practice. Challenging exer-
cise and the physical culture that emerged alongside yoga at the end of the nineteenth- and early
twentieth centuries appealed to a capitalist work ethic while still embodying what Lears has
called the “anti-modern impulse” that sought to reject the sterility of liberal Protestantism and
nineteenth century positivism through the ethic of self control (xv, 13).

The body and the appeal of its materiality wins out over meditation’s loftiness; I[yengar’s
vastly popular hatha yoga system did not become popular until the mid-twentieth century. Eliza-
beth De Michelis’ comprehensive study of the evolution of what she calls “modern psychosomat-
ic yoga” (MPsY) and “modern meditational yoga” (MMY) offers significant explanation of yoga
as it evolved in Euro-American culture over the past century. Tracing twentieth century devel-
opments through esoteric New Age religious and healing explorations through to an accelerated
uptake of yoga through the 1950s to the 1970s, de Michelis argues that as “hippy travel to India
peaked, [it led to]...more or less in-depth contact with yogic practices and ideas” (191). Between
the 1970s and mid-1980s, a consolidation phase proceeded to popularize yoga’s presence in
North America and Europe, and the connection with Indian teachers who identified as gurus be-
came less personalized, and practitioners leaned toward an emphasis on physical, biomechanics-
somatic practice (de Michelis 192-194). In Yoga Body, however, Singleton points out that not
only does the modern asana class today bear little resemblance to fifteenth century practices de-
scribed in classical texts such as the Hathayogapradipika (32), DeMichelis’ analysis does not
explain the roots of why historical figures bringing yoga to the West emphasized meditation

practices rather than hatha yoga (4). These two strands indicate a differentiation between yoga
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practices that focus on physical strength and health, and those of the mind such as meditation. In
the introduction to her edited anthology, Yoga Travelling: Bodily Practice in Transcultural Per-
spective, Beatrix Hauser traces the transnational flows of yoga knowledge and the ways yoga
practitioners produce and reproduce so-called ancient Indian traditions that are, in actuality, only
just over one hundred years old (9-15). Hauser’s literature review provides the overview of how
yoga migrated from India to Euro-America, and comments that Western practitioners of yoga co-
opted it to conform to or to suit their own individualistic ideals of perfect health. Newcombe es-
tablishes that yoga is a “semi-secular practice” that is focused mainly on the postures, also
known as asana (“Development of Modern Yoga” 986).

Another important transnational knowledge bridge between India and the West is Indra
Devi, the Russian-accented, petite, sari-wearing yoga teacher who arrived in Los Angeles in
1947 (Syman 179-180). After he initially rejected her for study because of her gender, Devi be-
gan her studies in 1937 with Sri Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, the acclaimed yoga teacher of the
Mabharaja in Mysore, India. Krishnamacharya is believed to be responsible for the rise of hatha
yoga not only on his own accord, but also because of his work with Devi as well as Iyengar and
renowned Ashtanga yoga teacher Pathabhi Jois (Desikachar 8; Singleton Yoga Body 20; Liber-
man 107; Sarbacker 177). Stephanie Syman’s discussion of Indra Devi explains that Devi opened
an austere hatha yoga studio on Sunset Boulevard twenty-two years after Yogananda’s arrival
and rise to success. Devi apparently faced many odds against her, not the least of which was dis-
couragement from her friends that the Los Angeles population would see her yoga classes as
cultish. Devi’s studio “projected order and discipline” to clients who were mostly women inter-

ested in improving their figures, including many well-known Hollywood stars (180-182). Devi’s
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hatha yoga, according to Syman, offered both an intense physical practice that prepared its fol-
lowers for spiritual development, and helped them preserve their youthful appearance, which was
a social and economic imperative in Los Angeles (184-185). Lieberman attributes the attraction
of wealthy women to Devi to to the fact that she charged exorbitant fees for her classes because
she “believed Americans were incapable of developing respect for anything that was free” (107).
Devi’s book, Look Younger, Live Longer was published in 1950 and effectively articulated health
with hatha yoga, with endorsements by actress Gloria Swanson (Syman 188-189).
Vivekenanda’s yoga and Indra Devi’s yoga are alike in name only, rather than in its signi-
fied meaning (Singleton Yoga Body 15). Singleton importantly explains, however, that while pos-
tural yoga and raja yoga may seem to be rather divorced from one another, their relationship is
both dialectical and reflective of changing world views and practices in India and in the West
(16). Alter explains that while yoga’s evolution in the twentieth century has become more fo-
cused on fitness, there are also many yoga advocates who want to emphasize that yoga is an
“embodied philosophy” that engages with “mental self-discipline” (36). Strauss also demon-
strates the importance of mental fortitude in her discussions with yoga practitioners at Rishikesh.
Through his description and analysis of Indian shivir, which loosely translates as a yoga camp for
immersion training in yoga, Alter’s study demonstrates that the performance of hatha yoga be-
comes a reflection not only of the practitioner’s mastery at hatha yoga and pranayama, but also
of self-control. Further, this mastery confers the social currency of respectable morality on the
practitioner who can triumph upon having achieved a certain level of proven proficiency. The
Yoga Siitras of second century Patafijali offer a guiding text to anyone wanting to cultivate this

discipline, and the Ashtanga yoga system, as taught in the lineages of Baba Hari Dass, Kripalu,
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and Pattabhi Jois is the physical practice through which North American yoga seekers have been
doing this through the early 1970s to the present.

Interestingly, it is the sweat-inducing and often competitive Primary Series as developed
by Jois, along with the 26 poses that Bikram Choudhry recently attempted to have patented, that
started to attract the most men from the 1970s onward (Syman 269), but women remain the
highest percentage of practitioners in these yoga rooms at 72% (Yoga in America Study). Many
have claimed that these forms of hatha yoga will make them thin, or at least keep them that way.
Substantiating these early speculations as to why hatha yoga is so popular in the West is de
Michelis’ observation that “at least to start with, Iyengar Yoga was more successful in the West
than in India” (225). De Michelis ascribes Iyengar’s accessibility with Western yoga practitioners
as being linked to his lack of formal training in classical Indian philosophy, which she links to
his taking more liberties with the Yoga Siitras, and his development of hatha yoga as a health
system (225-226).

Many scholars (Singleton “The Classical Reveries”; Liberman; Sarbacker; Newcombe
“Development of Modern Yoga”) agree that there is no singular notion of a unified, classical
yoga, and that is the second mode of inquiry this dissertation examines. Yoga teachers and enthu-
siasts who participated in this study debated widely differing opinions as to whether yoga is
something they can invent in order to feel good, or whether yoga practitioners must remain au-
thentic to its historical and spiritual roots. For many, however, the answer lies somewhere in the
middle, and most so-called approved North American 200 hour yoga teacher trainings offer a
pastiche of traditional yoga philosophy and history, which yoga trainers often claim as authentic.

A yoga teacher who casually throws in yoga terminology such as a reference to Patafijali’s ahim-
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sa - non violence - concept might feel validated in being able to claim such knowledge, but it is
more authentic to “admit you don’t know,” as some of the respondents in this study have argued.
In his chapter, “The Classical Reveries of Modern Yoga, Singleton suggests that the Yoga Siitras
(YS) by Patafijali is at best complimentary to the Vedas, and draws from a variety of other meta-
physical schools of thought. Followers of Ashtanga and Bikram yoga often refer to the Siitras to
lend credibility and supposed authenticity to their commitment to the practice. Ironically, howev-
er, Singleton argues that YS is actually a neo-Hindu inscription of Orientalism and nationalist
contexts in nineteenth-century India (78-79).

In his monograph Yoga Body, Singleton specifically explains that he is not engaging with
Said’s critique because he did not intend to “adopt such colonial discourse theories and apply
them to modern yoga” (11). Singleton’s ambivalent position on using Said to unpack the rela-
tionship of Orientalism to yoga concurs with that of de Michelis, who makes the important dis-
tinction that her study “has nothing to say about the ‘Orientalism’ debate initiated by Edward
Said” (9). Many contemporary yoga teacher training programs use Mark Singleton’s popular
book, Yoga Body:The Origins of Modern Posture Practice as a core text, especially in Ashtanga
Vinyasa programs, in hopes that the book lends academic credibility and context to the posture
sequence to which many “ashtangis” are so committed to doing on a daily basis*. Singleton’s
monograph helps enthusiastic would-be yoga practitioners put their practice into some perspec-
tive and offer scholarly historical context to asana, which they might think is central to yoga but
is only a small part. Yoga Body is an investigation of the rise of modern, transnational yoga in the

West, which identifies the factors that formulated hatha yoga, the posture-based yoga with which

4 “Ashtangi” is the urban slang for a yoga practitioner who is devoted to the practice of Ashtanga Vinyasa
yoga.
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we are familiar today, and its connections with health and physical culture a century ago. I coin
the term, “transnational yoga in the West” to indicate a flow of yoga knowledge, classes and
teaching streams that moves within Western, Northern Hemisphere, cultural frameworks.
Transnational yoga acknowledges that yoga originates from India and it pays homage to its
philosophical tradition as an important spiritual value, but the “in the West” part positions in-
digenous teachings of yoga as an add-on to the pre-existing Judeo-Christian framework from
which many contemporary yoga practitioners in North America and Europe contextualize their
yoga experiences. Transnational yoga in the West also means that there is an international yoga
trend that is distinctly Western in its flavour while minimizing traditional Indian cultural and
spiritual elements; this is particularly notable through social media. As Beatrix Hauser points out
in her Introduction to Yoga Travelling, transnational yoga follows consumer and fitness flows
internationally, but often dispenses with or cherry picks the aspects of yoga’s spiritual teachings
that it deems inaccessible or not in alignment with Euro-North American belief systems. In this
way, the Western voice establishes and maintains a dominant and perhaps misguided position on
yoga such that the Indian voice can become subjugated (Malhotra; Strauss).

In Spivak’s classic essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak,” she says that Western people tend to
cling to the authority of their own voice, and that their economic privilege allows them to ignore
inequality. The power differential that makes one voice subaltern and another not, argues Spivak,
is located in Marx’s insistence that it is economic inequality that creates class difference, which
separates different groups from one another. In the context of a discussion of authenticity, yoga
in North America, and power, I articulate Spivak’s essay here to ground my argument in an un-

derstanding that white people in the North American yoga world would often like to pretend that

29



everyone is equal. With the meritocratic rhetoric that claims all people are free to thrive if they
work hard enough, many North American yoga practitioners unconsciously replicate libertarian
values that obfuscate the lived realities of people whose lives are a daily economic struggle. Spi-
vak claims that this practice is rooted in Orientalism, and colonial British misunderstanding and
oversimplification of Sanskrit and Hindu law.

Like Singleton, Stephanie Syman has little to no critical impulse about the role of Orien-
talism and yoga in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yoga historians’ lack of en-
gagement with Said’s deconstruction of power relationships between the British and the Indians
whose subcontinent they colonized points informs my uneasy choice of a theoretical framework
that is feminist materialist as opposed to poststructuralist or even post-colonial. I provide an ex-
planation for my choice in Chapter 2, “Theoretical Frameworks.” The following sections of this
chapter will address the problematics of this ethnography, which focus on ideological pressures

of racialized and gendered embodiment and the political economy of being a yoga instructor.

Chapter Outline of the Dissertation

Chapter 2 offers the research questions to develop a materialist feminist theory of yoga
culture as it articulates with race and whiteness, health and embodiment, and notions of cultural
appropriation and knowledge translation. In Chapter 3, I draw out the methodology and sites of
study for this project. I explain why I chose multi-sited feminist ethnography as the method for
this dissertation, and set the stage for the places and contexts of the stories to unfold. Chapters 4
through 7 respond to and analyze the themes that emerged in the fieldwork, and address the initial

research questions about the proliferation of so many white, able bodied women in yoga, and

30



how they negotiate tensions around the notion of a dynamic, changing yoga in contrast with
ideals of authenticity and tradition. The subsequent chapters unpack these stories and analyze
what they mean in the context of the research questions. Chapter 4 explores the ways in which
research participants negotiate the concept of authenticity in contemporary North American yoga
practice. Chapter 5 dives into their notions of health and wellness as they experience it through
yoga as a physical discipline. Chapter 6 draws out the complexities of the variety of embodi-
ments through gender and sexuality in yoga, and Chapter 7 is an intersectional examination of
accessibility and social justice through the eyes of yoga practitioners in North American urban
cities.
Yoga, “Authenticity”, and Race

A major question this ethnography of yoga communities examines is the views yoga
practitioners have around the idea of yoga, authenticity, and what is often referred to as cultural
appropriation. Chapter 4, ““Yoga is This, Yoga is That": Contested Authenticities” examines the
phenomenon of yoga ownership to articulate with theories of whiteness and argues that cultural
appropriation accusations are one-dimensional. To say that yoga practitioners are claiming yoga
for themselves complicates postmodern ideas of re-making culture. Inherent in North American
yoga cultures is the understanding that yoga originates from India, but that the knowledge has
been transmitted through Indian teachers who have come to the West to share yoga’s wisdom and
integrated principles of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sikhism. The irony here, as mentioned earlier,
is that brown and black bodies are in the minority in yoga spaces, despite the fact that yoga
knowledge originates from places of brown and black people (Haddix). I have taught yoga in

spaces that are decorated with statues of Lords Shiva and Ganesha, and painted mantras as sym-
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bols known as yantras (Pott) on the walls. In casual conversations, interviews, blogs, and arti-
cles, people are asking, Who owns yoga?

This question is a feminist concern for many imbricated reasons that layer whiteness,
women’s health, and capitalism with yoga, as first discussed academically by Andrea Jain.
Yoga’s synonymity with white women is “absorptive of yoga,” according to Kaushik-Brown
(67). Whiteness absorbs yoga in its so-called colour-blindness, and in its apprehension of univer-
sal liberation. White women’s active engagement in empowering health practices for themselves
and for their families have also drawn them to yoga, because of its association with Ayurvedic
medicine and its roots in accessible nutrition and herbal practices for home use (Londsdorf et al;
Berger; Langford). Concomitantly, racialized people often are not in positions to access the bene-
fits of yoga which historically have been “free,” either because of monetary reasons, or because
they experience yoga as exclusionary and hate being “the only one” (Haddix 22). Kaushik-
Brown argues that the processes of profit-making through yoga are racialized. This is not only
because studio owners in contemporary Western yoga are predominantly white, but also through
colonial histories of white settler property ownership claims and commodity racism (Kaushik-
Brown 68-69; Page 42).

The stories that unfold in the interviews, participant observation, and social media con-
versations, demonstrate that these three areas of embodiment, political economy, and racism are
the most important issues to contemporary yoga practitioners. While many studies about yoga
may focus on yoga’s benefits as a method for healing and recovery or the philosophical nuances

of one tradition or another, this study answers the as-yet unaddressed and uneasy questions about

32



how yoga has evolved from subcultural practice of self-inquiry and self-improvement to main-

stream preventative health imperative.

Political Economy of Health and Yoga: Mothers and Teachers

Chapter 5 is called, “It was such good medicine for me”: The Political Economy of
Health and Yoga, and examines the tensions inherent in the gendered notions of the body as im-
perfect and in need of self-improvement. Research participants offer rich data that describe the
ways in which they, too, have negotiated these tensions between the way they feel, the way they
look, and the rules of health as a social responsibility. Many of the participants in this research
revealed that they balance their work as yoga teachers with their work as mothers, and as such,
negotiate similar tensions with work, mothering, domestic labour and relationships through what
Arlie Hochschild Russell calls the Second Shift. I argue that while many folks consider teaching
yoga to be a career, there are many structural barriers to making it so.

Discussions with mothers who teach and practice yoga articulates materialist feminist
frameworks in this chapter. It is relatively easy to do the yoga teacher hustle if you are young,
single, and a white, thin, able-bodied man or woman. Some of the teachers I interviewed fit into
this privileged description of successful yoga teacher, but even some of those are resistant to this
pressure to perform. Many of the women yoga instructors I interviewed are also mothers, and
they must balance their passion for their career choice with their roles as mothers (Hays; Russell
Hochschild). Mother-yoga teachers’ balancing act of emotional labour and running a business is
dependent, of course, on the marital status of the mother, and the financial picture of the family

that surrounds her. Success for a full time yoga teacher means that individual has won over a de-
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voted following of students, and has a roster of anywhere of up to 15-20 yoga classes per week.
So what of the mother yoga teacher who has chosen not to nurture a group of keen practitioners,
but instead nurtures her own offspring? How does society honour her work? Since contemporary
North American yoga teachers are disproportionately women, this means that many of these in-
structors fall into the mommy track, which we hear of frequently with regards to careers and
mothering.

This dissertation also examines the inequalities that arise for yoga teachers themselves as
precarious workers. As such, many although not all of the participants in this ethnography of
yoga in North America are instructors of hatha yoga. Yoga teachers are the backbone of the in-
dustry, but in actuality, the sale of yoga teacher training programs, props, clothing, music, and
home decor amounts to a higher dollar value than teachers are earning leading yoga classes and
owning studios. According to Yoga Journal, Americans are spending $16.8 billion on yoga props,
clothing, accessories, and classes (Yoga in America Study). The yoga teachers thus produce and
reproduce dominant ideologies of embodiment while also being subject to social norms and eco-
nomic situations that dictate how they manage their careers. The yoga teacher in North America
must create the impression for the clients of the yoga studio, gym or even community centre that
they are embodying those ideals of healthy lifestyle, purity of speech, and thought. This chapter
analyzes reflections from one-on-one interviews and social media discussion threads discussing
the idealized yoga lifestyle.

Teacher trainings have evolved not only to produce more teachers, but also as a way to
improve the prestige of a studio and its income. Yoga teacher trainings by extension then also

produce more yoga teachers who have a higher social currency. While many studios cannot sur-
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vive in our market-driven, advanced capital society unless they are charging $20 to $25 per class,
renting mats, and selling alkaline charged water, there are some studios and other sites of yoga
that are pushing back against a one-size-fits-all practice. Some of these yoga sites have been able
to resist holding yoga teacher trainings (YTTs) costing between $2500 and $5000, but many
have bowed to the pressure to either offer the trainings or perish. Running teacher trainings may
keep a yoga studio afloat, but what kind of yoga teacher does it produce? Ultimately, many yoga
teachers and studio owners have reluctantly accepted that they must hustle with products, re-
treats, and podcasts in order to be a full time yoga teacher rather than one who works part time

and relies on other income sources to survive (see jbrownyoga.com). Drawing on my interviews

with yoga instructors and blog writings by studio owners, this chapter develops a robust critique
of the neoliberal frameworks that enable meritocracy-based structures that falsely encourage
“yogapreneurs” to rely on selling health practices, imagined abundance, and prosperity as busi-
ness models.

The discussions and stories of Chapter 5 help to explain the importance of yoga in the
context of physical culture and the building of the ideal citizen, but what about those whose bod-
ies do not reflect that perfectly healthy model? Can we envision a healthy citizen whose body is
acceptable as it is? The next section introduces the context for the discussions around ideal femi-

ninity as yoga represents it, body image, and the Health at Every Size Movement.

The Body Project of Yoga: Health, Ideal Femininity, and Image Culture
How do yoga practitioners experience their practice as a form of social and personal

power? Social historians have demonstrated the convincing power of media and advertising on
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consumers that their food, clothing or fitness can produce ideal citizens and confer social curren-
cy (Lears; Crawford “Health as Meaningful Social Practice”; Wolf). Our culture demands that its
citizens are healthy, self-reliant, productive individuals, and it seems that print, television, and
social media embrace and encourage any practice that helps people to become that embodied
ideal. Neoliberal thinking about how we can earn our way to success on our merits underpin
yoga in North America, as we can see in the dubious health claims and mottos on yoga clothing
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Yoga has also come to be considered a form of somatic therapy (Hoyez; de Michelis; Kern), but
this notion is not without problems. In Chapter 5, I crystallize the concept, “neoliberal health-
ism” by defining the ways in which the discourse of neoliberalism co-opts the transcendental

path of the self in yoga for the purpose of individualizing responsibility of health through precar-

ious work structures.
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Chapter 6, “Embodiments of Gender and Sexuality in the Toronto Yoga World” problematizes
the heteronormative contradictions inherent to the impossible perfect body, and their relation to
the self-affirming messages that the yoga world perpetuates. Yoga offers its practitioners a host
of contradictory messages: you’re okay as you are, but be like this, do this, and you’ll be better.
How we experience our body from the inside is affected through the what Stuart Hall refers to as
“the circuit of culture” by the meanings in images we consume and language (Representation 4)
and also through the feedback loop of the negative self-talk that we generate when we feel that
our reflection in the mirror is not what matches the images in media. Our image culture tells us
that we must still emulate the bodies that we see and we measure ourselves against those bodies
(Bordo; Wolf; Rice). I argue that despite mainstream yoga culture’s insistence on inclusivity,
there is still a long way to go toward achieving true diverse body positivity. Fortunately, though,
the research findings also demonstrate that people are indeed resisting body normativity pres-
sures.

This project asks, how do we form community to create a radical yoga that provides care
for diverse bodies and expanded, diverse subjectivities? Research participants involved with
chair yoga, queer yoga, and yoga for brown bodies are all part of the shift away from hegemonic
yoga toward a queered yoga space, represents social change happening through yoga practition-
ers. In other words, yoga becomes the vehicle for equity, and the practitioners are both the cause
of this renewed sense of social justice and its beneficiaries.

How might people find radical, healing justice through yoga, when mainstream yoga
tends to be exclusive of bodies with disabilities or people who might identify as fat or otherwise

not fitting into a regular yoga class? Rather than encouraging participants to self-improve, is it
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even possible in this fitness-promoting culture to create a yoga that invites all bodies to partici-
pate from wherever they truly are? The current work, then, examines non-mainstream yoga as a
movement that is trying to extract itself from one that assumes singularity over its claims to

health and the perfected body-mind.

Yoga and Social Justice: Toward a Feminist Ethics of Care

Chapter 7 examines the ways in which yoga practitioners are not only reproducing main-
stream ways of thinking about yoga, but also how they are resisting these social values of health,
neoliberal constructs of productivity, and ideal embodiment. As the field research period came to
a close, I came to understand more clearly that the traditional aims of yoga as a path of peace are,
in fact, still closely aligned with what most practitioners are doing. This chapter brings together
the threads of social action and access through the ways in which yoga teachers and enthusiasts
are engaging in innovative ways of working with marginalized groups. In particular, I focus on
my fieldwork journey to Brooklyn, where I experienced first hand the ways in which people are
pushing back against racism, ageism, and ableism in the yoga world. It was so very refreshing to
experience a yoga practice that directly addressed all of the things I have found to be problematic
in yoga land over the past decade, and this chapter tells these stories.

In telling these stories of yoga practitioners who are working through the ways in which
the self is a pathway toward social justice, I develop a conceptual framework of a method by
which to reclaim and recreate yoga as an inclusive, ethical practice for this millennium. I call this
framework a "feminist ethics of care.” It is feminist because it is intersectional in that it attends

to the complex and imbricated networks of race, class, gender, age, ability, and sexuality. The
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“ethics of care” enters this framework because I am developing an ethical re-creation of yoga
that combines attention to yoga’s historical, cultural, and philosophical roots in India, while also
attending to its universal benefits for all beings who wish to know themselves and their place in
healing themselves and the world. This ethos is also attentive to a notion of authenticity that,
while it acknowledges yoga’s Indian roots, also acknowledges with ethical integrity the authentic
subjective position of the practitioner in their path toward social justice.

Chapter 8 concludes the dissertation with a return to theory. This time, the theories in
Chapter 8 seek to rejoin traditional teachings in yoga in an attempt to return to, or re-integrate
indigenous Indian knowledge with contemporary understandings of social justice. As a conclud-
ing chapter is not meant to bring new knowledge into the discussion, the narrative identifies tra-
jectory of the dissertation and overall conclusions, gaps and limitations to the research, and
homes in on future considerations for social equity development in yoga. Yoga, it turns out, is not
as simple as going to an exercise class. While classic yoga texts may not have mentioned body
positivity, yoga for people with differently-abled bodies, or confronting racism, contemporary
yoga practitioners are making their yoga practice to be about authentically working toward social

justice.
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Chapter 2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE CULTURE
OF YOGA COMMUNITIES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Introduction: “Why Inequality and Oppression? Because Capitalism”

I have been a part of North American yoga communities as a practitioner and an instruc-
tor for over twenty years. For the last seven or eight of these, however, I have felt a disconnec-
tion in rooms full of people who identify as so-called yogis and yoginis. The popular slogans en-
couraging practitioners to be peaceful, grateful, and positive that I heard and also said in yoga
classes were no longer resonating for me, and I felt like a grumpy killjoy. Who were these
healthy green juice-drinking yoga people, and why were they flocking to yoga classes when just
two decades ago it was a fringe activity? Well-adorned in expensive yoga clothes, sitting on jew-
el-toned special yoga mats, these people, mostly white women, exude a sense of ownership of
the yoga practice space that I do not share.

This chapter articulates the roots of this cognitive dissonance and the problematics of
yoga in contemporary North America by providing the theoretical frameworks that help us to un-
pack it as more than just a health craze or fashion. By using a materialist feminist lens to see
through commercialism, whiteness, and healthism in this yoga world, I will articulate a theory of
what I call critical feminist yoga thinking. First, I provide a rationale for materialist feminism in
the context of ethnographic research on yoga communities. Moving beyond the stories of why
people, especially white women, enjoy yoga as a health practice, in this section, I dissect the
connective tissue that articulates the structures and processes of racialization, gender, class ex-
clusion, and embodiment at play in contemporary western yoga. I will offer a theoretical analysis

for the proliferation of white, able bodied women in yoga, and the cultural projects at work that
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challenge notions of yoga as an unchanging tradition amidst charges of cultural appropriation. I
argue that a feminist materialist approach to creating a critical feminist yoga studies will help to

mitigate the elision of class and ethnicity in the mainstream yoga world.

In Defence of Materialist Feminism

At its core, materialist feminism links women’s identities, bodies, desires, and needs to
class (Hennessy and Ingraham 2), all of which are in play in this examination of contemporary
North American yoga. Through a materialist feminist framework, this chapter offers a reading of
post-colonial whiteness and body project narratives in yoga that seeks to uncover and disrupt
what I consider to be the ontological crisis of the yoga world. Contemporary yoga is in the eye of
a perplexing dialectical storm. Its practitioners have two choices. They can either perform what
Hennessy and Mohan refer to as a “crisis containment” (326) that reproduces ideologies of capi-
talism, sexualization of women’s bodies, and class and race exclusion, or yoga practitioners can
actively disrupt these through feminist acts of working class insurgency, social movements of
health, and body positivity projects. I argue here that yoga communities in the Western world are
enacting what Hennessy and Mohan call the “global reach of capitalism,” with its expensive fan-
cy pants, designer juices, and perfectly sculpted yoga butts decorating the media in everything
from banking and yogurt advertisements, to magazines telling us to relax and meditate our way
to healing. With this articulation of materialist feminist theories to an examination of contempo-
rary yoga in North America, my concern is that if we do not intervene with a theory to explain
these phenomena that replicate inequality and oppression, yoga practitioners will unwittingly re-

produce exclusionary practices inscribed through health perfectionism, whiteness and white su-
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premacy despite their claims of non-racism. Similar to the way many yoga teachers and students
approach their practice, Hennessy and Mohan articulate how discipline helps “produce the good
subject necessary under the emergent conditions of production, exchange, and consumption, and
to serve as the ideological foundations of... family, sexuality, and labour...” (329). By theorizing
this good subject and the material conditions produced by patriarchal and heteronormative ide-
ologies, we can begin to disrupt what I think of as hegemonic yoga.

In creating a critical theory of contemporary yoga studies, I use a materialist feminism
approach grounded in local historical material conditions of institutional racism (Davis; Lorde),
the notion of imperialist debris (Page; Stoler), and theories of gendered labour divisions and het-
eronormativity (Jackson; Hennessy and Ingraham). The feminist materialist theories that I articu-
late with yoga intersect with the social and economic processes that regulate our every day lives
(Ingraham 277). Materialist feminism discloses how power and domination play out in ordinary
situations that people leave unarticulated. I borrow from Chrys Ingraham’s explanation of mate-
rialist feminism as a “mode of inquiry examining the division of labour and wealth distribution
in the context of historically prevailing national and state interests and ideological struggles over
meaning and value” (277) in order to explain how contemporary yoga in the West is at the
precipice of either major social change or simply reproducing class, gender, and race oppression.
Discussions on social media, blogs, and in my fieldwork demonstrate that a tipping point is near.
Materialist feminism evolved out of Marxist historical materialism and socialist feminism, and
the following brief discussion on Marxist feminist theory helps to contextualize this develop-

ment.

42



Following Marx’s Thesis XI on Feuerbach, Hennessy and Ingraham argue that the world
(theory) and change (practice) are integrally connected, and as such, it is time to theorize the
yoga world and change the practices within it that reproduce intersecting oppressions of class,
race, gender, age, sexuality, and ability (2). According to Hennessy and Ingraham, materialist
feminism is the fusion of Marxist and radical feminism with postmodern discourses (9). Materi-
alist feminism pays more attention to language, ideas, and culture than Marxist and socialist fem-
inism does, which is important because while a Marxist feminist approach to understanding yoga
can help understand the connections of colonial histories of yoga and capitalism, it does not fully
explain the way representations of bodies in yoga speak to yoga-practicing populations in multi-
valent ways. Lest readers worry that this dissertation dabbles in too many theoretical approaches,
I argue that we can consider the multiple layers of contemporary yoga as both a culture and a so-
cial institution. This means that contemporary yoga in North America is both socially constituted
as a dynamic process of performance and becoming, and also an ideology that constitutes us as
subjects (Jackson 288).

Nancy Hartsock’s engagement with Marxist theory helps to develop a materialist feminist
theory that lays the groundwork for this dissertation. In particular, I am concerned with the ways
in which contemporary yoga confers power on those who practice it. Following Marxian theoriz-
ing, Hartsock reminds readers that “if power is a relation, then institutions as such should be seen
as social relations” (128). Furthering this equation, I propose in this work that contemporary
North American yoga is a form of social relations in which we can see the agendas that both sub-

jugate and confer upon the power of workers who both produce and consume it. As Hartsock ex-

plains, Marx’s theory permits us to explore the effects of class division in capitalism (131), and
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we see this played out in the relations of the “individual and collectivity” in yoga world (131). A
materialist feminist approach to theorizing contemporary North American yoga particularly has
proven to be useful as I unpack the relationships of power and community, ruling class domina-
tion, and proletariat resistance.

A materialist feminist approach to understanding yoga also helps us to untangle the often
uncomfortable heteronormative whiteness that pervades yoga class spaces and online sites. For
example, Ingraham coins the term, “the heterosexual imaginary” by drawing on the Lacanian and
Althusserian notions of the “imaginary” to explain how images or representations of reality mask
the material conditions of existence (275). The lovely images of bendy thin white ladies in yoga
magazines exemplify this concept of the heterosexual imaginary, because not only is her appear-
ance visually white, but she is also ideologically white and heterosexual, sculpted to fit into a
social mould of perfect heteronormative productivity. We do not really know who this person
doing the pretzel yoga pose is, yet we assume she embodies an ideal of dominant ideologies of
normative, ethical, ‘healthy’ North American living. I extend this concept of the heterosexual
imaginary to the contemporary yoga world because of the contradictory and conflicting ways
that commoditization and simplification of yoga is used to sell an idealized heteronormative way
of life. For example, Ingraham points out that materialist feminism is adept at analyzing what is
omitted in a text or in a social space, in order to reveal the problems inherent in the ideology
(279). The cognitive dissonance, or dialectic crisis intervention to which I refer in the opening to
this chapter asks, what is not said in these images and yoga spaces? Who is excluded?

A brief examination of the limits of postructuralism as a theoretical framework for ana-

lyzing yoga communities supports my argument for using materialist feminism. If we consider
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yoga through a poststructuralist lens and only think of yoga as an evolving culture with no essen-
tial truth, then we risk losing how the real life stories of what actual humans do, feel, and experi-
ence relate to social structures and political economies of health and labour (Jackson 287). The
fragmented nature of postmodern and poststructuralist thought is attractive with regards to con-
sidering yoga as an ever-changing truth and a product of conflict and contradictions (Maynard
12), but if we take a poststructuralist approach to the examination of yoga, however, we do so at
the expense of articulating some of the objective and material structures of state and economic
power that historically shape women’s oppression (Sangster). Maynard does point out that post-
structuralism is useful in discussing discursive power imbalances in representations, and thus
offers places for resistance (12) against a universalizing tendency to place women inside of patri-
archy or capitalism. The debate between whether to use Marxist feminism versus post-structural-
ism as a framework for theorizing contemporary yoga culture puts us squarely in the balancing
act of negotiating the arguments of the two key informants in this dissertation.

I do have one other small caveat on the exclusive use of a materialist feminist theoretical
framework. While materialist feminist theorizing is helpful in understanding class, race, and po-
litical economy aspects of the contemporary yoga scene in North America, we must also consider
the effects of culture that media and its consumers produce, which postmodernism helps to ex-
plain. Media representations of bodies doing yoga are an important topic of discussion in the
yoga communities. The other limit of Marxism is that it can attribute all structural inequalities to
economy, whereas postmodernism revises Marxist accounts of capitalism as hegemonically pro-

duced cultural values (Jackson 286). Materialist feminist theorizing, then, balances in between
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postmodernism and Marxism, and allows for us to consider the shifting ground of yoga commu-
nities as its practitioners shape the practice away from a fixed tradition.

This flexibility with the definition of yoga is not without difficulties, as this dissertation
will demonstrate. Some yoga practitioners in fieldwork interviews and online discussion threads
argue that they think yoga is something that they can create for themselves as an evolving, mind-
ful practice doing whatever movement styles appeal to them at the moment. Several informants
have made claims such as, “As long as you’re breathing and moving mindfully, it’s yoga.” Yoga
traditionalists would disagree with this pastiche approach, however. They have argued that while
poststructuralism’s claim that there is no grand theory works well for people wanting to get dis-
tance between traditional yoga practice and one that is evolving according to individual needs,
yoga practitioners hold exclusively to these kinds of claims, can also risk minimizing and over-
simplifying yoga’s roots in ancient India while colonizing yoga for their own purposes. For ex-
ample, there is a trend in some North American white female yoga communities to valourize the
notion of the goddess within all women. A feminist materialist approach helps to critique the ob-
fuscation of class and ethnicity in the following example.

Celia Rothenberg’s study demonstrates that some women articulate their religious affilia-
tion with yoga. For Rothenberg’s exclusively female research participants, “the language of sa-
credness is found in the body” (64), through links made between a healthy, flexible body, and
Jewish concepts for living. While this approach not only excludes men and also entrenches the
notion of women in social roles such as motherhood or other forms of unpaid labour, it also is
complicated by imperialist claims to ownership of yoga that assumes it can change long-held tra-

ditions (Kaushik-Brown). Even more problematic with this syncretic Jewish approach, and oth-
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ers, as will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters, is the uncritical swallowing whole of Jewish
yoga as a postmodern answer to the hunger for missing meta-narrative of lost communal bonds.
It is problematic because while Jewish yoga suggests that the postmodern self is fragmented and
that is concomitant with a loss of connection to community, it also suggests that there is a post-
modern marketplace through which one can purchase spiritual enrichment and health (69). As the
fieldwork will demonstrate in subsequent chapters, many women feel that they are on the cutting
edge of a yoga revolution in which they can literally re-construct yoga in their own image. With
one foot on the mat of tradition and the other standing on a moving ground of cultural fluidity,
we can begin to see yoga not as a thing, or an exercise practice or a spiritual ideology, but as a
hybridized, fragmented, dynamic, cultural form that resists absolutism.

I have divided the remainder of this chapter into three sections that examine the literature
in whiteness, feminist political economies of health, and culture and consumption theories. I in-
terweave these writings to produce a materialist feminism that articulates with social issues in
contemporary North American yoga. The following section on whiteness and racial capital ex-
plores the questions, why are there so many white women who feel empowered by yoga, and
what kind of authority do they find in the spiritual? Who owns yoga, and what processes enabled
white women to extricate it from its colonial entanglements? The second section examines the
ways in which North American women have experienced health care, and how they have negoti-
ated a patriarchal, medicalizing system. How do mainstream yoga practitioners experience yoga
as a health practice? The final section of this chapter engages with postmodernist theories in an-
thropology, which question the ways in which the ethnographer represents the culture in which

they are studying.
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Theories of Whiteness: The Hunt for the Spiritual Fix

What led to there being such a predominance of white women in contemporary yoga spaces?
How can theories of whiteness within a critical race theory context help us understand this situa-
tion? There is an easy assumption that [ want to undo in order to emphasize my understanding of
“white” and “race” as a social construct. I follow the thinking of Baldwin, Cameron, and
Kobayashi, who maintain that race and whiteness are constructed along broad social discourses
as opposed to racial thinking as determined by biology or genetics (4). Baldwin, Cameron and
Kobayshi point out that while Canadian multiculturalism discourse wants to consider itself post-
racist, the very fact that the racialization of poverty, environmental racism, and racist law and
immigration practices continue determines the rationale that we must insist on talking about race
(4). According to Wander, Martin and Nakayama, “whiteness refers to a historical, systemic,
structural race-based superiority” (15), and as such we study whiteness not only to de-centre
white supremacy, to question its hegemony, and to create space for racial justice, but also to un-
pack the seemingly naturally cognitive dissonance and indeed insistence of non-racialized think-
ing of white women who tend to dominate in contemporary yoga spaces in North America.

In order to properly link a theory of yoga with materialist feminist analysis of race and class,
we need to draw out the colonial and imperialist history that essentially was the effect of capital-
ism. Colonial and imperial histories give clues as to how white women acquired social currency
as a commodity fetish. In Women, Race & Class, Angela Y. Davis reminds us that American set-
tler colonialists justified their oppression and violence of enslaved blacks through racist claims

of their white superiority because of the basic economic need to produce more sugar, cotton, in-
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digo, or yams (9-10). Simply put, white supremacy was entrenched through the colonial Ameri-
can imperative to produce agricultural goods to ship to the metropole, and black slave labour
was the means for that production. Whiteness was written on the bodies of white people to en-
sure their superiority on a racial hierarchy and demarcate difference (Baldwin, Cameron &
Kobayashi 5). Although the economic context was somewhat different than the American South
or Caribbean plantations, Canadian settler colonists were no kinder than their American counter-
parts, argues Afua Cooper (69). European settlers began bringing enslaved blacks to New France
as early as 1701, and conditions for these slaves developing the colony were no less harsh than
they were for those on southern plantations (72). In Imperial Leather, Anne McClintock uses a
Marxist analysis to explain how white settlers created racism in order to justify their harsh treat-
ment of enslaved blacks, and through fetish commoditization, sold the idea of white supremacy
to the public with advertisements, literature, and photography.

McClintock explains the ways in which nineteenth century colonial imagery and propaganda
positioned white women as pure, ideal citizens to act as maternal subject producers of nation-
hood. McClintock explains that colonial governments positioned women as mothers of the na-
tion, which relegated them to what McClintock refers to as the timeless anachronism in the pri-
vate, domestic sphere of the family. As white women found themselves essentialized into the
four pillars of ideal womanhoods, many also looked for ways to expand their purview into the
public sphere as spiritual seekers and leaders (Dixon; Crowley). One way in which upper class
white women emerged in the public sphere was as philanthropists and organizers. Stephanie

Syman’s 2010 monograph, The Subtle Body: The Story of Yoga in America explains how white

5 The four pillars of ideal womanhood were domesticity, piety, submissiveness, and purity. See Barbara
Welter, 1976, Dimity Convictions: The American Woman in the Nineteenth Century.
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women brought Swami Vivekenanda to the United States in 1893 to speak at the World Fair in
Chicago, and then continued to sponsor him as an enlightened teacher for their community.
Enoch Page’s article, “The Gender, Race, and Class Barriers: Enclosing Yoga as White
Public Space,” effectively links the pervasiveness of white women in contemporary North Amer-
ican yoga to the ruination of ascetic yoga in colonial India. Page connects capitalist imperialism
with the British colony in India, arguing that one major reason that Swami Vivekenanda came to
the United States in the first place was to garner economic support and sympathy from the de-
mocratic and recently independent Americans for colonized India. This approach offers Viveke-
nanda more agency than Syman’s interpretation does, rather than portraying Vivekenanda as the
property of white women who sponsored him. Page draws on Stoler's notion of “imperial forma-
tions” and the ongoing “processes of decimation, displacement, reclamation,...[which include]
...graded forms of sovereignty” (193) to argue that unequal power relations persist despite so-
called imperial withdrawal. In other words, colonialism continues to perpetuate its inequalities of
access with regards to class, racialized gender constructs, and religious constraints in mainstream
yoga spaces. Until we examine the detritus of the imperial, Page argues, the historical explana-
tions behind yoga’s persistent white femininity represented in studios and in media will remain
elusive. Page also borrows Stoler’s use of the term “ruin” to contextualize what he considers to
be the destruction of ascetic yoga. According to Stoler, ruination is a legacy of decay, and is nei-
ther static nor dynamic in its doubly noun and verb word function (195). In Page’s assessment,
the ruination of yoga happened in India when British colonial authorities effectively outlawed its
ascetic practitioners, and continued when Swami Vivekenanda came to the U.S. in 1893 in an

attempt to garner support for India’s valour (48). As mentioned in Chapter 1, Vivekenanda dilut-
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ed his teachings of traditional raja yoga in order to be easily accessible to Western audiences,
large numbers of whom were white women.

We have to ask, who is not present in contemporary mainstream yoga studios in urban
North America, and why do these spaces appear to be populated largely by white, normative-
bodied women as consumers and business owners? While white female yoga practitioners might
suggest that all women are sisters, Audre Lorde points out the “pretense of homogeneity covered
by the word sisterhood that does not in fact exist” (116). Colonial histories of racism made sure
that black men and women can not have the same relations to patriarchal and capitalist structures
that white men and women do. Franz Fanon reminds readers that the black person negotiates
their blackness in relation to whiteness (18-19), which, in a yoga studio populated with white
bodies, contributes to people of colour feeling unrepresented and misunderstood, as many in this
study have claimed. Lorde’s rage at having been “born into a society of entrenched loathing and
contempt for whatever is Black and female” (151) suggests another reason for an absence of
people of colour in yoga sites and spaces; fieldwork findings will speak to this more fully in sub-
sequent chapters. Enoch Page similarly explains that colonial Britain in India likewise excluded
ascetic forms of yoga that white Christians found offensive, and subsequently white washed the
version of yoga that Swami Vivekenanda brought to the U.S. in 1893 (47-50). People of colour,
Page suggests, were not welcome on the American world stage unless they were sanitized ver-
sions of their exotic selves, selling a universalized, physically-centred spirituality that appealed
to wealthy white women desiring power that their husbands would not afford them (46-47). This
sanitization of yoga makes yoga white, as Page argues, and strips it from its authentic ascetic

origins.
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While whiteness and Christianity are not necessarily 