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ABSTRACT 

 

Consuming Yoga: Promotional Culture and the Media Representation of Yoga 

Danielle M. Greenwell 

Supervisor: Douglas Porpora, PhD 

 

The practice of yoga has gone through a resurgence and geographical shift in the past 

hundred years. In the Western world, and to some extent in India, yoga has been 

decontextualized from its spiritual, religious, and even cultural history. Yoga is often 

paired with unrelated traditions to create a collage of spirituality based on the needs of 

the individual. This syncretic borrowing has become the norm for many practitioners who 

may or may not realize they are participating in this decontextualization and accept 

teachings about yoga that are historically inaccurate. Modern yoga has taken on certain 

traits and values which can be thought of as the image or style of yoga. Many of these 

traits have no historical or religious basis but are seen with frequency in mass media and 

social media. 

This dissertation looks at the current cultural meaning of yoga in the United States. It 

demonstrates how yoga has been used in mass and social media and what messages are 

conveyed when people conspicuously consume yoga as a practice or by carrying products 

related to yoga. It explores whether the shift in yoga has harmed the practice or the 

people who practice yoga. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

 

Let me begin with three stories that will illustrate some of the thematic points I 

will cover in this dissertation.  

Story 1:  

It is early January and I am sitting in the yoga studio ready to begin the adventure 

of teacher training. After our morning class I grabbed lunch and brought it back to the 

small waiting area inside the studio. In the tradition of yoga I practice, we start with an 

immersion – which is 50 hours of classroom time prior to the start of teacher training. In 

the coming months, I would then actually learn to break the practice into teachable 

components and create classes. That 50 hours meant that our group knew each other quite 

well and often we would chat between sessions or over lunch about our personal lives 

and things we were learning.  

Today we started with a typical yoga class, had an hour break for lunch and were 

waiting to go back into the classroom. A woman parks next to me on the floor and opens 

up her lunch. She remarks that she was “soooo bad” over break, eating sugar and gluten 

and all kinds of stuff over Christmas break. Another woman chimes in and the group 

begins to do that thing women do when they get together post-holidays: compete over 

who needs to exercise or diet more. They talked in morality terms of good and bad, right 

and wrong. Though I have probably witnessed that conversation hundreds of times 

among close friends, family members and even strangers, it was confusing to hear this at 

a yoga teacher training. These powerful women were self-deprecating. In immersion, 
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they had all been so nurturing towards each other and themselves and this type of 

language seemed out of place. 

Story 2: 

All yoga teacher trainings attempt to study well known religious texts of India in 

addition to the physical practice. In my teacher training, we all bought the Yoga Sutras of 

Patanjali and the Bhavagad Gita but only delved into the Yoga Sutras. Other trainings 

might incorporate larger portions of the Mahabharata (from which the Gita is taken) but 

we breezed over these ancient texts so that we knew what they were but not what they 

cover. Instead, my teacher would reference stories from the Gita when appropriate and 

she paraphrased the entire Mahabharata during the training.  

What people might not realize is that translation into English is heavily imbued 

with interpretation; the philosophy of the translator may have more to do with how the 

text is read than one might realize. Because we all had different copies of the Sutras, 

these differences became quite apparent when we began studying the Sutras in depth. 

Sutra, generally translated as aphorism, is a small saying that is meant to be unpacked. 

Patanjali would have been great on Twitter.  

Midway through our teacher training we began to look at the Yoga Sutras in depth 

and reading from them in groups of three or four students. Some students were more 

interested than others in reading the ancient texts. Many students basically checked out 

during this period and seemed entirely disinterested. As an academic and someone who 

studied ancient texts during my undergraduate religious studies degree, these texts and 

their interpretations are fascinating. We were instructed to apply the Sutras to our lives – 

which in my opinion is the wrong way to go about a textual analysis – which led to even 
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more interpretation and frustration. It is tough enough to interpret an author, but to 

interpret a collection of sayings that was likely esoteric at the time into any sort of 

modern language is a challenge.  

One student, after pouring over the text, innocently asked our teacher whether 

yoga was a religion. My teacher noted that of course yoga comes from Hinduism and 

other eastern religions but that Americans often practice it without bringing in religious 

elements. She gave examples of people of all different religions who practice yoga, but 

may or may not adopt other parts of the tradition. The student still seemed puzzled so 

another student spoke up. “Well – it’s more like a philosophy than a religion, it’s not like 

they fought wars over it or anything.”   

I was flabbergasted. While we were not studying the Bhagavad Gita in this 

training, we had gone over the basic story behind it and this was from someone who had 

taken more than one yoga teacher training. How could this student not realize that the 

Gita is about Arjuna’s moral quandary of whether to kill his relatives on the battlefield. 

Krishna is making the case that this is a ‘just war’ but nonetheless it is a war in which 

many characters are slain.  

Okay, maybe the person thought that it was an allegory and not a real war and 

was not knowledgeable about wars that have been fought in India. But to delve a bit 

deeper into the comment - is the requirement of a religion that a war must be fought over 

it? I can see why – given the history of the crusades and jihad and the present state of 

Israel – that is a tempting assumption. However, at the risk of sounding like a 

conservative commentator: what is it that has made religion so distasteful in American 

society that it would be equated with war?  
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The first student seemed satisfied with this answer. While I certainly have no idea 

what was going on inside the student’s head – my educated guess based on that student is 

that she was wondering whether she could hold Christian traditions or beliefs while still 

studying yoga. We soon abandoned the texts in favor of more asana practice. 

Story 3: 

Part of my research involved interviewing yoga practitioners about their practice, 

what led them to yoga and how they relate to the ‘stuff’ of yoga. The interview process 

was quite fun and I got to know some interesting people.  

I met up with one of my interviewees at her office. We settled into a conference 

room and I asked her a few warm up questions about how long she had been doing yoga, 

what made her practice and how her teacher training experience had gone the year before. 

I had not yet started my teacher training and was hoping for some insider knowledge 

about what it would be like and how to get the most out of the experience.  

Eventually we got into the heart of the interview and discussed the meaning of 

yoga to her and what she thought the meaning was to others. As I asked her questions 

about what she wore to yoga, she was very clear that none of that mattered. She bristled 

at the question of whether anything her teachers wore influenced her own clothing 

choices. At this point she sat more upright and used her body language to indicate that the 

stuff was of no importance to her by using hand gestures like flinging her hands to the 

sides.  

She went on to tell me that she always bought the cheapest items and avoided 

brand names and patterns – mostly because she wanted to wear the same pair of pants 

several times in a week yet not have anyone notice that she re-wore them so frequently. 
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She was a self-described minimalist and prided herself on blocking ads on social media 

and not buying any of the major yoga brands. To this point, she could only really name 

Lululemon and a few mat companies when asked to list off yoga brands. She then noted 

that she owned a brand-name mat, which she loved, but had asked for it as a gift one year 

since it was expensive.  

We moved along in the interview and I began to ask her about her favorite 

teachers, other students and how her first year of teaching was going. As she began to 

describe a teacher she loved and an experience in one of her classes, she stopped. Wait, 

she said. “I just realized that the reason I bought my Jade mat was because that’s the mat 

my teacher uses. Actually, everyone at that studio uses it. I think that’s what influenced 

me.” We paused. She took some time to process and then noted. “That’s definitely why I 

wanted it.”  

The revelation in the interview visibly bothered her. She, like many millennials I 

talk to about media literacy, wants to be the type of person who is not influenced by 

advertising. She prides herself on using ad-blockers on her internet browser and for 

wearing brand-less clothing. Yet she bought the same name-brand mat as her teacher. She 

quickly noted that it was a great mat and that she had made the right decision.  

That type of behavior is exactly why stores like Lululemon hire brand 

ambassadors. They recognize that their target audience is less likely to respond to a 

billboard than they are the people they admire. They encourage yoga teachers to use their 

products – and be seen using the products on social media and in classes – and are given 

free and reduced cost products to influence others. Very few of my other interviewees 

admitted that this worked. In fact, many flat out told me that they were never influenced 
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by what other people wore. But in this interview, this interviewee began to see the 

marketing process and its influence on her buying habits. The fact that it visibly disturbed 

her suggests that she had never thought about that before. While I had this happen a 

couple of times in my interviews, this was the most vivid.  

Story 4:  

One teacher I interviewed has been practicing and teaching for many years. She 

has gained a reputation as a master teacher in the community and other people I 

interviewed often named her as a favorite teacher. They talk about her incredible 

knowledge of anatomy, her use of Indian mythology related to yoga, and the way the 

practice is expressed in her everyday life. Those who have not studied directly with her 

often note that they would like to. Those who have studied with her aspire to be like her 

one day.  

We discussed social media and people posting photos of themselves on Facebook 

and Instagram. She noted that during and after her classes, her students often take photos 

of themselves. She is a member of Facebook and is aware of the people who post photos 

of themselves in yoga poses for marketing purposes. She has the means and opportunity 

to do this and she can execute some of the most advanced yoga poses. In addition, as an 

independent teacher she must market her classes and workshops. However, she does not 

post photos of herself in yoga poses on social media.  

As we talked she made it clear she was not opposed to posting photos on social 

media, she just never did it. I pushed her on this point a little to try to find out why and 

she still could not come up with an answer. She explained that she was not morally 

opposed to other people posting, it just was not something she does.  



7 
 
The Purpose of This Study 

The practice of yoga has gone through a resurgence and geographical shift in the 

past hundred years. In the Western world, and to some extent in India, yoga has been 

decontextualized from its spiritual, religious, and even cultural history. Yoga is often 

paired with unrelated traditions to create a collage of spirituality based on the needs of 

the individual. This syncretic borrowing has become the norm for many practitioners who 

may or may not realize they are participating in this decontextualization and accept 

teachings about yoga that are historically inaccurate. Some practitioners realize this and 

quit, others realize it and delve deeper into the other traditions that are more closely 

aligned with yoga such as Ayurvedic medicine, kirtan (ritual singing), or studying 

religious texts from India.  

It is the goal of authors such as Alter and De Michelis to find the ‘real’ meaning 

of yoga. For them, it is a school of thought to draw the adherent closer to their 

transcendental self.1 It is a spiritual practice rooted in India tradition. While I recognize a 

place for their work within anthropology, the goal of my research is not to find the ‘real’ 

meaning of yoga but the current cultural meaning of yoga in the United States. I wish to 

know why it has been used in television shows, advertising, and social media. I want to 

know what messages are conveyed when people conspicuously consume yoga as a 

practice or by carrying products related to yoga. Furthermore, I wish to know if this shift 

definition has harmed the practice of yoga. That is the focus of this academic work and 

the way in which it fits into studies of mass communication, social media, and consumer 

                                                 
1 De Michelis, 2005, p. 2; Alter, 2010, p. 4 
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studies. Finding this meaning will help me figure out how it came to be and how it fits 

into the commoditization of yoga. 

Narrowly, yoga is a physical regimen or at least that is how the word is used in 

the United States. If you were to ask a person on the street who does not practice, they 

likely would tell you that it is about stretching. However, if you ask someone who 

practices regularly, they might tell you that yoga is so much more than that. While the 

people that I interviewed were not able to arrive at a solid definition, most talked about 

its effects in a way that made it clear that it is more than just a physical practice. They 

struggled to call it a spiritual one (like the student in my second story) but also knew it is 

different from other physical fitness routines because it has both physical and mental 

effects on the practitioner. 

Historically the term is used in a variety of ways – the path is complex and the 

goals of the path are dependent on the tradition from which it comes. While this might 

have been the focus of my work if I were interviewing people in India (whether Indians 

or westerners living in India), not even one of my interviewees discussed this historical 

tradition when attempting to come up with a definition. 

Modern yoga has taken on certain traits and values which can be thought of as the 

image or style of yoga. Many of these traits have no historical or religious basis2 but are 

seen with frequency in mass media and social media. This image of yoga, which Barthes 

refers to as a “floating chain of signifieds,”3 is very different from its historical roots. For 

Barthes, this is the result of late capitalism. Companies are selling “essences” rather than 

                                                 
2 Broad, 2012; Syman, 2010; Singleton, 2010 
3 Barthes, 1967[1949], p. 39 
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products when they use yoga to sell something.4 They are selling status and a sense of 

belonging that people get from being in ‘brand communities.’5 The people who buy these 

products are getting caught up in that definition and feeling of being part of a something 

bigger than themselves. In the next several chapters I will discuss what those potential 

feelings and associations are by looking closely at what the image of yoga aligns with in 

mass media, advertising and social media.  

I began with stories to illustrate several points that I wish to cover in this 

dissertation and begin to unpack the depths of the research project. While I could 

probably provide counter-examples for each one, these stories are illustrative of greater 

pieces of yoga culture in the United States. A quick analysis of each story is below.  

Body Shaming and Yoga 

The first story about diet and body shaming demonstrates that as the practice of 

yoga moved from the East to the West, certain aspects of yoga were kept and others were 

not. Yoga trainings adapted to the same social norms that permeate society; it is not 

unusual that ‘western-ness’ seeped in. The practice was transformed and only the things 

that could fit into a Western context and Western lifestyle made it through.   

The story also illustrates that in some ways yoga is treated like a religion when it 

comes to notions of hypocrisy. That is, people treat yogis and yoga teachers more like 

spiritual adherents than like fitness adherents. It is true that certain fitness brands seem to 

cultivate religious fervor by their participants, but the hypocrisy concerns about fitness 

adherents generally extends only to health and fitness rather than psycho-social norms. 

                                                 
4 Barthes, 1972 [1957], p. 130 
5 Muniz and O'Guinn, 2001 
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While a person who teaches rock-climbing might be scorned for smoking a cigarette, it is 

unlikely that anyone would be surprised to be cut off by a car that had a bumper sticker 

from a rock-climbing gym. Yogis, however, are held to standards of health, fitness, diet 

and social relations. A yoga teacher driving a car with an OM bumper sticker who cuts 

off another driver would be considered hypocritical. Yoga teachers are held to high 

standards around the type of talk they engage in. This is evidenced by yoga bloggers who 

criticize yoga teachers for engaging in this type of talk.6 

The upsurge of yoga in the Western world has been called many things. For some, 

it is an example of Orientalism7 or the imperialistic borrowing of Eastern ideas to serve 

Western needs and is usually reductive in nature. For others, it is akin to the mindfulness 

movement, which underwent an uptick in popularity in the last few decades. Wilson’s 

work on mindfulness in the American consciousness shows how quickly an idea can go 

from obscure teaching to a central feature in most self-help books, magazines, and 

courses. He notes that first its religious context was eroded, next it was adopted by the 

medical and psychological communities, and finally it moved into the mainstream.8 For 

other yoga scholars, it is an outgrowth of globalization which has led to the circulation 

and re-circulation of knowledge.9 Still others find the modernization of yoga to be a 

positive trend: as Indian teachers were “democratizing” yoga and “insisting that science 

and spirituality are complementary practices.”10 

                                                 
6 Fowler, 2016; Budig, 2015; Kean Fradin, 2011 
7 De Michelis, 2005 
8 Wilson, 2014 
9 Strauss, 2005; Altglas, 2014; Lau, 2000 
10 Horton, 2012 
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Of note, though, the practice of yoga was initially brought to the West by Indian 

teachers who saw Westerners as rich in money and poor in spirit. They saw the need to 

bring bite-sized pieces of spiritual richness to feed a nation that was hungry for 

something to feed their souls.11 Their rhetoric was evangelical in nature as was their 

tendency to send ambassadors of yoga to the west. The early adopters were given yoga; 

there is no evidence it was stolen. However, that model has since changed. Nowadays, 

the vast majority of yoga teachers and students are white and born in the United States. 

They talk and conduct their lives like Westerners, including the way they engage with the 

practice of yoga. 

I can see how including this first story about women discussing what they eat 

could be seen as sexist. While men also participate in ‘fat talk’, it is more prevalent 

among women12 and is considered normative among certain groups of women.13 In 

addition, yoga trainings tend to draw more women than men, particularly young, white, 

and well-educated women.14 These demographics also correlate with high rates of body 

dissatisfaction.15  

Written history leads us to the conclusion that yoga was started by men, for men, 

and men were the only physical yoga practitioners until the 20th century. When Indra 

Devi, a woman, approached Krishnamacharya, the father of postural yoga, about 

practicing yoga, he flatly refused. Only after a local prince forced him to take her in, did 

she become one of his most important disciples and potentially the world’s most famous 

                                                 
11 Goldberg, 2015, p. 105 & 163; Strauss, 2005 p. 7 
12 Martz et al, 2009 
13 Salk and Engeln-Maddox, 2011 
14 Yoga Journal Media Kit, 2016 
15 Salk and Engeln-Maddox, 2011 
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female yoga teacher.16 While I am sure that at least a few women did sneak in before her, 

they certainly did not make up the majority until very recently. The Yoga in America 

Survey 2016 estimates that 72% of practitioners are women17 making them the 

overwhelming majority of the yoga students in the United States. A shift in demographics 

from men to women when yoga came to the West surely brought about change in the 

practice. Or, as the practice changed, more women were attracted. 

Whatever the causal framework, I cannot picture a group of Brahmin men in India 

sitting around and discussing the morality of eating sugar and gluten.18 They might have 

debated the morality of eating animals, particularly sacred animals but this has more to 

do with being caretakers of sentient beings than how it affects one’s waistline. The 

women in this story were not discussing sugar as morally wrong due to the ways in which 

workers are treated on sugar cane plantations, but how it would affect their weight and 

their ability to take yoga postures. They were using words like ‘good’ and ‘bad’ to assign 

morality to their food choices. 

How does a practice that is focused on union with the divine get used to justify 

food choices or worse, beat oneself up for eating Christmas cookies? As yoga moved 

from East to West, it is difficult to say why some parts of the yoga tradition have 

survived the shift to Western culture and others have not. For instance, many of the 

names of poses are said in Sanskrit – a tradition that despite it being a very foreign 

tongue – survives in poses such as tadasana and bakasana despite having common 

                                                 
16 Goldberg, 2015 
17 IPSOS, 2016 
18 Krishnamacharya was opposed to processed foods like white flour, but not on moral grounds 
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English names (mountain pose and crow pose). In contrast, Iyengar’s19 clear message that 

one cannot be a yogi and eat meat is largely ignored.20 Other, more obscure practices like 

a ban on ‘ridiculing what others hold to be sacred’21 are not often taught.  

The practice of picking and choosing of certain pieces of an Eastern tradition 

while eschewing others is seen as deeply problematic by some. I cannot help to wonder, 

however, if it is less about intentionally choosing parts of a tradition and more about what 

is able to survive the journey from East to West and societal norms. Hence, a group of 

yoga teachers vowing to avoid self-harm and yet actively participating in body-shaming 

of themselves and anyone in earshot. They were simply being like most American 

women.22  

This also may help explain some of why yogis are held to higher standards that 

other fitness groups. Even though I will demonstrate that most of my interviewees and 

the people I have encountered in my research would not consider themselves religious or 

even spiritual, yoga is still grounded in religious tradition and this influences how others 

see people who practice yoga. Mass media and social media make it clear that yogis are 

supposed to follow norms including being nice. They are meant to be more spiritually 

enlightened than the general population. They cannot openly drink too much alcohol or 

eat ‘junk food,’ and must apologize for smoking, eating red meat, or having a bad day. 

They are considered hypocrites when they deviate from what society says a yoga teacher 

                                                 
19 India’s most famous postural yoga teacher 
20 Vivekananda was an avid meat eater and felt that Indians were weak and sickly due to their 

vegetarian diets (Goldberg, 2015, p. 107). 
21 Iyengar, 1976, p. 33 
22 Salk and Engeln-Maddox, 2011 



14 
 

or student should be. Mass media and social media perpetuate this stereotype as do the 

number of people who confess these ‘weaknesses’ in conversations in yoga studios.  

The body shaming session both came out of this yoga world where anything that 

is not a kale smoothie is considered non-yogic, but it also shows that yoga teachers are 

average Americans that participate in the dominant discourse around food, eating and 

body image. In many ways, yoga went from being part of a religion to being stripped of 

its religion and then back to being a pseudo-religion focused on tight abs and happiness 

in every circumstance. Its adherents are meant to be paragons of health and prosperity. 

This is a consequence of yoga being commodified but it also is indicative of a society that 

is hyper-focused on surveilling choices related to bodily health. We will see this when 

studying Yoga Journal and television, but it is best illustrated by Instagram celebrities. 

Participant Observation 

The first part of my research was that of an active participant-observer. There are 

many reasons to do this including access to the research data. I could not observe a 

teacher training and without credibility or relationships, my interviews would have been 

difficult to obtain. More importantly, though, I needed to get a “feel for the game”23 to 

learn the language and know what to ask. In addition, my own knee-jerk reactions to 

things often helped me clarify what was important. As we sat down to discuss the yoga 

sutras, my research senses were heightened – I paid better attention and kept better notes 

because I knew this section would be important. That paid off.  

The second story involving the Yoga Sutras was just one of several conversations 

that day. I chose a conversation that was open to the entire class rather than reporting on 

                                                 
23 Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 223 
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what my small group talked about, which seemed too intimate to exploit for this 

dissertation. But more importantly, the fact it annoyed me or even made me angry is 

telling. I remembered it clearly for days after and discussed with several of my committee 

members. At first, I was not annoyed with the first student for her complete ignorance but 

with the second student jumping in for spreading inaccurate information by claiming 

yoga was a philosophy and did not come from religion. I was picking up on the 

widespread discomfort within the yoga community around talking about religion. The 

fact this is the only time I heard mention of the word religion or Hinduism in my teacher 

training is quite telling. 

The first student innocently asked about the origins of yoga and she was not 

alone. Most of the group had no idea how old the practice was or even where it came 

from, other than India. They were detached from the history of yoga and because of that, 

they were detached from its religious and spiritual context. Certain students seemed to 

regret their decision to participate in training when we got into any sort of religious, 

spiritual, or even philosophical discussions. Many of them finished training without any 

knowledge of what spiritual tradition this type of yoga comes from (Kashmir Shaivism)24 

or the basics of yoga’s history in India. 

Yoga trainings cost thousands of dollars. Many people put the training on credit 

cards or paid incrementally to be able to afford it. Several students had no plans to teach 

after; it was not like they were making a career move. They were spending this money on 

themselves, for their own betterment. In doing so, they were unknowingly participating in 

                                                 
24 Brooks, 2011 
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a tradition that started in the United States with the Theosophists25 and that trickled down 

into what we now call the new-age movement – centered around personal development 

and health. Swami Vivekananda, Krishnamacharya, and BKS Iyengar all promoted this 

throughout their lifetime and teachings. What they did not promote, however, was 

detaching the physical practice from the spiritual26 and this is where current yoga teacher 

trainings have started to diverge from those early teachers.  

The first student in the story phrased her question as a leading one. This turn of 

phrase indicated she was hoping the answer was not what she feared. She was giving our 

teacher a chance to disassociate the practice and save face. Her intonation and even 

reticence to ask about the origins made it clear that the answer was important to her and 

yoga’s interference with her own religious background would be problematic. Even more 

telling, though, was the second student’s response. The second student was emphatically 

refusing to call yoga a religious or spiritual tradition, and instead using the least repulsive 

(apparently) word, philosophical. It was clear this student wanted to separate yoga from 

religion and saw religion in a negative light. 

We find instances of this everywhere in the United States. Meditative techniques 

are appropriated by psychology and given a scientific/non-religious patina to make them 

more palatable. As Porpora explains, the secularization of the world leads to an emotional 

detachment from the sacred and while people are still engaging in discourses around 

morality, they are avoiding religion.27 While the right often demonizes the left for this, it 

                                                 
25 Michelis, 2005,10 
26 Goldberg 2015, p. 105; Michelis 2005; Iyengar 1979 [1966] 
27 Porpora, 2003 
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is happening throughout the United States regardless of political stance. Religion has lost 

popularity. 28 

Most importantly, the training itself focused more deeply on the physical practice 

than anything else. At some point, I tried to quantify this by keeping a timer on for 

physical practice versus philosophy versus ayurveda. I soon gave up because a lot of 

discussion was intermingled or tied back to the physical practice quickly. For this, I do 

not blame my teacher, she is simply replicating her own training and as a business 

woman provided a training that is most appealing to her students. Knowing her, she likely 

would have focused more on religion and philosophy if the group had asked. But they did 

not. The times we studied text were the times the class was the least engaged as 

evidenced by body language, the number of questions and active participation in 

activities.  

My teacher training reflected a detachment of physicality from any kind of 

spiritual theory and a detachment of spirituality from religion. In doing so it disassociates 

yoga from its cultural context. At this point, that’s not a revelation, it is just where yoga 

resides in the American consciousness. It resonates with themes we will see demonstrated 

in Yoga Journal, television, Instagram, and interviews with yoga practitioners. 

The Stuff of Yoga 

Story three is on the surface very easy to unpack. My interviewee made it easy by 

coming to the realization on her own that her yoga teachers influence what she buys. 

Others actively resisted when asked the question – ‘would you ever buy something 

because your yoga teacher owns it?’ In fact, this first interviewee also answered no to this 
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question at first. It was not until she started naming off products she owned that she 

started thinking about the causal relation between wanting a branded mat and the studio 

in which she practiced.  

While I have no hard number on this, I have observed that mat brands vary by 

studio. At one studio, Jade mats are popular. At the next, Manduka mats are in.29 

Lululemon mats seem to win out in studios where there are multiple Lulu ambassadors. 

There are studios where almost everyone has a non-branded mat and when students travel 

from out of town they often bring mats that I am not familiar with. This could of course 

be correlation and not causality, but that would assume that the type of person who goes 

to a certain studio to also be the type of person who appreciates the aesthetic and design 

of certain brands. 

Many of the products that surround yoga are very useful. Choudhury makes fun of 

Iyengar classes for being “furniture yoga”30 but Iyengar found that blankets, ropes and 

blocks could be used to support students in poses. Mats make the floor less slippery to 

hold poses and provide cushioning for knees. Tighter pants that will not fall down during 

poses and tops that will not fall down during inversions such as downward dog and 

handstand make sense. Almost everyone who has practiced for some time buys products 

to support their practice.  

The market for yoga products is as big as or bigger than the market for yoga 

classes now, largely due to the fact that a pair of black pants can easily cost $100 at one 

of the elite yoga shops. That teachers are given apparel or given discounts on apparel so 

                                                 
29 The founder of the Anusara yoga school was also an ambassador for Manduka, my studio sells 

Manduka mats, and I own a Manduka mat because four of my favorite teachers recommended them. 
30 Despres, 2007 
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they will wear them to teach is rarely questioned in the yoga community – mostly 

because the blogs or magazines receive advertising dollars from these companies. Blog 

posts such as “The Ultimate Guide to Yoga Pants”31 or “In Defense of $100 Yoga 

Pants”32 make it clear that high-end yoga pants are part of the culture surrounding yoga. 

It is not surprising that my anti-advertising interviewee has a $75 yoga mat. What is 

surprising is that the rest of my interviewees were unwilling or unable to say why they 

were spending money on these elite brands. Several people claimed brands do not matter 

and yet still bought $100 pants. This also helps us understand why companies use social 

media to sell their products – they fully understand the power of personal connection to 

sell products. 

Stewardship of Yoga 

This leads me to the fourth story. I can follow most of my yoga teachers on 

Facebook and many of them on Instagram. They use social media to promote their 

classes, their workshops, and their work. Some solely post photos of their students, others 

only post photos of themselves, and most post a combination of the two. They run the 

gamut from very tough yoga poses in exotic locations while wearing little clothing to 

simple seated meditation photos in the yoga studio. They at times post pop philosophy or 

articles about anatomy, but their presumptive intent is to get more people interested in 

their classes or in yoga.  

Why does this teacher avoid posting photos of herself on social media? It seems 

like a smart move to post on Facebook and Instagram given that yoga teachers who do 

                                                 
31 Gelula, 2013 
32 Blumenfeld, 2015 
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gain sometimes thousands of followers. This teacher can certainly get into tough poses 

and she has a lot of wisdom to offer. Yet, she does not participate in the dominant 

marketing practice for yoga teachers in this city. She is heralded as one of the best 

teachers by most of my interviewees for her stewardship of yoga. Does her lack of social 

media play reinforce that idea? 

Iyengar himself did not shy away from publicity. There are newsreels of him 

performing feats of strength and flexibility and multiple photos and books. If social 

media had been around when he was younger it is possible he would have used it to 

spread the word about yoga to the West, but I think he would have been careful about he 

posted and would have stuck to a singular tradition instead of mixing religions and 

cultures across posts.  

Whatever my teacher’s intent, she has decided not to engage in social media in 

this way. By not doing so she is showing that it is possible to be a popular and well-

thought of teacher without buying into the commercialization and mediatization of yoga. 

She demonstrates an alternative engagement with the practice since she does not appear 

to be motivated by the things those teachers who are on social media are engaged with. 

These four stories help create some context about what it looks like to study yoga 

in popular American culture. But first, we must try to find out – where did yoga come 

from? 

A Very Short History of Yoga in the West 

Yoga in India encompasses many practices including abstentions, observances, 

and meditation. But for many in the United States, it has come to signify only one 

practice – asana – a movement-based practice that focuses solely on posture and 
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breathing exercises. It is because of this redefinition of the word yoga that debate around 

consumerism between more spiritually-oriented practitioners and more physically-

oriented practitioners has begun to unfold.  

The problem with creating a unified history of yoga is that yoga means many 

things to many people. Much of the tradition is oral in nature and because of that we have 

very few texts that will indicate exactly how old the term is – many of the texts of India 

have survived as oral traditions rather than written ones. In addition, the early Hindus and 

Buddhists were in disagreement over the goal of enlightenment and Hinduism is not one 

tradition but many. Varying Hindu traditions hold what many would consider conflicting 

ideas about the world.  

The term yoga comes from pre-Vedic traditions – whether it was first used in 

Buddhism or Hinduism is debated. Some credit the Upanisads with being the first text 

that teaches about yoga.33 Others credit the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali with the 

systemization of yoga since it lays down an eight-fold path.34 As Bühnemann points out, 

the sutras (aphorisms) are likely from a variety of time periods and just pieced together 

into a text later on, perhaps solidified arounds the 4th century CE and attributed to 

Patanajali in the 10th century CE.35 It is unclear from the text whether Patanjali is meant 

to be a man, a god, or a collection of writers. 

The Yoga Sutras only provide one version of yoga, despite modern scholars 

focusing on the Yoga Sutras as ‘classical’ yoga. Several other traditions would have 

existed at the same time or even before the Yoga Sutras were written. In addition, The 

                                                 
33 Bühnemann, 2007, p. 5; Singleton, 2010 
34 Iyengar, 1979 [1966], p. 19 
35 Bühnemann, 2007, p. 5 
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Yoga Sutras were lost for centuries, rediscovered in the 19th century and translated into 

English36 where they have picked up traction. The Yoga Sutras provide a very pessimistic 

view with the goal of yoga being to remove oneself from the world which is 

fundamentally not sacred. 

Yoga – not asana – was first brought to the United States from India in the 1880s 

by the guru Swami Vivekananda.37 The United States was primed for yoga because 

Transcendentalists like Henry David Thoreau (who considered himself a yogi at times38) 

were already promoting Eastern thought. Leaders in the theosophist movement, headed 

by Helena Blavatsky, were traveling worldwide and helping Indians teach meditation and 

healing to Westerners that were ready to adopt the beliefs and practices of Vivekananda’s 

yoga. Vivekananda and the Theosophists saw hatha or postural yoga as vulgar and 

focused more on spiritual practice and breath so these early adherents would have sat in 

stillness for meditation. 

Just a few years later, in the early 20th century Tirumalai Krishnamacharya began 

to teach hatha yoga in Mysore India, claiming to have discovered poses that were 

thousands of years old.39 His practice focused on the physical, including postures, 

breathwork and abstentions. He began teaching his family and other men in the area and 

by the 1930s, he and his most well-known student and brother-in-law BKS Iyengar 

cleaned up the physical practice of yoga from its seedy past.40 Krishnamacharya 

                                                 
36 Goldberg, 2015, p. 98 
37 Campbell, 2007 
38 Thoreau, 1848 
39 In reality, these poses closely resemble Swedish and British gymnastics (Goldberg, 2015, pp. 

115-118) aside from a set of 84 poses (variations of lotus) that have been well-documented (Bühnemann, 
2007; Broad, 2012)  

40 There were yogis who made money contorting their bodies and holding their breath for long 
periods. Tantra yoga (which also includes physical practice) has often been associated with sexuality.   
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begrudgingly began to teach Indra Devi (a white woman) who he then sent to teach hatha 

yoga in the West and the physical practice of yoga expanded worldwide.  

Yoga was still not practiced by a significant number of Americans until the 1960s 

– when Maharishi Mahesh Yogi made meditation and yoga popular for celebrities such as 

the Beatles.41 These early adopters of yoga were associated with a new-age counter 

culture movement which rebelled against an imperialistic Christian society and saw 

Eastern traditions as a holistic cure for the problems of Western society.42 Some, like the 

Beatles, traveled to India and brought back Eastern ideas, dress, and artwork, further 

decontextualizing yoga and Indian artifacts from their historical origins. 

Iyengar’s book Light on Yoga, was first published in 1966 and sold millions of 

copies worldwide. He translates the third limb of yoga or asana as postural yoga and 

along with pranayama (breathwork) is the focus of his work. This was the first major 

publication in English that laid out physical poses and is likely the main reason the 

westerners consider asana the primary form of yoga and equate the word asana and yoga 

with physical practice. Though Iyengar describes the yogic path in Light in Yoga as a 

“quest of the soul” he mostly discusses the physical benefits of yoga in his book.43 This 

legacy lives on today, with studios promoting physical and not spiritual reasons for 

practicing yoga. 

In the 1970s, Bikram Choudhury arrived in the United States and opened up a 

studio. He created a set sequence including breathing exercises and a physical sequence 

that is practiced in a hot room. It took a while to catch on, but a few key celebrities 
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propelled it to be one of the more popular styles of yoga in the United States and some 

refer to him as the godfather of yoga in the United States. His business model of creating 

franchises led to over 700 Bikram Yoga studios in Europe, Asia, and the Americas.44 

Choudhury notes that westerners are “spiritual babies” and incapable of being spiritual45 

so he refuses to teach anything except physical yoga in the United States. He also 

compares religion to excrement, which appears to push Bikram Yoga into the realm of 

spirituality rather than religion.  

Choudhury is a problematic ambassador of spirituality, given that he has been 

formally accused of six separate incidences of sexual assault46 and refers to his accusers 

as “trash.”47 He was ordered to pay nearly $7 million dollars for one lawsuit regarding 

sexual harassment and wrongful termination.48 He is not the first yoga teacher to be 

accused of impropriety: yoga scandals have surfaced among both Indian and Western 

teachers. 

The way in which yoga was brought to the West has created a lack of unity within 

the yoga community. There are dozens of styles being practiced in the United States and 

these schools are often named after their founder (eg. Iyengar) or a Sanskrit term (eg. 

Jivamukti) and vary both in the types of poses practiced and their depth of religious 

underpinnings. Some schools were started by Indian teachers (eg. Bikram) who wanted to 

bring the practice to the West and others were started by Westerners (eg. Forrest) who 

sought out training in India and then created their own schools. 
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Recently, in the United States, the word yoga has come to signify only muscle 

building and stretching poses. Though the original referent (union to the divine) is 

sometimes in the back of people’s minds, the vast majority of utterances I have heard or 

seen written in my interviews, my ethnographic field work, or in mass and social media 

refer to the movement based practice. It has led me to conclude that the standard cultural 

definition of yoga in the United States at this moment in time is a physical practice. As a 

communication scholar this meaning of yoga is at the heart of this work and I will bring 

this up in depth throughout.  

Yoga’s influence on the western world has grown in recent years as studios 

increase in number, fitness centers add yoga classes, and even the San Francisco airport 

offers a yoga room for waiting passengers. Industry reports estimate that around 36.7 

million people take yoga classes each year up from 20.4 million in 2012.49 This is over 

11% of the population of the United States. The survey estimates that an additional 23% 

of Americans are “somewhat or very likely” to practice yoga in the next 12 months – 

showing that it is an aspirational practice for many. 

Yoga has even become popular in the business world, where companies host yoga 

classes for their employees and leaders such as First Lady Michelle Obama,50 Prime 

Minister Justin Trudeau51 and President George W. Bush52 practice. Market reports vary, 

but yoga and Pilates classes plus clothing are an estimated $16.8 billion industry,53 taking 

yoga from a small trend into a full sector of the fitness economy. What is particularly 
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fascinating is that people spend double the amount on clothes (4.6 billion), mats (3.6 

billion), and accessories (2.8 billion) combined than they spend on classes (5.8 billion). 

Those numbers only make sense when we take into account the number of people who 

own yoga clothing who have never practiced yoga.  

Commoditization, Syncretism, and Yoga 

Not only has the aura of yoga been used to sell everything from pants to water 

bottles, but other aspects of Indian culture have been appropriated by companies that are 

looking to cash in on yoga’s popularity. Companies such as lululemon, Athleta and 

PrAna use Sanskrit, Indian patterns on clothing, and traditional mantras such as ‘Om’ to 

sell products. Yoga and things related to yoga have become commoditized with this shift 

in the cultural definition of yoga.  

Is it so wrong that yoga trainings extract yoga from its religious past? Is some 

injury being done to yoga when it is being used to market expensive mats and pants? Is it 

okay that yoga teachers talk about yoga as a way to lose weight or have a tight body? Are 

American teachers being good stewards of yoga? While it is not worrisome that yoga has 

changed over the years – all spiritual practice shifts – what is worrisome is that much of 

this has been done in service to commoditization rather than to create real value for 

practitioners. The teachers of yoga have lost control of the image of yoga and in doing so 

have opened up the ability of companies to step in and define what yoga and how people 

interpret its meaning. Yoga also is used to reinforce what Lupton calls “the imperative of 

health” where individuals focus on diet and lifestyle to achieve “proper living.”54 
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Though the literature on yoga is thin, many scholars weigh in on how the 

commoditization of religious practice affects people’s relationship to religion and 

spirituality. Miller sees this commoditization of elements of religion as harmful – both to 

the religion and to society. He has a particular concern with “cultural dynamisms that 

incline people to engage religious beliefs as if they were consumer commodities.”55 As a 

scholar, he is firmly in the anti-consumerism camp and sees religion as one way to 

counter the effects of consumer culture. As a religious person, he is concerned that 

commoditization leads to a breakdown of the religious community by breaking down 

spiritual networks.  

As Baudrillard would explain our current society forces everything towards a 

simulation, a disfigured copy of its original self.56 Yoga cannot remain a single, 

immutable practice, it must change with society or be lost. For any practice to be 

preserved, it must change. At the same time, when it reaches an extreme – for example, 

Catholicism in the time of Martin Luther – there are opportunities for it to return to an 

earlier state, but this requires a force that is willing to engage and dissent. In this case, it 

would be a force that would stand out against commoditization.  

Even those who are not religious weigh in on the effects of this commoditization. 

For instance, Twitchell is less concerned with the breakdown of religion and more 

concerned that religion is being replaced by advertising. Once, the role of religion in 

society was to ascribe meaning to our lives and to the artifacts in them. Now, it is 

advertising that ascribes value and meaning to products, imbuing them with cultural 
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relevance. 57 Advertising has become the religion. Einstein similarly argues that religious 

advertising is at an all-time high and sees this as harmful.58 Religions that are able to 

brand themselves well have influence over society in ways that she sees as harmful. 

Furthermore, it breaks down moral debate into who has better branding rather than who 

has the better argument. Though they do not consider themselves religious, their 

arguments show that they do see value in keeping religion as somehow separate and 

sacred.   

York sees this commoditization and syncretism as one more “‘tool’ in the overall 

process of globalized homogeneity” that appropriates indigenous tradition to create a 

“universal sameness.” He is unapologetically critical of Americans that profit from 

indigenous culture with little understanding of its historical tradition. York explains that 

the New Age movement (including yoga) is “an outgrowth of liberal Western capitalism” 

and like corporations exists primarily to make a profit often at the expense of “other 

people’s spiritual property.”59 While I agree that this is the profit-making scenario, I 

disagree about the claim for homogeneity. While this is a popular critique of counter-

culture appropriation, this would not be strategic for companies. Frank notes that 

historian William Leach explains that modern consumer capitalism thrives on the idea of 

“more and more.” These companies need to sell more “goods, money, experience” which 

is about creating desire.60 A homogenous market would hinder consumption.   
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Clearly there is a strong tie between spirituality and consumer culture. While 

spiritual commodities are not a huge part of the global market of goods, they are 

increasing every year.61 As the commodities increase, so does the tendency to separate 

them from their original religious tradition, something we see very clearly in the case of 

yoga. How this will affect both the consumers and the religion is yet to be seen, but it is 

worth unpacking. Many would argue that it already has affected Indian culture. 

Goldberg62 explains that yoga was taken to the West, modified, and then brought back to 

India in a commoditized form so that even Indians view yoga as a physical, postural 

practice to benefit health rather than a spiritual commitment. It is not just true of yoga, 

but also other forms of Indian traditional knowledge such as Ayurveda. Deepak Chopra is 

one of the most well-known figures in holistic health. Born in India, he has used his 

knowledge of Hindu traditional medicine to sell health worldwide. Prashad calls Deepak 

Chopra a “new age orientalist” who uses "mechanics of ancient wisdom but not their 

ethical basis."63 He is not the only one that feels Chopra is profiting off the aura of 

Eastern spirituality. In 1997, Chopra sued the Weekly Standard for among other things, 

calling him a “huckster” and “Hindu Televangelist.”64 

As people look to practices such as yoga to fulfill needs rather than as a religious 

or spiritual commitment, they become susceptible to commoditization as a way to better 

themselves. Frank combines the ideas of cultural studies historians William Leach and 

Warren Susman to show that the idea of “self-fulfillment” and “individualism” is a key 
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concept of modern consumer capitalism.65 What better way to do this than through 

pseudo-religion. The tendency to treat these religious elements as commodities becomes 

understandable when seen in this way. It is similar to the division of the “commodity 

self” Ewen discusses in Captains of Consciousness.66 Advertising in the early 20th 

century gained traction by dividing up the consumer: each particular part of the body was 

addressed with specific products. For example, my local drug store sells separate 

moisturizer for my hair, eyelids, face, lips, hands, body, elbows and feet. Given this 

splintering of my skin, it is not unthinkable that I would borrow from several religious 

traditions to nurture the various parts of my body, mind and soul. 

This explains why it is possible to purchase items such as Tibetan prayer flags, 

rosaries, statues of the lord Ganesh, holy water, dream catchers, crystals, and almost any 

other type of religious paraphernalia on Amazon.com – a wholly secular website which 

profits from this religious curiosity based consumption style. The ability to buy these 

products cheaply (or at all) turns those who are seeking spirituality into religious 

bricoleurs, testing out elements of a particular tradition without having to encounter a 

religious leader or other practitioners. The person who is curious about a tradition can 

buy a relic of a tradition with much greater ease than traveling to attend a religious 

ceremony or seeking out formal religious education. They create their own private 

religion with ebbs and flows that match their own life. 

One of the toughest things about studying yoga is that it involves a lot of self-

reflection about cultural appropriation and colonialism. Americans practicing yoga is 
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considered at times considered cultural misappropriation because we borrow elements we 

like about the tradition to serve our own needs, often without considering the cultural or 

religious context. It is also true, though, that the Indian gurus who codified physical yoga 

borrowed heavily from other cultures, including Northern European gymnastic 

techniques. Those gurus took a tradition that is likely a couple of thousands of years old 

and blended it with European gymnastics to create a practice similar to what is practiced 

today in the United States.  

Therefore, is taking a pose like warrior II cultural misappropriation if it originally 

came from European tradition? Probably not, but at the same time, warrior II is not taught 

in isolation. When the entire practice is taken together along with breathwork and 

chanting, it is a tradition that is rooted in India. Furthermore, most yoga students 

probably do not know the history of yoga and believe they are practicing an ancient 

Indian tradition. To make things even more confusing, a Catholic Brazilian (later named 

Sri Dharma Mittra by his guru) “created” over 300 poses using “divine intuition” while 

teaching in New York City.67 He was known for being the only teacher to offer 

“advanced” classes in New York City and teachers went to him to learn more. Those 

teachers then went home and taught their students. Many of those advanced poses are 

what is being displayed on Instagram as yoga. 

Yoga attracts a lot of people who do not know or understand the history of yoga. 

They claim the poses are thousands of years old and that postural yoga is one of the eight 

limbs of yoga (it is not).68 I have read essays and social media posts by those who 
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68 Asana is one of the eight limbs, however, asana means “seat” and there is no evidence it came to 

mean anything else until the late 19th century. 
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complain that yoga students have no idea where the poses come from and proceed to 

write a history of yoga that has very little basis in written or oral history. For instance, 

Dharma Mittra claims that asana yoga started 3,000 years prior with easy lotus pose and 

next, the “masters introduced Cobra Pose.”69 History does not support this. Tirumular’s 

Tirumantiram (8th-12th century CE) lists eight poses that are all seated.70 There are three 

sets of drawings from the 20th century containing 84 yoga poses, yet none of these depict 

cobra pose. Instead it was likely introduced in the 20th century.71 

Like most syncretism, it is tough to break apart what is one culture and what is 

another, which leaves room for writers to make up ideas or draw conclusions that are not 

based in historical fact. Many yoga teachers and social media writers promote the idea 

that yoga can mean anything you wish – much like what we saw happen in Yoga Journal. 

Articles, advertising and opinion pieces freely move between seemingly irreconcilable 

religious practices with little to no explanation of that religion’s main tenets, allowing the 

reader to absorb the pieces of any religion they find useful in that moment.   

Bellah focuses on syncretism – adopting pieces of religions rather than joining a 

community - more than commodification as a key element of American culture in the 

1980s. It is possible if he did his research today, he would focus more on 

commodification since it has become a larger industry. In Habits of the Heart he writes of 

“improvisational” activities – or ones that substitute for a fuller religious tradition. He 

warns against these “moments of intense awareness” as just that: momentary.72 Even 
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though these moments can convey shared meaning, their effects on the individual are 

minimal. Similarly, Luckmann is concerned that the privatization of religion scrapes the 

surface rather than creating a connection to the sacred universe.73 While this is likely true 

of popular culture, it is not inherently so. Not all syncretism is harmful to religion – 

indeed it happens every time cultures are blended. The borrowing is not always 

superficial and at times leads to profound theological changes within traditions. Its 

popularity may be due to increasing globalization and the ease of travel among countries, 

but an intellectual search for the truth may lead a believer to study several cultures and 

borrow elements that are appropriate.  

Effects of Commoditization  

Commoditization brings with it any number of issues. While much scholarship 

has been dedicated to this subject a few things stand out as particularly of interest in the 

yoga world. The first, is of course, the concept of intellectual property. This has come up 

a number of times when it comes to the postures and of course India is attempting to 

patent every pose with the idea of protecting their cultural heritage. They are likely 

reacting to companies such as Bikram Yoga that have tried to trademark sequences or 

particular exercises. While Bikram Yoga has mostly been unsuccessful, they did manage 

to get an injunction on a rival studio teaching a similar sequence in a heated room.74 

Additionally, pharmaceutical companies have been able to patent traditional Indian 

medicine75 which has resulted both in the inability for doctors in those areas to prescribe 

those remedies without prescribing the brand name drug and in the mass extinction of 

                                                 
73 Luckmann, 1979, p. 133 
74 Moss, 2012 
75 Ramesh, 2009 



34 
 

over-harvested species. While this is not the same as yoga, it certainly has caused 

consternation by Indians who are worried that traditional practices will also be taken.  

Another potential effect of the commoditization of yoga is the hypersexualization 

of yoga. While it is true that some of yoga’s history involves sexuality, the 

hypersexualization of modern yoga has more to do with the use of bodies to sell products. 

R&B singer, Janelle Monáe released a music video, “Yoga,” which explores the 

sexualization of yoga bodies. In the video, a group of women dance in tight pants, 

infusing their hip-hop routine with random asana poses and the ubiquitous Anjali mudra 

(two palms touching at the center of the chest). Her fans theorize that it is likely satire but 

in an interview with the Tonight Show, Monáe simply talks about practicing yoga with 

friends and wanting people to enjoy the song.76 She and Jidenna end the interview with 

“Namaste, Amen” and another Anjali mudra, combining yoga and Christian traditions. 

The video has been viewed over 36 million times on YouTube.77 

Monáe is simply tapping into a culture that uses images of women in tight pants 

to sell products. She is poking fun, but the porn site ‘Girls in Yoga Pants’ which 

encourages men to ogle women wearing yoga pants or the multiple school districts who 

have banned yoga pants from their dress code78  has brought this sexualization into the 

news and blogosphere in recent years. On the one hand, people are appalled that yoga 

could be sexualized, on the other hand, numerous social media yoga-lebrities have 

capitalized on this and started posting photos of themselves in bikinis on Instagram and 
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Facebook. It apparently works: dating website analysis shows that yoga is one of the top 

five words for both men and women that are ranked as highly attractive on dating sites.79 

Commoditization of Products 

The practice is not the only part of yoga that has become commoditized. What 

brands they buy is where conspicuous consumption comes into play. Thorstein Veblen 

coined the term conspicuous consumption in 1899 as a way to explain class relations 

around consumption. Veblen’s analysis goes beyond the physical properties of the item 

and into the realm of creating higher social standing with the consumption of particular 

products.80 Capitalism depends on there being a market for goods and services. In this 

society, where the needs of the middle class are mostly met, the market relies on the 

middle class wanting goods and services beyond their actual needs. What they buy 

depends on what they find valuable in terms of increasing their position in society. 

Because status is often based on income and wealth, the commodities we consume 

become markers of status.  

Baudrillard takes Veblen one step further. For Baudrillard, symbolic exchange 

value is more important than actual use value and we consume objects because they are 

infused with “social meaning and prestige.”81 Baudrillard goes further to explain that it 

no longer the product itself that is being consumed but the idea of the product. The 

object’s value is tied up in historical and cultural context.82 This also helps elucidate 

Marx’s mystical properties of the commodity. It is not just that by entering the market a 
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product suddenly takes on a value, but the cultural and historical context play a huge part 

in how much we value a commodity.  

As yoga becomes increasingly popular, the number of products related to yoga 

has also increased. This distinction, though, is complicated. As Baudrillard points out, “it 

seems that the norm of consumption attitudes is simultaneously distinction and 

conformity.”83 On the one hand, yogis want to stand out as special, but on the other hand, 

they need to conform in order to do so. Since yoga is literally a system of conformity in 

which students attempt to make their bodies mimic the postures of their teachers, that 

clothing would soon follow is no surprise. In many ways, teachers have fueled the 

reification of the ‘sign’ of yoga simply by wearing certain outfits, which their students 

then imitate. That companies have caught on to this and give teachers free mats and 

outfits is just further proof that this imitation happens.  

The reification of what I refer to as “yoga style” is complex. While the 

commodity – be it a mat, block, strap, bag, top, jacket or pair of yoga pants – is the same 

as every other commodity that Marx discusses with the same contradictions of capitalist 

production, there is also something more. This is where the ‘sign’ of yoga adds value to a 

product and commodity becomes fetishized.  An exercise shirt suddenly is more valuable 

when it is specifically marketed for yoga. A mat that is more expensive suddenly 

becomes the ‘Ferrari’84 of yoga mats. While it is possible to practice yoga in an old t-shirt 
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84 The driving experience of a Ferrari is more valuable than a Toyota, but the main purpose in 

buying a Ferrari is social status. 



37 
 

and with a $10 yoga mat, practitioners are increasingly buying high-end mats85 and $100 

yoga pants.86  

This phenomenon is part of a greater trend of consumers using “stuff” to forge 

their own identity and convey meaning to the outside world. Csikszentmihalyi and 

Rochberg-Halton theorize that we are increasingly defined not by the items that we 

produce, but by the objects we consume. As people, particularly women, are freed from 

traditional tools of labor, they are free to define themselves through objects that never 

before existed.87 These objects serve as signs that help organize our consciousness and in 

doing so become part of who we are. Garments clothe us, but more importantly endow us 

with qualities that serve to communicate to others our position in society.88 Dan Ariely 

and Michael Norton draw on Belk, Fournier, Holbrook, Hirschman, Holt and Mick to 

explain “physical consumption (of consumer products, of brands) is used not just to 

satisfy basic needs but also to signal to ourselves and others our beliefs, attitudes, and 

social identities.”89 Daniel Miller argues that material goods give us an ability to create 

and strengthen relationships with others.90  

Ewen further emphasizes the role of style “as a tool for constructing personhood” 

and that it not only is useful for conveying who we are but who we want to be. Further, 

we can choose from a “vast pallet of symbolic meanings” which we can blend together.91 

This compounding of meanings that Roland Barthes calls “psychological essences” is 
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what he uses as evidence for “a dream of wholeness” where people do not have to choose 

just one thing to be, but can be many simultaneously.92 If yoga marketing is 

predominantly aimed at telling women they can “have it all,” what better way to 

demonstrate wholeness than with a fashion sign that is meant to evoke the psychological 

essence of balance and strength. Clothing ads that emphasize that women can go from 

yoga mat to board room promote that “dream of wholeness.” 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton explain that an increasing number of 

Americans wish to demonstrate their membership in the leisure class that Veblen93 

explored.94 Wearing yoga clothing and carrying a yoga mat outside of class is a 

conspicuous consumption practice that simultaneously conveys the message that the 

wearer has leisure time to devote to practice and also implies a certain amount of cultural 

capital linked to their athletic ability. Though the authors later claim that predominantly 

men tend to find meaning in objects that provide “tangible evidence of prowess,”95 I 

disagree or rather theorize this has now changed. Women are increasingly surrounding 

themselves with items that suggest athletic ability, evidenced by the number of women 

who buy yoga-specific clothes to wear outside the studio.96 There are many factors at 

play here as society becomes more focused on looking healthy instead of thin, but the 

prevalence of yoga clothes and the convergence of styles of running gear with styles of 

yoga gear make it clear that yoga has considerable cultural capital. 

                                                 
92 Barthes, 1983[1967], p. 254-255 
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Erving Goffman uses framing analysis to explain the ways in which we acquire 

information about others – their background, socio-economic status and the message they 

wish to express. He explains appearance as “those stimuli which function at the time to 

tell us of the performer’s social status.”97 This can be further marked by a temporary 

ritual state which may indicate a formal social activity. The wearing of branded yoga 

clothes fits into this category. If I were to see a woman wearing lululemon yoga pants and 

carrying a Manduka mat,98 I would assume she belongs to the yoga community and she 

cares about her health and well-being. I could also make assumptions about her ability to 

afford high-end yoga clothes and an expensive mat and depending on the time of day, I 

could make further assumptions about work status or schedule. Whether or not the wearer 

intends this to be the message, it helps reinforce the popularity of high-end yoga pants as 

a social status marker. For the consumer who in no way understands this social status 

marker, advertising by yoga companies helps them interpret these signs by connecting 

their products with yoga celebrities on social media. 

John Berger in Ways of Seeing helps explain how this message is conveyed: “the 

spectator-buyer is meant to imagine herself transformed by the product into an object of 

envy for others, an envy which will then justify her loving herself.”99 When a person 

buys and then wears yoga-related gear they are sending a very specific signal to the 

world. Whether the reason for practice is enlightenment or fitness and flexibility, the 

spectator-buyer sends a message to the world (and to herself) that she is spending her 

money and time on self-care. But the secondary message it sends is that she has the time 
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and money to spend. This conspicuous consumption and conspicuous leisure100 primarily 

manifest themselves inside the yoga studio, but increasingly yoga companies are 

recognizing the power of yoga gear outside the studio.  

This is evidenced by the sales numbers for post-workout clothes. It is not enough 

to pay for yoga classes or even buy yoga specific apparel and props (that may or may not 

aid a person’s practice) but now it is possible to buy products that display your yogic 

devotion to the world whether you are walking to and from class or headed to work. As 

Underhill explains, going out in public to take part in what is essentially a personal 

activity is not appealing to women, nor is using a public stall to change out of workout 

clothing.101 This is one of the reasons yoga companies successfully market their clothes 

as fashionable enough to wear home from practice. Women can leave practice, slip on 

shoes and fling their mat over their back and still feel fresh and feminine. For example, 

REI promotes prAna’s yoga clothing as “versatile and oh-so-comfy, prAna's soft, stretchy 

styles go from yoga, fitness or bouldering to work or travel.”102 Similarly Eileen Fisher 

has built her fashion empire around clothes that can take you from yoga class to work to a 

night out. lululemon’s website promotes that their clothing is perfect for a workout, yoga 

class, or grabbing groceries.103  

 All of these companies segment the market, a practice that Cohen says 

encourages social and cultural divisions for profit, thereby validating difference and 

facilitating discrimination.104 The expense of specialty yoga pants, which retail for over 
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$100, and the location of stores ensure that only the wealthiest customers can afford this 

clothing.105 In addition, sizes often range from 2 to 12, excluding more than half of the 

adult female population from wearing specialty yoga clothes. That seems worth 

mentioning in a health movement that is often cited as a safe way to lose weight.106 The 

sizes offered perpetuate the “thin-ideal” that has become standard in female fashion.107 

This is an often-ignored effect of the capitalist system – one in which companies can 

justify discrimination by simply chalking it up to what will be the most profitable 

venture.  

Outline of the Book 

This research project looks at the culture of yoga in the United States from a 

several viewpoints. It is not comprehensive and even as I write, new cultural phenomena 

are emerging. Like all movements, yoga will either adapt or eventually see a reduction in 

numbers. 

There were so many ways I wanted to research this topic, but they would fill 

several, not just a single dissertation. The second chapter will begin with lessons from 

yoga teacher training using an ethnographic approach. Next I analyzed yoga-related 

media that would have be seen by the greatest number of Americans. Chapter three will 

explore the historical and social context of yoga as a discipline and as an image as 

mediated through the magazine, Yoga Journal. Chapter four will look at yoga’s portrayal 

in television and movies. Chapter five will consider yoga celebrities on the social media 

platform of Instagram. Finally, chapter six will focus on interviews collected during a 10-
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month period of research among a small group of yoga practitioners. All chapters will 

consider yoga students, teachers, and celebrities and the ways in which they both change 

and are changed by yoga in contemporary American culture. The primary goal of this 

dissertation is to see how commodification intertwines with syncretism to bring us to a 

current image of yoga in American society. While this is firmly grounded in the field of 

communication, it has broader implications in history, cultural studies, sociology, 

feminism, religious studies, and linguistics. 
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CHAPTER 2: An Ethnography of Yoga Teaching Training 

“Yoga is polysemic, ambiguous and ironic.”   – Joseph Alter 

To begin the process of exploring yoga in American culture, I found it worthwhile 

to study yoga in a deeply personal setting where we can unmask more nuance. In 

addition, I wanted to look at yoga in a less guarded setting – that of a yoga teacher 

training. Though this chapter could be an entire book, it is meant to set the stage for the 

chapters that follow and demonstrate that getting at the center of yoga culture involves a 

lot yoga practice. 

Methods and Data Collection 

Yoga teacher trainings are neither standardized nor accredited. However, many 

studios register their trainings with Yoga Alliance – a non-profit trade and professional 

organization. Most studios offer a 200-hour model, and a few offer advanced 500-hour 

trainings. Students who complete Yoga Alliance registered trainings can then apply for a 

RYT (registered yoga teacher) certification which charges an initial and annual 

membership fee. They need not have teaching experience to apply for or receive this 

certification. 

The 200-hour yoga teacher training I completed took place in a large, urban city 

that has dozens of yoga studios. There were around 20 students in the training with one 

lead teacher and four guest teachers. It would be impossible for me to protect the identity 

of the lead teacher and thus she will mostly be removed from analysis.108 The training 

took place during 17 weekends over an eight-month span. We were in the studio for most 
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of the training except for homework sessions with my small group. It covered techniques, 

teaching methodology, anatomy, philosophy, ethics, and. physical assists. We learned 

how to prepare and instruct a yoga class and taught a class on the last weekend of the 

training.  

In addition, we took public classes, met with small groups, journaled, read, and 

observed several public yoga classes. I took extensive notes while in the training – both 

to learn the material and take field notes of ethnographic observations. In addition, I 

journaled after each session and met with an advisor after each training weekend. While I 

took the teacher training for solely for ethnographic purposes, I started teaching the 

physical practice of yoga soon after my training ended. This opportunity has allowed me 

to struggle with whether or not (or how) I would market myself as a yoga teacher. Since 

that time, I have taught a few hundred yoga classes. 

What is Yoga Exactly? 

Yoga teacher trainings teach students how to instruct physical yoga classes, yet 

many have no pre-requisites to begin the course. Some of my classmates had been 

practicing for years and others were beginners. Some were well versed in the yoga 

philosophy that my studio embraces and others knew very little. It seems a little 

counterintuitive: a person should know what they are doing before they learn how to 

teach it, but yoga teacher training attracts all levels of experience. That level of 

engagement became quickly apparent in the first weekend.  

As an icebreaker, my teacher put us in a circle and asked us to introduce ourselves 

and give a quick explanation of what yoga meant to us. Many looked puzzled or seemed 

unwilling to say what they thought it was. No one noted that it was a physical practice, 
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despite that being their only experience with yoga. This could either indicate that they 

thought yoga was more than the physical practice or thought it was socially inappropriate 

to say that out loud. A few people noted that yoga was about “breath” and others that it 

was about connecting mind and body. No one mentioned the divine and I was the only 

person who mentioned the word community. When I did, several people murmured an 

indication that this was the “right” answer109 and wished they had been able to articulate 

it. 

Despite that initial response, my true thoughts towards yoga become clear in a 

journal entry a few weeks into the training:  

Wow – great practice, great meditation, journal and bam! – total realization how 

much I focus on “me” or self-improvement in yoga. No community, no wanting to 

help others, no sense of comradery or even being on the journey with others (and 

if I am – it’s still all about helping me.) No higher consciousness, no continuity of 

tradition or even wanting to be part of something.110 

It does not surprise me to realize how quickly the self-help focus infiltrated my 

yoga life. While I can envision a yoga outside of commoditization, social media, or self-

branding, it is difficult for me to extract yoga from self-help. This struggle continues in 

my journals and field notes throughout the training. It is so pervasive in the community 

that at times it is a struggle to identify the self-help component until later. Yoga culture 

sees yoga as a promise of a better life, a more actualized self. It is the story that is told 

about yoga and the texts are interpreted to fit into this mold. I have yet to find a Western 
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yoga teacher who challenges that. It is less about what yoga is and more about what yoga 

can do for a person. 

 I can see very clearly where this came from. A journal entry after a day of 

studying the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali explains:  

Student interpretation of the Sutras varied. In class we had around 5-6 

translations represented which lead to some of the interpretation, but as each 

student explained why they were drawn to a certain verse, the explanations began 

to take shape. “For me” and “in my life.” The explanations were so personal, so 

focused on the “me” it was tough to not make the observation that the sutras were 

in no way written to apply to their individual lives. But then again, so were my 

thoughts. As I read the sutras (especially my very heavy handed interpretation) I 

felt very disconnected like it would never apply to me. But as other translations 

were read out, I realized that a lot of my reactions were based on how the author 

chose to interpret the text. I could find (pick and choose) the pieces that worked 

for me. (which is the problem!) 

Even as I recognized the inherent problem in making the Sutras mean anything 

for anyone, I was still drawn towards making them personal, just like everyone else. It is 

clear the self-help perspective was dominant in our yoga training. Current yoga could 

easily be described as a self-help technology. The religious texts are quickly adapted to 

fit that sensibility and union with the divine is skimmed over. 

Yoga Philosophy 

 While the exploration of mass media, social media, and even Yoga Journal will 

offer little focus on yoga history and philosophy, the yoga teacher training was a way to 
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see exactly how yoga philosophy fits into American culture. We encountered many 

opportunities to explore yoga beyond the physical practice. Per their website, Yoga 

Alliance requires that a 200-hour training include 65 hours of contact hours by the lead 

teacher in three of the five categories: “Techniques, Training and Practice, Teaching 

Methodology, Anatomy & Physiology, Yoga Philosophy/Ethics/Lifestyle, [and] 

Practicum.”111 

Note the term “yoga philosophy” rather than religion or spirituality. In the first 

chapter, I told the story of a student who responded to the questions “is yoga a religion” 

with the answer “Well – it’s more like a philosophy than a religion, it’s not like they 

fought wars over it or anything.” For this student, it was important to remove yoga from 

religion because religions are negative. For others, religion was not even considered 

when they attempted to explain what yoga is. For Yoga Alliance, spirituality is not even 

something that studios need to discuss when running a yoga teacher training. Instead, 

philosophy is combined with ethics and “lifestyle” – which we know can mean many 

things. 

Thus, we studied the texts as philosophy rather than religion. I think it is fair to 

say my teacher is not a doctrinaire and would not make claims about what beliefs are 

essential to yoga. She offered the good elements of yoga that has brought richness to her 

life and the tough elements of yoga that she wrestles with constantly. To her credit, she 

stuck to two systems – both grounded in Hinduism and pre-Hindu traditions – and never 

conflated yoga philosophy with other Eastern philosophies. 

                                                 
111 Yoga Alliance, 2016 
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Other students did, however. One student had a deep interest in astrology and 

would often try to link the two systems when thinking about yoga philosophy. For the 

most part, my teacher listened patiently but would emphasize that they are two unrelated 

systems. Other students would bring in knowledge of Buddhist philosophy or even 

Buddhist interpretations of yoga texts. As a scholar of religion, it was frustrating to see 

the two traditions conflated since they are not necessarily compatible. It is understandable 

since they do share common terms like yoga, karma, and dharma and arose in the same 

geographic area, but the uses of those words are remarkably different between traditions. 

In addition, the training introduced us to different schools of yoga thought. While 

many yoga studios focus on what is known as “classical” yoga philosophy my training 

focused on the less well-known nondualist Kashmir Shaivism. How many people from 

my training could explain the difference between those two schools of thought now? My 

guess is very few. Very few students asked questions or wanted to dive deeper into the 

philosophy and instead would focus their attention on how this was related to the physical 

practice. The primacy of the physical practice is apparent in the number of hours spent on 

physical practice, the theme of small group discussion, and the number of questions 

asked by students to show they are paying attention. Engagement waned when 

philosophy or teaching methodology were the subject matters. My journal entry after a 

weekend of philosophy makes it clear that the engagement with philosophy was 

lackluster: 

I appreciate that so many people are coming to this training and willing to devote 

their time, but it frustrates the hell out of me that they seem entirely disinterested 

in the history or rather, so out of touch with it. How could they not have ever 
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looked into the origins of the practice? How can they spend several thousand 

dollars on a teacher training and not be interested in the historical context? But 

that goes to show that asana practice has a much greater draw for people.  

Philosophy was offered as part of the training, but was not a dominant area of 

interest. It angered me because I read so much fake information about yoga’s history and 

philosophy that I thought the training would afford people the opportunity to avoid 

making the same mistakes. Additionally, I wanted to have robust discussion with my 

classmates, but they did not have the knowledge or interest to debate finer points of the 

religious texts. 

Myth and Mythology in Yoga 

In the style of yoga that I practice, teachers sometimes begin classes recounting a 

tale from Indian mythology to illustrate an idea for that day’s class. Many of these stories 

are from the Mahābhārata and focus on manifestations of god. One of my teachers always 

explains that every character in the story is meant to be the listener – both good traits and 

bad. The stories help us see our way through an ethical dilemma, like parables or fables. 

They are not taught as truth, per se, but a vehicle to access truth.  

One week, I took a friend of mine who was born and raised in India to the studio. 

My teacher recounted a story of Shiva and showed us the Nataraja – a sculpture that 

depicts Shiva in a human form, dancing. My friend listened with interest but after class 

she explained that in India, Shiva is represented as a Lingam – an abstract rendering that 

is sometimes considered phallic. These are both correct – they just represent different 

traditions from different areas of India. For my friend in India, that is a lived experience – 

one that she experiences daily when she is in India. For my teacher, this is the result of 
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study from white, American teachers. Her students accept it as true but perhaps do not 

understand the politics and regionalism that represent Shiva in two different forms. 

   The difference is that Indians who practice a broad number of religions 

(collectively known as Hinduism by outsiders) worship deities like Shiva as a 

manifestation of god, similar to how Catholics pray to saints. Shiva is the destroyer, 

representing god in a form that brings destruction to restart the cycle of creation. Along 

with Brahma (creator) and Vishnu (preserver), these three gods are an apt metaphor for 

our days, our years, and our lives. The other gods are manifestations that represent god in 

other forms. But American yogis do not worship these deities. They instead tell stories 

that highlight them only as metaphors, separated from religion and removed from ritual. 

Yoga as Organizational System 

Another way we learn about yoga is through taxonomy. It is a different way of 

viewing the world than Western philosophy and for that reason, much of it resonates with 

students who are seeking wisdom from the East. One such classification system is 

regarding the koshas, or the sheaths of the self. After that week’s training, a faculty 

member and I met to go over that week’s field notes. My voice was a bit rough due to 

illness and he asked me how I was doing. When I replied “well,” he turned to a colleague 

and noted how accustomed we are to smoothing things over with small lies. He noted that 

I was answering “well” while still sick. As we sat down, I explained my answer. While 

he was correct that my physical body and energy body were struggling, my mental, 

intellectual and ethereal bodies were all doing quite well. I was mentally engaged with 

the trajectory of my research, emotionally connected to the other trainees and felt more 

connected with my spiritual self than I had been in years. 
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We have these concepts within Western philosophy, but not the day-to-day 

language to discuss them. In any given moment, we could be in different places 

physically, energetically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. Their degree of 

“wellness” changes at different rates – my energetic, emotional and physical bodies 

change frequently and my mental and spiritual ones less frequently. Unfortunately, the 

standard, “How are you?” has come to refer to our physical health and perhaps mental 

health. Perhaps this is due to it being the most accessible for us to answer, but also the 

one that is least likely to bring up uncomfortable subjects like emotion and religion. The 

difference is that I had a new language to think about this disconnect.  

This is also true of the eight-fold path of the yoga Sutras (not to be confused with 

Buddhism’s eight-fold path). While there is nothing exceptional about the eight-limbs as 

they mirror religious paths in other traditions, it is the organization that can be fruitful. In 

one system of yoga, the path is a ladder. You start at the bottom and work your way 

through the steps. In another system, the eight limbs are viewed as a wheel. They are 

meant to be done simultaneously and with equal weight. Either way, when asana yoga is 

done with greater proportion than the other seven limbs, the adherent is out of balance – 

either starting in the middle of the ladder or having a very lopsided wheel. This 

organization works well within the American new-age movement. It gives the adherent 

concrete steps towards moksha or release. 

Another organizational system that we studied was Ayurveda. Ayurveda is not 

yoga and it is not part of the yogic path, it is a traditional medicine. Like yoga, it was 

developed in India and shares many commonalities with the physical practice of yoga. 

The general idea is to come to humoral balance to rid the body of disease. In Ayurveda, if 
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a person is generally colder, they are instructed to eat warming foods, for instance. This 

section of the training was very well received. Many were quick to determine their own 

dosha and categorize friends and family members in the same way one might use a 

personality test. Although Ayurveda encompasses many practices, much of the emphasis 

was on food and diet. We touched on hygiene, massage, and meditation, but did not focus 

on substances (plant matter or heavily minerals), surgery, or purging. Like the religious 

elements of yoga, we tend to cherry pick the aspects of Ayurveda that we can incorporate 

into our lives and eschew ones we want to avoid.  

This leads back to the story about students being “bad” over the holidays by 

eating sugar and gluten. To a certain extent, Ayurveda does discourage these foods, but 

not in moralistic terms or even universally. Foods are not “good” or “bad” but instead can 

exacerbate illnesses that a student may be experiencing. Wheat and sugar may be 

recommended for some and avoided for others. Coffee and alcohol are not prohibited in 

moderation unless they are throwing the body out of balance. Early hatha yoga teachers 

used Ayurvedic principles with their students to promote optimal health – in the way they 

ate, slept, and cared for their bodies. Many of these practices will come up in later 

chapters: articles in Yoga Journal, bashfulness about imbibing alcohol by interviewees, 

and food choices made by Dharma in Dharma & Greg. Ayurveda helps people commit to 

regular sleep and hygiene, but can also become restrictive eating (orthorexia) when 

brought into American culture. People use Ayurveda to lose weight or look a certain way 

rather than to bring themselves towards optimum physical and mental health.  
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Contradictions in Yoga 

One of the more common words that people who practice yoga will use to 

describe it is about finding balance. This can mean physical balance or a balance between 

physical and mental focus. Ayurveda gives us language for that but it is present within 

yoga texts as well. At the same time, yoga is a contradiction. It is, at once, what it is and 

what it is not. Often the way we are first able to grasp this is through the physical poses. 

We use the poses as metaphors and apply those to other areas of our lives. This is the 

reason postural yoga is referred to as “low” yoga. It is the point of first entry and children 

are encouraged to do physical yoga in India. For teachers like Choudhury, the only way 

Westerners can understand yoga is through physical poses.112 

An easy way to understand this physically is to think of energy flows. 

Simultaneously a practitioner wants to send energy away from the center of a pose while 

at the same time drawing energy towards the center of the pose.113 It is a pulsation that 

needs to happen all at once – contraction and expansion simultaneously. For new 

students, we have them think of this as building strength in the muscle while stretching. 

Take the arms in Warrior II (Virabhadrasana II) – we instruct students to stretch from 

fingertip to fingertip, yet we tell them to draw the shoulder blades onto the back. These 

are two opposite actions, but doing them simultaneously creates a safe stretch, increasing 

the strength of the shoulder while also stretching. We learned the system in sequence, but 

then are told to practice simultaneously.  

                                                 
112 Martin, 2011 
113 This could be at the pelvis, the heart, or the palate. 
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This becomes more difficult as we move towards the energetic level. The goal of 

a yoga class is certainly to work the body, but we also want to do this work with ease. It 

should not be easy, but it should not create suffering. Balancing on one foot can be 

difficult if you just try to engage the leg and power through. However, lining up the body 

so that the head stacks over the shoulders, the shoulders over the hips, and hips over the 

feet creates an ease that makes balance not only possible but requires very little effort. 

The effort of contracting abdominal muscles allows the leg to relax. Similarly, the arms 

must be strong enough to hold handstand, but balancing requires the deeper core muscles 

to engage. 

This is also the goal of pranayama or breathwork. Prana is often translated as 

life-force and both associated with energy and with breath. Inhalation and exhalation 

together are breath – though they are opposites, they are also one thing. One cannot be 

done without the other and we must inhale before we exhale, but we also must exhale 

before we inhale. Eventually these physical practices (postural and breathwork) become 

obvious metaphors for life. When we come to understand how we can stretch and yet 

strengthen muscles at the same time, we begin to see how that relates to rest of our lives. 

It makes understanding contradiction easier when we see how it manifests in our physical 

body.  

There are several studies that demonstrate114, 115 the physical practice can also 

increase participants emotional and mental function by lowering cortisol levels. Physical 

yoga directly makes people stronger and more flexible, but indirectly can help 
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concentration and meditation. Thus, the balance that yoga offers is not always 

transparent. It seems paradoxical to work on building a physical practice to cultivate a 

mental one, but it seems that yoga has this effect. Some would argue that any physical 

activity works in this way, but some studies suggest the effect of yoga is stronger than 

other exercise programs.116 

Oral Tradition in Yoga 

As a system of study, yoga is difficult to reconcile with Western knowledge 

acquisition and production. While a fair amount of yoga knowledge is written down, it is 

often esoteric and contradictory. Instead, adherents tend to accept oral tradition – hence 

yoga teacher trainings. While this is common within Eastern tradition, there is not a lot of 

rigor in the Western oral system. Instead of memorizing entire sections of the 

Mahābhārata, students receive knowledge from a teacher who may have learned it from 

another teacher or may have made it up themselves. Anthropologist and yoga scholar, 

Joseph Alter writes, “Yoga is polysemic, ambiguous and ironic.”117 It can mean almost 

anything the teacher wants it to mean and students adapt these meanings to fit their 

personal beliefs. Some students found this frustrating; they wanted a textbook to read and 

study. Yet, for every one yoga teacher, there are two students currently in yoga teacher 

training118 which means the model is certainly popular. Students are willing to engage in 

and pay for a process that lacks accreditation and rigor. 

                                                 
116 Bonura & Tenenbaum, 2014 
117 Alter 2004, p. 11 
118 Ipsos Public Affairs, 2016 
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Transitive Properties of Yoga & Yoga Influencers 

When I first began to practice yoga, I observed that the longer an individual 

practiced yoga, the more likely they were to wear yoga branded apparel. Students wore 

yoga apparel to communicate their dedication to the practice and teachers wore it to 

present themselves as ‘professionals’ in an occupation that is not often considered to be. 

Yoga wear also started a lot of conversations at the yoga studio. Students would walk in 

and remark about another student’s clothing or ask where they bought their clothing. This 

is what launched my original inquiry into yoga and was on my mind during the training.  

This extract is from my journal about the first session of yoga teacher training: 

The guys in the class were wearing non-fitted, wrinkled, comfortable clothes. One 

wears Thai pants, the others had on workout shorts and both wore old tshirts. If 

they cared about what they were wearing, the message they were sending was that 

they wanted people to think they did not care about what they were wearing.  

All but two women were wearing yoga tights (fitted from thigh to calf or thigh to 

ankle). With few exceptions, they were wearing fitted tank tops and one woman 

had on a lululemon jacket over hers. A lot of people were wearing lulu and a lot 

of people were wearing black tights with no obvious logo. […] A particularly 

stylish woman (as evidenced by her hair) wore a pair of patterned leggings 

(purple material). One woman wore pants but they were also tailored instead of 

baggy and one woman wore yoga shorts from lulu. No women wore old tshirts. 

Several wore jewelry and light makeup to class. The message they were clearly 

sending was that they did care about what they were wearing.119 

                                                 
119 Field Notes, 10/5/13 
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My assessment of their thoughts is both unfair and unkind, yet there was an empirical 

difference between the men’s clothing and women’s clothing.  

There is no required dress code for the studio, yet the women were all wearing 

similar outfits from yoga branded companies. Many of them wear the same outfits that 

are featured on Instagram and look like the actresses on television that are engaged in 

yoga. They often carry the same brands of water bottles and I know more than one person 

who has left the yoga studio wearing someone else’s shoes or boots. Even outerwear like 

sweaters and coats look similar and are often from yoga companies.  

  There are practical reasons for this. T-shirts are not easy to wear to yoga – they 

constantly fall in downward facing dog or bunch up uncomfortably in twists. Women 

take this into consideration more than men for reasons of modesty. Track pants move too 

much and sweatpants are often too warm; yoga capris and tights are very practical for 

women. In addition, sportswear companies offer limited style choices that mimic other 

companies’ offerings.   

There are women who wear other types of clothing including: lounge pants 

(unfitted but stretchy material), pajama bottoms, older style workout pants, joggers, 

dance pants, shorts, t-shirts, camisoles, and undershirts. These items are also practical and 

yet few of the teacher trainees wore these. Almost all of us bought additional yoga 

clothing during that year because we were practicing so often. But why did we head to 

choose to spend money at yoga clothing stories like Lululemon, Prana and Athleta? 

It is no secret that yoga clothing companies rely on influencers to market their 

products: all major yoga companies work with “brand ambassadors.” Brand ambassadors 

agree to endorse a product – often by appearing in an advertisement – and wear or use the 
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products when they practice yoga. In exchange, they receive free and reduced cost 

merchandise and are often co-marketed along with the studio in advertising and social 

media posts. Instead of allowing opinion leaders to arise naturally, they seek out popular 

teachers and start the two-step communication process by having teachers model their 

products. 

The strategy is smart. Most of my interviewees admitted that a friend or family 

member were the reason they started practicing yoga or that a friend or yoga teacher was 

the reason they bought a mat or article of clothing. More importantly, they saw yoga 

teachers as someone they aspired to be like. While this aspiration was often about a 

personality trait they hoped to cultivate, the aspiration also extended to physical 

appearance including their “style.” Through the power of the transitive property, a 

consumer can be like their chosen influencer by purchasing the same or similar consumer 

products. It is of no consequence that the clothing is not what makes the teacher who they 

are. 

Despite knowing this, I had a similar experience when deciding to update my 

yoga mat. I had a very thick, cheap mat which served me well for years until a 

roommate’s cat chose to use it as a scratching post. It was still functional but tiny bits of 

mat would end up on the floor and a few people teased me about this.  I was practicing 4-

5 times per week plus training but was loath to buy an expensive yoga mat. Like many 

people, I asked my yoga teachers for their opinions and they suggested I try out the 

Manduka, which I eventually ended up buying. More importantly, however, is that my 

yoga friends and teachers noticed. They complimented the color choice and the material 

and occasionally borrowed my mat to demonstrate a pose. In addition to making the mat 
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suggestion, they reinforced my purchase choice through praise. In turn, I justified the 

purchase by reasoning that it would last longer than other mats on the market.  

None of my yoga teachers are Manduka brand ambassadors, but some of their 

teachers are. I aspire to be like my teachers, they aspire to be like their teachers and this 

aspiration led to me buying a branded yoga mat. Perhaps it was the correct choice for me, 

perhaps not. A mat is an infrequent purchase so I deliberated over this choice and even 

recognized the role of brand ambassadorship in my purchasing choice. But what happens 

when it is smaller or less significant purchase like a top or a bracelet? Less deliberation 

means we have very little time to interrogate the reasons we want to purchase an item. 

The item becomes a stand-in for that trait which we envy or aspire to in our yoga 

influencers.  

It explains, in part, why the yoga teacher training was filled with people wearing 

the same outfits. For the most part, teacher trainees had been practicing for long enough 

that they had been exposed to yoga brands day after day and had adopted those same 

styles. Unlike newer students, they no longer wore old t-shirts or lounge pants to practice 

but instead wore the newest styles by the top yoga companies. Several people were 

excited to start teaching yoga because they would then qualify for a discount at these 

stores.  

In addition to the specific sense of wanting to be like their yoga teachers, people 

want what yoga offers more generally. As we know from nationwide surveys, yoga is 

practiced by wealthy, college-educated, white women – they are the social group that 

dominate yoga. Additionally, yoga is aspirational – 23% of people who do not practice 
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yoga want to try yoga in the next year.120 These people see yoga as being good for them – 

a stress reliever that builds flexibility. Yoga teacher training is one way to further the 

study of yoga (and the study of people who teach yoga) and acquire those attributes. 

Clothing and possessions are another way: you can look the part if you are not quite there 

yet.  

Stewards of Yoga 

It is a tough process to both critique the Westernization and commodification of 

yoga and teach yoga at the same time. There is a huge push to market yoga classes online 

to draw in participants and most teachers feel compelled to do so. According to the Yoga 

in America survey, 90% of yoga teachers use a social media platform to promote their 

classes. It is more unusual to avoid social media as a yoga teacher than to use it to 

promote classes.  

During the teacher training, my studio ran a promotion that anyone who posted a 

picture of themselves in a yoga pose and tagged the studio would be eligible for a prize. 

While we were not necessarily interested in winning, many of us in the training decided 

to participate. We gathered at the park during our lunch hour and found nice locations to 

take photos – I chose a spot in front of a bed of flowers and a friend stood on top of a 

small wall. We uploaded our photos on Facebook. This was the first time either of us had 

posted a yoga photo on social media. We both posted a few more during that month but 

then mutually decided it was just not for us. Once I started teaching I posted on Twitter 

and Facebook, just to let friends know my schedule. For the most part, it did not lead to 

people attending my classes.  

                                                 
120 Ipsos Public Affairs, 2016 
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Like the teacher in the fourth story in my first chapter, I cannot put my finger on a 

reason, but it does not feel right. The type of post that gains traction on social media is 

not one I am willing to post. I have some of the “right” clothes and can certainly take 

some advanced poses, but am unwilling to take daily or even weekly photos of myself. If 

I had to guess my teacher understands that intuitively. Her social media feed contains no 

selfies and she rarely promotes her classes outside of a listserv of students who already 

know her.  

My other teachers vary in their approach to social media. Some unapologetically 

post on Instagram and Facebook. They promote classes, trainings, retreats, and some 

partner with yoga companies to promote clothing and yoga products. They see marketing 

as a necessity to teach yoga full time and support themselves. Many of them ask friends 

to help them promote their trainings and sometimes tag people in posts to catch the 

attention of their friend’s social networks.  

Are they contributing to the selfie-lifestyle that is so pervasive in celebrity yoga 

online? Are they discouraging students from taking their classes who do not look like 

them or dress like them? Are they contributing to the trend towards making yoga more 

about an intense physical practice that is impractical for most bodies? Those are 

questions that would be impossible to answer. As noted in chapter one, Iyengar did a lot 

of promotion. Current Indian gurus promote their classes heavily. This is not uniquely 

American, but it is influenced by the self-promotion that is pervasive on social media and 

in American culture. 

Arguments in favor of promoting yoga in this way are that it can reach a broader 

audience. Students start yoga because of the advertisements and because they hope to 
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achieve the same status as yoga teachers in terms of fitness and style. That does not mean 

it is what they get from yoga, however. They participate in the mindfulness and 

meditation that the practice has to offer, even if they are unaware of doing so. They enter 

the path in a place where they can understand it and that can lead to greater 

understanding. 

The yoga teacher training process was key to understanding the yoga community 

in the United States, but it also drew me into the process that is changing what yoga 

means. It is also an exhausting process so my notes at time feel very incomplete and 

sometimes incoherent. The process of ethnography, like yoga, can lead to navel-gazing 

which makes study quite difficult. It is easier for me to see when I read other academic 

accounts of yoga teacher training and thus putting some time between the training and the 

analysis was crucial.  
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CHAPTER 3: Yoga Journal & the Shift of Yoga Culture in the United States 

The brief history of yoga in the first chapter jumped from the yoga of the Beatles 

to the yoga of present day and skipped the movement of yoga from hippie culture to new 

age culture that happened with a greater societal shift in the 1960s and 1970s.   That too 

has changed because yoga has now moved from new age to mainstream.  

Yoga is not only an increasingly large industry with most cities housing multiple 

studios, but it has become so mainstream that most fitness brands (e.g. Nike & Under 

Armour) offer yoga apparel as a leading part of their ad campaigns. Brands like AloYoga 

that focus entirely on yoga related products and apparel have growth exponentially. Yoga 

pants have replaced blue jeans as the standard for many women and girls121 and driven 

the athleisure wear phenomenon. The Prime Ministers of Canada and Great Britain and 

two former first ladies of the United States practice forms of yoga.122,123 While I cannot 

prove what caused yoga’s shift new-age to mainstream, a look at mass media gives us 

insight into what that shift looked like. 

Mass media are a cornerstone of communication studies, and include television, 

books, movies, magazines, radio, billboards, newspapers, and other media that reach 

large audiences. This chapter will give some examples of the most popular example of 

mass media directly aimed at an audience that practices yoga: Yoga Journal. The 

examples are meant to capture the culture that surrounds the articles and the paradigms 

and syntagms that demonstrate the sign of yoga. It covers only the Yoga Journal because 

the magazine is inarguably the most popular magazine dedicated to yoga and is viewed as 

                                                 
121 Bloomberg, 2015 
122 Mahdawi, 2016 
123 Alter, 2014; Westfall, 2017 
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a primary source of yoga expertise. It is also used by yoga celebrities as proof that they 

have “made it” when they appear on its cover.  

Luckily, the entirety of Yoga Journal from 1975 to 2008 is available on Google 

books and Yoga Journal issues from 2008 until present are readily available. As the only 

yoga publication to span six decades, it is a crucial example of how the image of yoga 

changed over time, both in the articles and in advertisements in the magazine. This 

chapter will also briefly touch on other magazines and online magazines that offer yoga 

knowledge or commentary. Though articles in non-yoga related newspapers and 

magazines have increased in number over the past few decades, it would be impossible to 

cover the entire body of printed mass media. When relevant, I will include articles that 

support or refute the position of Yoga Journal. 

This chapter illustrates the current position of yoga as an aura of health and 

sustainability which are in turn tied into class markers. It will demonstrate a shift over 

time away from religion and spirituality toward new focuses on consumerism and self-

improvement which in turn led to marketing opportunities for lifestyle brands that include 

yoga. The term that marketers use for the current Yoga Journal readers is LOHAS 

(lifestyles of health and sustainability) which is often encoded as “wellness” for 

consumers. Picture a shopper who choose organic products, send her kids to private 

schools, and has money to spend on yoga apparel. Reaching this market is necessary for 

two reasons. First, they have access to disposable income; second, they set the standard 

for those below them in social standing. This demographic, once penetrated, will promote 

the brands that merge with their identity.  
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As Ewen demonstrates, clothing is one way in which an individual can aspire to a 

higher social class.124 We see this when lower-end fashion brands copy higher-end ones, 

which is why brands like Old Navy have successful yoga clothing lines. This aura can 

also extend to dozens of other items that are only tangentially linked to yoga. Advertising 

reflects culture but also influences it. Advertising sells lifestyles alongside products.125 

This strategy is the symptom of a consumer-driven society since it is necessary to push 

people to buy the products of mass production. It has become inevitable that advertising 

permeates every form of mass media and inevitable that any popular trend (such as yoga) 

will be used to sell products. More importantly, Yoga Journal cultivates this by 

incorporating products into their articles so that even if a consumer ignored 

advertisements, they would still be exposed to the brands that are promoted as part of a 

yoga identity. 

There is no way to demonstrate a causality between the shift in Yoga Journal and 

the shift in the yoga community - but evidence of the changes in the yoga community are 

reflected in Yoga Journal. It was by no means without resistance, however; we see letters 

to the editor that reflect anger at these shifts and my own interviewees spoke of 

cancelling their subscriptions when Yoga Journal became too product focused. Overall, 

their readership has increased over time and they continue to be the top-rated magazine in 

the field which means this pushback has had little impact on Yoga Journal’s standing. 

The following sections are divided into decades and within each decade, I 

highlight themes that are important to that period though there may be earlier (though less 

                                                 
124 Ewen, 1982 & Ewen, 2001 
125 Ewen, 1982 p. 42 
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frequent) occurrences of this theme. These themes are indicators that give us access to the 

cultural ‘definition’ of yoga at that time when looking at yoga through the lens of this 

form of mass media. The decades are not perfect ways to divide trends either. For 

example, the magazine was bought in 1998, which launched Yoga Journal into a 

completely different phase of its development and as the 2010s have not yet finished, so 

it is not yet clear how this decade will unfold. 

The 1970s were about trying to create a solidified yoga community that was open 

to both eastern thought and western science. It also showed us early products related to 

yoga through advertisements. The 1980s focused on new age culture: Eastern religious 

practices, alternative medicine, and environmental politics. By the 1990s, Yoga Journal 

started to turn to celebrity yoga teachers and taste making in the yoga community. The 

2000s were when Yoga Journal became corporate – both due to its acquisition by a 

holdings company and its tendency to make yoga more palatable to the mainstream. By 

the 2010s, the magazine had dipped in reading level and become similar to women’s 

lifestyle magazines that focus on fashion, recipes, and fitness through postural yoga. The 

effects of capitalism on yoga are clear when looking at the corpus of Yoga Journal. 

1970s 

In 1975, Yoga Journal made its debut as a product of the California Yoga 

Teachers Association – an independent, non-sectarian group of yoga teachers and 

students. At 20 pages and entirely in black and white, it was reminiscent of a club or 

church newsletter. Its goal was to offer “material that combines the essence of classical 

yoga, with the latest understandings of modern science.”126 The first cover is a photo of a 

                                                 
126 Yoga Journal, May 1975, p. 1 
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woman in a leotard in a simple yoga pose (triangle or Trikonasana) and the contents 

include a short article on the benefits of asanas (hatha yoga) as meditation as well as a 

description of how to practice three simple forward folds (Uttanasana, extended 

Uttanasana and Padangusthasana). It concludes with a lengthy piece on self-realization 

through self-acceptance that mentions three ancient teachings (Egyptian, Indian and the 

Kabbalah) and psychosynthesis. 

It also contains a schedule of events including descriptions of workshops – yoga 

and massage, astrology, chiropractic medicine, health and nutrition, and one on polarity 

therapy. An advertisement lists a schedule for a radio station run by the New Dimensions 

Foundation127 which was airing shows on consciousness and mysticism including 

Kabbalah and esotericism. Another ad was for a yoga retreat. In short, it was a simple 

community-based newsletter. 

These early editions helped define American yoga culture. The discourse in the 

first edition focused on health, healing and nutrition but it also touches on new-age 

themes of self-acceptance, consciousness and spiritual energies.  The poses featured are 

gentle in nature and accessible to beginners. Being ‘independent’ is important to the 

writers and seen altogether, the journal is very much about creating community. They ask 

for writers and illustrators for future editions to volunteer their time. 

By the third issue, there is a more physically advanced pose on the cover (one 

legged-wheel) and clear advertisements for Birkenstocks, Wachter’s Organic Sea 

Products, Nandi Imports (yoga clothes from India) and the Shaklee family, which makes 

                                                 
127 The foundation was started in 1973 to promote a cross-cultural process of living a healthier life 

per their website.  
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food based supplements, cleaners and toiletries, and cushions, mats and pants for yoga 

and meditation. These were likely quite practical for readers of Yoga Journal. It was 

likely not easy to find yoga mats and pants in which to practice and these advertisements 

were informational. 

Articles from the rest of the 1970s include psychophysiological research, personal 

health, yoga and pregnancy, holistic health, biographies of yoga teachers (both American 

and Indian), biofeedback, pranayama, cartoons, polemics against salt, sugar and plastic 

food packaging, mantras, astrology, yoga as prevention, natural childbirth, weight loss, 

and even a yoga crossword puzzle. In short, the articles are incongruent – a mishmash of 

articles with little consistency between traditions. They draw from a variety of yoga 

traditions, jumping back and forth between the words of BKS Iyengar, Swami Rama and 

Yogi Bhajan without distinguishing how the traditions contradict one another. At the 

same time, they are congruent with the new-age movement at the time which drew from 

many non-western traditions as a way of pushing back against western dominance.128 

In March 1979, Yoga Journal decided to take on some controversial topics. The 

opening editorial explains that they are aware it may offend some of their readers but that 

they cannot talk about yoga and the whole body without bringing up such topics as “sex 

and sects” (intercourse and religion).129 The first is often a controversial topic to cover 

and the second is aimed at those who leave or join traditions which can be a life-changing 

experience. This explanation made a July 1980 article that criticizes new-agers for being 

heterocentrist and invites them to endorse gay spirituality easier to reconcile.130 These 
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topics are surprising for the time, and thus make it clear Yoga Journal readers are 

expected to be liberal intellectuals. 

After analyzing the 1970s editions, it was clear that Yoga Journal has a targeted 

audience. Nudity in drawings and pictures (even on the cover) and discussion about yoga 

energy as libido implies a liberal audience in terms of human sexuality. An orientation 

towards scientifically explaining the physiology of postural yoga and breathwork implies 

an audience that is interested in the intersection of science and religions. There are 

frequent references to God, the divine, religion, spirituality which means they do not shy 

away from using religious language. The authors aim articles at an audience that would 

be interested in an in depth look at the fields of physiology, nutrition, psychology and 

even physics. Some writers use proper academic citation and write at a sophisticated 

reading level, a few use detailed illustrations to further instruct their audience. Articles 

quote intellectuals such as Ivan Illich and Alan Watts. The early subscribers to Yoga 

Journal must have been well-educated, liberal and seeking an alternate spirituality 

through the new-age movement. 

In March 1979, a letter to the editor from Sri Surath Chakravarti of the 

International Yoga Research Society in Calcutta asks to discontinue their subscription. 

They are concerned that Yoga Journal focuses too much on hatha yoga, which they 

consider a lower form, and not enough on higher forms of yoga such as raja (meditation) 

or jnana (study). Yoga Journal editor responds sharply, noting that Yoga Journal does 

not consider hatha a lower form of yoga and the Journal presents information on yoga as 

it applies to “our psycho-social-spiritual-physical well-being.” They note that hatha is the 

most widely practiced form in the United States, which is why they write about it. 
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Furthermore, they also publish articles on devotional and meditation practice of all kinds: 

Hindu, Buddhist and Christian. They note, “We consider many things to be yoga that you 

probably would not, in view of the doctrinaire attitude expressed here.”131 

Doctrinaire is a strong word to use in response to a group that is calling into 

question Yoga Journal’s failure to respect the broader historical perspective of yoga. As 

far as I can tell, Yoga Journal only mentions jnana yoga once before this letter was 

written and it was in the context of how jnana yoga can deepen your hatha yoga 

practice.132 Similarly, raja yoga gets little space other than an article on EEG studies and 

meditation.133 Their response eschews using the term “lower” to describe hatha yoga in a 

very public manner, taking a clear stance on this debate. They are discounting the history 

of yoga in India in an obstinate manner and elevating hatha yoga to a higher place simply 

by giving it more print space. 

Spitefulness aside, Yoga Journal is drawing a clear picture of what they offer. 

They are not only establishing that they will continue to offer physical or hatha yoga 

articles, but that they will write about a variety of spiritual traditions and philosophies as 

they relate to yoga. Oddly enough, they give more print space to non-Indian spirituality 

than Hinduism and acknowledge this in their response. They also unapologetically 

expand the definition of yoga. In addition, they are clearly stating that the practice of 

yoga is about “well-being” rather than belonging to a spiritual community or joining with 

the divine. In this response, they define yoga in the United States for Yoga Journal 

readers and claim yoga in the United States as a separate, yet equal, practice. 
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This is Yoga Journal’s break with modern Hinduism, but it has a precedent. 

Atglas explains that orientalists134 in 19th century India were not attempting to understand 

popular Hindu practice of that time. Instead they were searching for information from the 

“golden age” of Hinduism (found in the Upanishads). They were not interested in being 

Hindus, but instead finding philosophy from a key moment in time that they had elevated 

in their estimation. Even though they were looking to India for spiritual knowledge, they 

ignored what they thought was “backwards civilization” in favor of ancient text. They 

then adapted it to Western values.135 This model allowed Yoga Journal to claim the parts 

of yoga that fit Western culture and ignore the parts of yoga that did not.  

Advertising 

The fifth edition in November 1975 starts with a plea for volunteers to contact 

“the ready market for ads.”136 They wanted volunteers to start calling companies that 

would be interested in selling to people who read Yoga Journal. It is not surprising that 

Yoga Journal turned to ads to keep their costs low. Unlike zines that are often distributed 

by hand or online blogs that are very low-cost, magazines are expensive to produce, print 

and mail. Authors and editors at this point were volunteers and still they turned to 

advertising to make their project sustainable. This acknowledgement that their audience 

is a “ready market for ads” is revealing. As the decades progress, this prediction could 

not be more accurate. The yoga audience is a “ready market” – they often approach self-

improvement or spirituality through consumerism. The editors at Yoga Journal knew this 

because they were part of the community. 

                                                 
134 Westerners who traveled to India to study with Indian teachers 
135 Altglas, 2014, p. 29 
136 Yoga Journal, November 1975, p. 3 
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Though Yoga Journal clearly wanted advertising dollars, they are not yet wary of 

publishing articles that question the business side of yoga. Elmer Brunsman (a media 

producer and writer) writes an article on Krishnamurti where he titles the Theosophical 

society “one of the world’s leading religious organizations.” In the article, he mulls over 

Krishnamurti calling Americans gullible and willing to pay for a shortcut to 

enlightenment. He notes “in a city where the consciousness expansion movement has 

been successfully turned into a paying business, these are tough words.”137 Here he is 

pondering his own involvement and the involvement of the California Yoga Teachers 

association in the commoditization of yoga.  

In addition, Yoga Journal maintains its kitsch aesthetic throughout the 1970s. For 

instance, a hand-drawn note in 1978 notes that “BKS Iyengar wishes it announced that 

students interested in working with him at his institute in India make plans first through 

one of the Iyengar groups in the United States.”138 Still, though Yoga Journal feels 

folksy, by the end of 1979, half of the space in the Journal is dedicated to advertising. 

Thirty of the sixty pages of the Nov-Dec 1979 edition are advertisements.139 

In early 1980, a reader brought this to the attention of Yoga Journal in the form of 

a letter to the editor. She writes, “Of the many ‘new age’ publications I receive monthly, 

this one has become by far the most overwhelmingly commercial” and “I don’t get Yoga 

Journal to have products shoved down my throat […] please go back to the good old 

days of fewer ads, more meaty articles.” The editorial staff responds by explaining that 

their “advertising quota is set by the publisher, not the editor” and they are limited by the 
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Postal Service to have fewer than 50% advertising. In that edition, they were closer to 

twenty-five out of the sixty-five pages. 140 While the post office does not cap advertising, 

(as that is an important part of their bottom-line141) it does vary postage rates according to 

the percentage of advertising and the publisher must have found the optimal percentage 

to be 50%. 

The editorial section in this same edition explains that Yoga Journal surveyed 

their readers to find out what, besides yoga, is of interest so they can attract advertising 

for “wholesome and worthwhile products.” They later go on to note that half of their 

income is advertising and without it, the Yoga Journal might cost $4.00 (more the double 

the cover price of $1.75). As a non-profit organization, they have no other sources of 

income. They write, “as part of the spiritual community” they try to “put across 

wholesome products and services in an attractive and soft-sell manner.” They go on to 

explain they are not pushing “drugs, preservative-ridden foods, and useless paraphernalia, 

as, for example, television does.”142 This editorial is a clear indicator that more than one 

person has noted the number of advertisements and that finding products that are 

congruous with the yoga community is a focus of the editorial team. The $4.00 threat is 

also clear – they either need to advertise or quadruple their rates.143 

Other parts of this survey that are of interest are that a third of respondents are 

men and they note they are happy that yoga is “not considered just ‘a woman’s thing,’ in 

America, anymore.”144 Most of the respondents were between 25 and 34; they were 
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74 
 

teenagers in the 60s and 70s and of the baby boomer generation. Over half were college 

graduates and another third had some college. Per the 1980 census, fewer than 20% of the 

American public had a bachelor’s degree,145 meaning the readers of Yoga Journal were 

far more likely to be college graduates. This explains, in part, the high reading level of 

the articles and the highbrow references in many of the articles. 

1980s 

The 1980s brought organization to the magazine as well as readership. In October 

1980, there were 25,000 readers and that number grew to 55,000 by early 1990.146 

Though the editors continued mixing a variety of Eastern traditions and new-age writing, 

they also started creating editions around central themes including: stress management, 

self-transformation, ‘total fitness,’ self-healing, ecology, back care and couples. These 

themes are helpful because they show the ways in which the editors attempted to make 

connections between yoga and other modalities. In most cases, they would attempt to 

bring in the thoughts of a yoga teacher, but also brought in a variety of eastern traditions 

and western studies about effectiveness of those traditions. 

The March-April 1980 edition focuses on reducing stress and anxiety. This is 

popular rhetoric when considering yoga in the west, and it is telling that this is one of the 

first themes Yoga Journal explores. The editorial note explains, “many of us first 

discovered yoga while seeking a way to alleviate nervousness and anxiety” but how it is 

not easy to explain how “ancient practices could cure modern ills.”147 This edition 

focused on how yoga can be used to cure depression and looked at a variety of other 
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ways in which mental health affects physical health. It brings in alternative practices such 

as autogenic (self-suggestion) training and includes articles on how yoga cures 

depression and can be used for recovering alcoholics.148 This also demonstrates they 

believe the physical practice of yoga is an “ancient practice” and not something 

developed less than a century before. 

The July-August 1980 issue was entitled Total Fitness. The cover featured a man 

and a woman both wearing tank tops and running shorts, the woman in side angle pose 

and the man in a pose that looks like a variant of triangle pose. The point of the issue? To 

reconcile yoga with running. The editorial board explains that the issue on sports in 1978 

generated favorable response and that many of their readers practice running and yoga. 

This is not at all surprising today – yoga gear and running gear are increasingly merging 

and the profile of a runner and a yogi are similar. However, in 1980, Yoga Journal makes 

great effort to explain the connections, beginning with an article by Runner’s World 

author Jean Couch. Couch was hired by Avon (the cosmetics company) to help prepare 

women for marathons around the country, and as a runner-yogi she explains the benefits 

of stretching effectively on running. Not surprisingly, an advertisement for her book, 

Runner’s World: Yoga Book, is on the page following her article. The next article focused 

on Kundalini breath and running and another article chronicled a yoga guru’s love of 

marathons. The guru, Sri Chinmoy, is said to have completed an ultra-marathon 

alongside 135 of his students. These articles combined, show that Yoga Journal is 

attempting to reconcile the connection as something more than similar demographics. In 

her history of fitness culture, McKenzie demonstrates that when jogging first became 
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popular in the 1960s, “it could be a form of self-help, a survivalist technique, a spiritual 

practice, or a health enhancer.”149 Like yoga, running appealed for multiple reasons, and 

reconciling it with yoga practice was a savvy move by Yoga Journal. It was also astute to 

link to a cosmetics company, since they knew their readers were mostly women who 

were connecting exercise with physical appearance. 

Also in this edition, a vivid article describes the Taoist practice of sheng chiao 

based entirely on a conversation the author had with an elderly man on Mount Emei in 

China. The older man translated sheng chiao as the practice of running and explains is a 

“form of yoga.”150 While a lovely story, none of this is based in historical or linguistic 

evidence and instead makes good on Yoga Journal’s proposition to broaden the definition 

of yoga. The author studies classical Chinese culture and likely takes great liberties in 

translating the word ‘yoga.’ While there is historical evidence that Taoists had stretching 

exercise dating back to the daoyin tu in the 2nd Century BCE,151 the postures are unrelated 

to hatha yoga.152 Instead, this article takes liberty with history and linguistic evidence to 

arrive at the conclusion that running is a form of yoga. 

The implications of this are twofold. By choosing to publish this article, Yoga 

Journal is setting itself up to be criticized for diluting yoga. Instead, we see no pushback 

from readers (or YJ chose not to publish pushback) which implies that readers are okay 

with yoga’s definition being expanded to include running despite no logical reasons. I 

wonder where the hypothetical boundary of yoga exists for Yoga Journal? 
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Religion, Syncretism, and the New Age 

The 1980s was a tough decade for western religion in the United States. Bellah’s 

research uncovered how American’s attitudes towards religions were changing, but it had 

not yet hit a critical point when people started to shy away from talking about religion or 

identifying with a religion. Bellah demonstrated that it is increasingly popular for people 

to blend traditions to suit their individual lifestyle153 which Luckmann would say was due 

to the privatization of religion.154 Later Altglas argues that this blending of religions is 

not an idiosyncratic form of bricolage, but a societal shift where individuals are subject to 

societal norms.155 While it appears that each individual is selecting religious elements to 

meet their needs, there are societal norms that limit what is allowed to be blended. 

Many of the articles within Yoga Journal support the blending of eastern and 

western traditions and appeal to readers who are on that journey. They are both part of 

the societal shift that Altglas outlines and help to reinforce that shift by making this 

syncretism a norm within the magazine. They also set up societal boundaries by only 

incorporating the practices the editors feel blend well with yoga. 

An example of this is an article on Acu-Yoga.156 This article combines the 

Chinese meridian system of acupressure with yoga pranayama to cure depression. While 

the two systems might seem complementary in reading this article, they are quite 

dissimilar approaches to the body. Acupuncture comes from a Chinese system, which 

divides the body into meridians though which energy flows. Pranayama harnesses energy 
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by manipulating the breath. They both focus on what is loosely translated into English as 

“energy” but the ways in which they are understood in these two systems are 

contradictory. To combine the two systems demonstrates incomplete knowledge of both 

systems. Instead, their commonalities lie in the fact they are not western medicine but 

traditional medicine practiced by separate eastern cultures.  

This blending of cultures can also include non-eastern practices. The May-June 

1980 issue contains an article on Kabbalah which attempts to explain the number of Jews 

that are finding spirituality in ashrams and yoga centers. It refers to an ancient connection 

in their DNA that they are having trouble accessing and praises Jews who are trying to 

find this connection in these alternate spaces. This is no doubt a reaction to the realization 

that many Jews were turning to Eastern traditions such as Zen Buddhism and yoga.157 A 

few years later, in 1985, there was an edition that featured three full-length articles on the 

renaissance of Judaism that included new age characteristics. 

Christianity is also represented in Yoga Journal but to a lesser extent and the 

writers seem fearful about offending their audience. In 1979, an article on Christian 

mysticism ties together Kundalini yoga and Christianity158 using multiple quotes from the 

Hebrew and Christian bible to strengthen the claim. In 1984, an article on meditation 

making its way back into American churches took up six pages.159 In 1985 a short article 

by Brother David Steidl-Rast, a Catholic Benedictine Monk, theorized how yoga could 

help Christians treat the body with more holiness, thus bringing healing to humanity.160 
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While it is not a common topic, Christianity is still represented with respect but as one 

way among many that Yoga Journal readers can choose. 

Even when traditions are not blended, their inclusion in Yoga Journal with little 

transition or explanation is indicative of an editorial board that is open to a variety of 

traditions. A good example of this is in 1986, there is an entire edition devoted to 

“Chinese Healing Secrets” that contains articles on acupuncture, Chinese herbal and 

dietary recommendations, and Taoist healing practices. Also included is an article on 

Taoist yoga that explains how important and ancient the practice is. Deep into the article, 

we learn that the man who coined the term “Taoist Esoteric Yoga” studied Kundalini 

yoga in Singapore in the 20th century before combining the traditions. The article then 

goes on to describe the differences between ch’i and prana – the Chinese and Indian 

versions of life force respectively.161 It seems the differences the author outlines in detail 

are not enough for her to consider the traditions as contradictory, though. The very next 

page begins with an article on Indian hatha yoga technique without any reference to the 

edition’s theme. 

For the most part, letters to the editor not only did not criticize this deviation from 

yoga but praised Yoga Journal for their “eclectic coverage of multifaceted configuration 

of spiritual thought.”162 Perhaps emboldened by this response, the May-Jun 1986 edition 

included an article on witchcraft – a religion that they claim is older than Judaism and 

Hinduism and “closer in spirit to Native American traditions.”163 Because it is a goddess-
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centered tradition, they include this article in an edition that appears to focus on female 

spiritual leaders and spirituality.164 

The advertisements follow this same pattern. An advertisement for Mani Trading 

Co. from July 1980 is titled “Buddhist/Hindu/Meditational Supplies” and sells gongs, 

malas, prayer flags, rosaries, sacred art, thangkas and more. The company includes items 

from Tibetan Buddhism, Japanese Buddhism and India with no distinction between 

practice and with multiple items being listed as “traditional.” While one might assume 

that this store would be in California or New York, it is based in West Virginia – proof 

that this syncretism is not just limited to cities. 

 The managing editor during the 1980s, Linda Cogozzo, explains in 1990, “The 

changes in Yoga Journal in the past 10 years have been phenomenal…in terms of 

circulation, growth, magazine size, and quality of presentation. All these improvements 

have made the subject more palatable for readers. But, more important, Yoga Journal has 

opened its borders so yoga is now a more comprehensive term than it was in 1975, when 

it was strictly hatha.”165 Yoga Journal is taking the stance that it originally defined yoga 

as hatha or postural yoga, and in the 1980s broadened that definition to include other 

spiritual practices that fit into what Yoga Journal editors dub, “perennial philosophy”166 

or practices from other traditions that improve the self. It is a paradox that they narrow 

down yoga to only hatha or physical yoga and then expand yoga by incorporating 

unrelated traditions.  
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The editors even contradict themselves when responding to readers who complain 

about this edition. One is frustrated that an article chronicling the history of yoga in the 

United States does not include a famous teacher. The editors respond, “We chose to cover 

only those teachers who include hatha yoga as part of their teachings.”167 When another 

reader complains that Yoga Journal promotes hatha yoga only, the editor writes, 

“Apparently, Dawn, you do not read Yoga Journal on a regular basis. If you did, you 

would find that we feature a broad range of articles on theory and practice of yoga and do 

not portray it as ‘mainly physical exercise.’”168 They simultaneously defend their 

emphasis on hatha yoga while noting they do not portray yoga as only physical exercise. 

Clearly the editorial board is conflicted on how Yoga Journal should portray yoga. 

The New American Yoga 

In Jan-Feb 1981 issue Yoga Journal wrote about “American” yoga and how it has 

changed. One author spoke about taping 135 episodes for Public Broadcasting and flying 

thousands of miles to teach classes around the country. Another talked about the 

difference between American yoga in the 60, 70s and 80s. He noted that while yoga has 

moved from mysticism to a gaudier American style of consumerism, it also become more 

creative and enthusiastic. To him, the Americanization of yoga had both positives and 

negatives. He predicts a future that incorporates “sister” practice like Tai Chi into the 

practice of yoga. He also (correctly) predicted that yoga would move from a practice 

taught by long hair hippies to focus on a broader cross section of America.  

                                                 
167 Yoga Journal, July-August 1990, 8 
168 Yoga Journal, July-August 1990, 9 



82 
 
Next, a holistic healer, Jack Schwarz, goes into great depth explaining how yoga 

helps people understand the difference between religion and spirituality and asks readers 

to not conflate the two. He sees yoga as a “philosophy” that is “much more integrated 

than Western physical exercises.”169 The ways in which he references the ‘moral 

majority’ makes it clear that religion is to be avoided since yoga can meet a person’s need 

for community. He goes on to cite a Sufi fable about how to live life. Later he warns that 

both meditation and hatha yoga (which he practices) can be ruined if too much technique 

is incorporated. He writes, “the technique is worthless if it becomes a mere ritual. It is 

like worship without understanding.”170 This advice is complicated. On the one hand, he 

is eschewing religion and promoting yoga. On the other hand, he is warning that yoga 

practice can become too dogmatic – a criticism generally aimed at religion. 

For the editorial board to bring this in when talking about yoga in America helps 

understand the mindset of the editors. Yoga as philosophy or spirituality is accepted and 

even promoted. Yoga as religion is not. We saw this in the 1970s when they accused an 

Indian reader as being doctrinaire and we see this now when they allow an article 

warning against a yoga that is too dogmatic. Instead, they offer define yoga as a practice 

with multiple meanings. 

Alternative Medicine 

A major theme in the 1980s is yoga as an alternative to western medicine. Yoga is 

not only used to cure everything from pain to lupus171, but any other alternative medicine 

is welcome in Yoga Journal. Critique of western medicine is popular, but so are western 
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studies that prove traditional and alternative medicines to be helpful. The articles 

discussed below illustrate a few things about yoga culture. The first is that people who 

practice yoga are skeptical about Western medicine. As Ross172 and Binkley173 explain, 

counterculture movements in the sixties and seventies led people to begin to challenge 

“institutional expertise” and intellectuals began to seek out alternative health care 

options. Yoga Journal readers clearly seek alternative and holistic health care – which we 

know both from the articles that are printed and the letters to the editors in praise of these 

practices. Given the fact we know they have more education than the general public and 

are already participating in an Eastern movement practice, this is not surprising.  

The second point this illustrates is that students go to yoga teachers for medical 

advice. While we often think of yoga as a “self-help” phenomenon, this article illustrated 

more about what is going on. Yes, the people have to physically move their bodies into 

poses, but the knowledge is not intrinsically motivated. They seek out the advice and 

opinion of yoga teachers, which, according to these articles, these teachers are happy to 

give.  Though Ross credits alternative health care practices with attempting to 

“reappropriate skills and powers from the experts” (viz. medical doctors)174 it seems that 

they are just changing which expert’s opinion to listen to.  

There are certainly yoga teachers out there that know more about human anatomy 

than many medical doctors and physical therapists and dozens of studies that show how 

yoga can aid medical intervention,175 help the body repair from injury,176 and can 
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increase overall health in participants.177 However, teaching yoga is completely 

unregulated so it is unlikely the average yoga teacher would know much about healing 

the body with yoga. Almost every yoga teacher I have talked to about this confirms that 

students routinely ask them for medical advice – often related to injury though not 

always. Some of this is due to pain in yoga poses but it also speaks to a desire by yoga 

practitioners to find alternatives to Western medicine as we see below. 

The early 1980s Yoga Journals focused on health. March-April 1980 was on 

stress management, the September 1980 edition is entitled “Healing Ourselves” and the 

January-February 1981 issue focused on back pain. Not coincidentally, back pain was 

one of the reasons for the creation of the President’s Council for Youth Fitness in 1956. 

Concerned with American children’s fitness as compared to European countries and 

Russia, a team developed a series of tests for school children, including ones that tested 

back pain.178 Back pain, it seems, plagues Americans and yoga is often touted as an 

answer. (Disclaimer: it is advisable to learn proper back care when practicing yoga: while 

it can help alleviate back pain, it also can cause back injury.) 

Yoga Journal editors blame back pain on sitting, soft beds and high heels.179 They 

make sure to bring in the views of an osteopath, chiropractor, and a physical therapist in 

addition to yoga teachers. The first article on back pain notes that “half of all back aches 

and headaches are caused by nothing more than the stress and pressure of daily living.”180 
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(False statistics aside, I wonder who it benefits to tell a student that their back or head 

pain is not physiological but psychological.) 

The article continues by describing the first position of relaxation which will 

“flatten [the] lower back.” While this may be helpful to the author, extension of the 

lumbar spine can cause more back pain for those with chronic or acute injury or herniated 

discs. The next exercise involves bringing the knees towards the chest (again creating 

extension in the low spine.) Next are sit-ups which he has “yoga-ized” by telling students 

to do slowly. While this illustrates an ongoing battle in healthcare over the causes and 

treatments for lower back care, in Yoga Journal it illustrates something else. An author 

with no medical training and evidently no experience with back pain is giving medical 

advice. The author’s blurb notes that he teaches yoga and has studied with BKS Iyengar 

with no mention of time or certification. This article is, quite frankly, irresponsible. It 

also shows that anyone can ‘yoga-ize’ simply through declaration. 

Fortunately, the next article attempted to bring in people who have experience 

dealing with back care. A panel of experts noted that there is disagreement in the 

community around back care and that they were attempting to provide multiple 

perspectives. The osteopath, physical therapist, orthopedic surgeon and chiropractor all 

recommended strengthening exercises (isometric and isotonic) not “yoga-ized” sit-ups. 

They talked about studies (unreferenced) while simultaneously bringing in thoughts about 

chakras and yoga postures to keep it related to Yoga Journal readers. While the 

orthopedic surgeon also recommended a flat back (putting all the vertebrae against a 

wall), he is countered by the other voices that disagree. Most of them agree that shoulder 

stand and headstand would be contraindicated for someone with cervical flattening. This 
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article is ahead of its time in Yoga Journal with greater variety of viewpoints and strong 

recommendation for people to talk the problems over with their healthcare providers. 

Juxtaposed against the previous article, it presents a much different feel181 but one that 

will dominate in future decades. 

A few articles later Yoga Journal printed a story about a dancer and yoga teacher 

who suffered a severe back injury which was causing foot-drop and incredible pain. She 

instead chose to fly to India to study with Iyengar who healed her through a series of 

asanas. She made a miraculous recovery and surprised her Western doctors. This is a 

popular trope in the yoga community about the healing power of yoga. Her story is quite 

compelling and her injuries and symptoms correspond. There is also decent scientific 

evidence about the efficacy of yoga on healing back injuries and current day physical 

therapy would agree that back bending could help repair her herniated discs. What 

Iyengar had to offer her was both his insight around anatomy and the gentle reminders to 

pay attention to the movement that was helping her. 

Another recurring theme throughout the seventies and eighties is natural 

childbirth. Several issues focus on home births. While the authors at times attempt to 

provide a balanced view182 they clearly favor natural childbirth by giving more space to 

those who favor home delivery than hospital births. It is possible that it was a bias of 

Yoga Journal editors and authors, but Ross also illustrates that natural childbirth is a way 

to wrest back control of natural processes from “professionals” and a common theme 
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among intellectuals.183 Yoga Journal is an excellent depiction of the community Ross 

discusses. 

Nutrition is another way in which Yoga Journal stands apart from Western 

medicine. Most articles take a very strong stance around a vegetarian diet or make 

assumptions that the reader is vegetarian. One argues that “traditional native foods” can 

prevent modern diseases such as breast and uterine cancer.184 In 1987, an article entitled 

“Choosing a Vegetarian Diet” received much praise from the editors and readers. It starts 

off by criticizing western medicine for rejecting vegetarianism and then uses studies and 

examples of western medicine organization to prove how beneficial vegetarian diets are 

for warding off illness. In addition, it cites major world religious texts including ones 

from Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam. It notes that even the 

Incas were vegetarian though fails to explain that this has more to do with availability 

than a religious or healthful choice.  

The article continues by citing the “Hindu-Buddhist principle of ahimsa”185 as the 

cornerstone of veganism. It interprets ahimsa as “non-harming, which honors the sanctity 

of all life and emphasizes the need to live without causing unnecessary suffering.” This is 

an oversimplification of a debate around the word ahimsa which has spanned centuries of 

Indian thought. Clearly the author is interpreting the word in the way that most supports 

her article rather than using this debate to consider whether vegetarianism is a necessary 
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part of the yoga lifestyle. The author might be surprised to find out that most Hindus eat 

meat but abstain from eating beef.186 

Mental health is also a way in which Yoga Journal considers its readers in 

opposition to western medicine. For instance, an article in July 1988 focused on stress. 

While this is a recurring theme in almost all yoga literature, this article focused on 

meditation and some visualization techniques as antidotes to a stressful lifestyle. It 

criticized health insurance for being short-sighted for not covering preventative medicine. 

Importantly, it focused on studies that showed the power of meditation, quoting Harvard 

cardiologist Benson’s 1975 book The Relaxation Response. When it serves the topic, 

Yoga Journal authors quote scientific studies as evidence. When it does not serve the 

article, those studies are more evidence of “professionals” not seeing the benefits of 

traditional medicine. The editors and the readers are conflicted. They want to favor 

traditional methods over Western ones, but also want to see the evidence of how the 

traditional methods work. Often these studies are poorly reported so it is difficult to tell 

how rigorous the study was. 

Politics and the Yoga Journal Reader 

“Most of us, if asked, would certainly voice support for the environmental 

movement.” Thus, begins an editorial in the Sep-Oct 1986 edition. The editorial goes on 

to quote Fritjof Capra,187 “‘In my view, the Western version of mystical awareness, our 

version of Buddhism and Taoism, will be ecological awareness.’”188 All of this is to 

explain the inclusion of an article entitled “Deep Ecology” by Tanya Kucak which makes 
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the case that living a belief system means being an environmentalist. It also chastises 

people for superficial action.189 

Environmentalism is just one political belief Yoga Journal assumes about its 

readership. Others include a belief that women should be able to engage in leadership on 

spiritual issues,190 Tibet should be free from Chinese occupation,191 acceptance of 

homosexuality,192 and anti-all things nuclear.193 But environmentalism permeates several 

editions in the 1980s including the cover of the Nov-Dec 1989 edition which features a 

drawing of Earth with a woman planting a tree and the title “Healing the Earth.” This, 

coupled with the tagline of Yoga Journal, “For Health and Conscious Living” establishes 

it not only as a “health and wellness” magazine but an environmental one. This 

environmental focus continues throughout the 1990s.  

1990s 

While the 1980s were a decade of change for Yoga Journal in terms of look and 

feel, the 1990s brought consistency. In the 1980s, designers went through four different 

cover schemes, utilizing different fonts and placement. In 1988, Yoga Journal adopted a 

consistent font and placement for the words “Yoga Journal” and the tagline, “For Health 

and Conscious Living.” This font/placement was used throughout the 1990s and in 

January-February 1992, Yoga Journal began printing in full color. The 1990s may be the 

golden era of Yoga Journal. It had enough readership (~90,000) to be taken seriously and 
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yet was still an independent magazine until it was bought in 1998 by investor John 

Abbott.  

Celebrity and Yoga  

Despite these strides, Yoga Journal readers and writers are clearly conflicted 

about the increasing popularity of yoga in the United States. In 1998 Madonna released 

her album Ray of Light which included a song Shanti-Ashtangi with a chorus of “Om 

Shanti” and in a Vanity Fair article noted daily yoga sessions keep her focused.194 This 

was reported in the September/October 1998 Yoga Journal that focused on “yoga’s latest 

incarnation”195 and featured a woman in a skin-tight shiny, full-body leotard. Per an 

article by Linda Solomon, Madonna, Courtney Love, Mike D of the Beastie Boys, and 

Sarah Jessica Parker were making yoga popular. The next article, by Anne Cushman, 

predicted the rise in popularity of products like “high-tech sticky mats emblazoned with 

the Nike logo, endorsed by basketball stars, and manufactured by malnourished children 

in third-world sweat shops.”196 Both authors made references to being the type of people 

who were never cool and the thought of their practice becoming cool was disconcerting 

or as Cushman writes, “it rattles my whole sense of identity to find myself suddenly 

running with the celebrity pack.”197 She continues, “It’s painful, for me, to see yoga 

images being used to sell everything from soft drinks to designer evening wear.”198 

One reader reacted by being both “bewildered” and “filled with joy” that yoga 

was becoming part of the in-crowd. Another reader found herself excited by the idea of 
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people like Madonna practicing yoga but was concerned that “she is only using yoga and 

Eastern traditions to plump her cult of personality.”199 These readers seem to have 

forgotten that the Beatles promoted yoga and Hollywood celebrities like Marilyn Monroe 

practiced yoga200 long before Madonna did. 

Cushman wrote an article in the January-February 1999 edition entitled 

“Marketing the Soul: has the commercialization of spiritual life gone too far?”201 She 

speaks about getting a trade journal, New Age News, which tracks everything in the 

industry of new age. She felt caught between wanting to quit yoga altogether or to order 

mugs with her picture on them. She goes on to describe the industry of yoga at that time 

from her perspective and to note that the reader need only “flip through our ad-packed 

pages—which supply a good part of [her] income” to recognize that new age is becoming 

a big business. She realizes it is a byproduct of capitalism “which we seem to be stuck 

with for now” and that in promoting her book, she realizes that it is also necessary.202 The 

tone of this article is markedly different than her September 1998 article picking apart 

yoga’s popularity. Either she had a few months to undo the loss of identity she was 

experiencing or she sees new age products as somehow different or better than companies 

like Nike or Mattel selling yoga-related gear.  

These conflicts at the end of the 1990s are important to Yoga Journal. We see the 

beginnings of this upsurge in yoga’s popularity throughout the 1990s and no doubt Yoga 

Journal’s success in the 1990s is due to yoga’s increasing popularity. Once the magazine 
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is sold, we see the conflict of an independent magazine try to figure out its role in the 

Americanization of yoga move to a for-profit company trying to figure out how to best 

engage with an American audience that is interested in yoga. This is not an easy 

reconciliation and we see that in the above commentary. But first, we should look at the 

last decade of Yoga Journal’s independence – the 1990s.  

Science, History and “Truth” 

That yoga is so intrinsically linked to physical health in the western world is 

hardly surprising. Swami Sivananda focused on the health benefits of yoga (Strauss, 

1992) when promoting yoga in the early 20th century. BKS Iyengar and Bikram 

Choudhury both promoted the healing power of yoga as they established their yoga 

programs in the United States in the 1970s. Yoga Journal follows suit because this is how 

Americans have learned to approach yoga – as a way to be healthful in body, mind and 

spirit. 

As a new age publication, Yoga Journal shows incredible conflict between its 

need to promote alternative medicine and its intellectual drive to report scientific studies 

that support the benefits of yoga. One author, Stephan Bodian, explain this as “new 

science” or the “realm where science and spirituality find common ground.” He refers to 

these scientists as “Western pilgrims on Eastern paths, who sought scientific validation 

for their spiritual intuitions.”203 This helps explain, in part, why Yoga Journal includes 

figures such as Dean Ornish, MD while simultaneously critiquing Western medicine as 

out of touch. 
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This conflicted nature, however, gives rise to a lot of questionable information 

packaged in a “scientific” way. I cannot blame Yoga Journal for the plethora of 

inaccurate information that surrounds yoga in America. That trend predates Yoga Journal 

by decades and Broad makes it clear in The Science of Yoga, that many of the “scientific” 

facts yoga teachers assert are inaccurate and at times dangerous.204 However, by Yoga 

Journal’s own admission (later in this chapter) it is one of the leading sources of 

information about yoga in the United States so it should be held to a high standard. 

Instead, it is riddled with contradictory information and unchecked facts about history 

and science.  

It is one thing when an Indian teacher like BKS Iyengar publishes a book that 

explains headstand will cure constipation, halitosis and memory loss.205 He is imparting 

wisdom from years of studentship and teaching and is not making claims about Western 

medicine. Given his country of birth and well-known reputation (a healer to some, a 

charlatan to others), a reader can either choose to accept the knowledge he imparts of not. 

Yoga Journal does not have consistency of authorship, so when it publishes information, 

it should either include proper references or disclaimers that the material is not fact 

checked. For instance, let’s look at this paragraph from an article on headstand and 

shoulder stand:  

Sirsasana and Sarvangasana derive their primary benefits from reversing the 

effects of gravity on the body. Venous blood flows from the legs and abdomen to 

the heart without strain. The abdominal organs are massaged, helping to 
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eliminate constipation and digestive disorders. Blood circulates around the neck, 

chest, and head, helping the lungs, throat, and sinuses become resistant to 

infections. The endocrine glands in the throat and head are nourished, and their 

secretions regulated. – John Schumacher206 

 

Because the author cites no sources, the reader is left to assume that the author is 

claiming authority for this information. Since we know nothing about him other than that 

he is “a student of BKS Iyengar,” there is nothing on which to base his credibility. At 

first glance, it seems rather innocuous. It sounds like a great idea for blood to flow easily 

and abdominal organs to be “massaged.” He uses terms like “venous” and “secretions” to 

add an air of scientific credibility. However, on a closer look – its facts must be called 

into question. First – what he means is that the blood flows without the skeletal muscles 

working to pump blood against gravity, it is still limited by the size of the veins or there 

would be a genuine problem. Second – we know from astronauts that being in an anti-

gravity situation is not ideal for the body – gravity is not an enemy of the human body. 

Finally – we already have blood flowing around out lungs, throats and sinuses. Adding 

more does not increase resistance to infections, more accurately, all exercise builds 

immunity. 

While I have no doubt that inversions are beneficial and I practice them regularly, 

this type of pseudo-science is not helpful. It is easily disproven and illogical and detracts 

from the actual benefits of inversions. It also adds to the popular idea that yoga practice is 

more about increasing health than a spiritual practice. Later the author writes:  
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Women should not do inversion while menstruating, although the poses can be of 

great benefit to those suffering from menstrual disorders if practiced between the 

menstrual periods.207 

As many have pointed out – this patriarchal stance on women’s bodies is both 

unsubstantiated and offensive. It speaks to the author’s discomfort with menstruation 

rather than scientific of traditional knowledge. He is not the only one though. When a 

female author writes about forearm stand or pincha mayurasana, she notes in her 

contraindications: “Women should not practice inverted postures during the menstrual 

period.”208 Note the word contraindication – this is a clear medical term, often used to 

indicate a surgery or drug should not be used. To use it with yoga implies medical 

knowledge. There is no medical or scientific reason to abstain from inversions during 

menstruation unless the person simply does not feel strong enough. In another article, an 

author writes that all backbends should be avoided during menstruation.209 These authors 

are tapping into decades of tradition in which menstruating women are prohibited from 

practicing with their male teachers.210,211 

This misogynistic idea continues into present day Yoga Journal articles. In 2007, 

Yoga Journal published an article that noted inversions may cause retrograde 

menstruation. This sounds terrifying, except there is no link between inversions and 

retrograde menstruation. Furthermore, a peer-reviewed study found that 90% of women 
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with patent (normal) fallopian tubes experience retrograde menstruation.212 The 

perpetuators of this rumor have not done research on the subject. 

Another author in an article on revolved triangle pose, writes that the center of 

gravity for a human is “generally located on the front of the spine between the fourth and 

fifth lumbar vertebrae.” The illustration of the pose even includes a pink dot in the 

lumbar spine to note this location. It sounds scientific. The author goes on to explain this 

point is near the diaphragm which is a major divider and connector in the body. She 

continues, “Native Americans saw the diaphragm as the horizon between Heaven and 

Earth.”213 The author cites no sources for either of these statements. 

Let’s stop there. First – as a reader pointed out a few months later in a letter to the 

editor, biomechanics and kinesiology studies put the center of gravity “slightly forward 

of the second sacral vertebrae”214 when in standing position. The author of the letter to 

the editor accurately cites Brunnstrom's Clinical Kinesiology textbook.215 Others may put 

the center of gravity as a percentage of body height rather than a fixed vertebra and others 

note that center of gravity varies by gender, with women thought to have a lower center 

of gravity than men. These studies are referring to the body being in anatomical neutral or 

standing. Because revolved triangle is an asymmetric forward fold, the center of gravity 

would shift on the coronal, transverse, and sagittal planes. (Try leaning forward, twisting, 

or bending side to side and you will find that your center of gravity shifts.) The author’s 

research and logic both deviate from what we know about biomechanics. 
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Continuing analysis of this article, science is not the only under-researched 

information in Yoga Journal. History is also invented. Throughout the 1990s, there are 

references in Yoga Journal to the practice being 5,000 years old.216 Given that the earliest 

date I have found for The Yoga Sutras is the 4th century CE and the Upanishads around 

800 BCE, this 5,000 number cannot possibly be based in historical fact. 

Let us once again look to the revolved triangle author who explained that “Native 

Americans saw the diaphragm as the horizon between Heaven and Earth.”217 The idea 

that “Native Americans” would have a cohesive spiritual understanding of the diaphragm 

despite being separated into 500+ tribes over thousands of miles and having 

unsurmountable linguistic differences is astounding. I found other references to this as 

well – a book by the author of this article218 and later articles that are likely quoting her 

work without citation.219 Perhaps a few Native American tribes do hold this belief, but 

the author gives us no citations to fact check this anecdote she decides to include – and 

she is a contributing editor! These scientific and historical inconsistencies are 

unfortunately frequent occurrences in Yoga Journal. 

A notable exception to these untrustworthy articles are ones written by an editor 

and founder, Judith Lasater. As a frequent contributor to Yoga Journal, she sets a 

standard that she should have passed along to co-authors. When she writes about poses or 

the benefits of yoga, she carefully tells of her own experiences in the pose or in yoga and 

how it affects her life. She offers the benefits of yoga to people rather than making claims 
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without research. She also writes, “Remember to pay attention to your comfort at all 

times, and if these poses feel wrong or inappropriate for any reason, simply stop 

practicing.”220 Though she is writing about yoga during pregnancy, this is sage advice for 

anyone. While I do not necessarily agree with everything she writes, her articles are well 

researched and make no claims to be anything other than her experience. 

New-Age Image 

While the image of yoga is currently shedding its new-age past, Yoga Journal of 

the 1990s still embraces the occult in astounding ways. An article about new age author, 

Rowena Pattee Kryder, is a strong reminder about why there are still some that think of 

yoga as being linked to astrology and psychics. The article unabashedly praises Kryder, 

whom the author describes as a “maker of culture.” The author writes that Kryder lives 

out her life according to “new Earth archetypes” and designed her house “in honor of the 

zodiac.”221 The author continues, “Kryder inserted crystals in copper pipes and laid them 

out in the landscape as a complex 24-pointed star to ‘energize’ the Pavilion’s 

foundation.” She then explains how each room of the house lines up with various 

constellations. A drawing of a seated guru atop a tiger’s head has the caption, “In 

Kryder’s view, a celestial Earth is a radiant planet, scintillating with light, a diaphanous 

world in which the beatitudes of heaven are visible through the tangible.” Kryder 

apparently created an updated version of the tarot system called the Gaia Matrix Oracle, 

which is the subject of the article. 

                                                 
220 Yoga Journal, Jan-Feb 1994, 91 
221 Yoga Journal, Sep-Oct 1991, p. 60 



99 
 
The article is dense and contains several words that elevate it to a graduate 

reading level (e.g. archetypal, unfoldment, elucidation, delusory, acausal). The author 

clearly assumes the reader has some knowledge of the tarot system and some knowledge 

of astronomy. It pulls from Greek myth, western philosophy and shamanism. In contrast, 

an article on astrology from Yoga Journal in 2016 is pithy and barely written at a middle 

school reading level. Instead of delving into the details, the author writes, “Instead of 

focusing on your zodiac or sun sign (your actual chart is more nuanced), read […] 

descriptions of the 4 elements below.”222 This type of article turns astrological signs into 

cute personality traits rather than a respected system. The two articles, just 25 years apart, 

could not be more different. 

This does not necessarily please their audience. One reader explains in a letter to 

the editor why they are canceling their subscription: “We are disappointed that the focus 

of Yoga Journal seems to be more about living in the “New Age” than about yoga.”223 A 

second reader wrote a few months later in support of this letter condemning the “spiritual 

psychobabble from other traditions” and noting “Your magazine contains far more 

advertising than editorial content on yoga.” He continues,  

I encourage you to explore the art [of yoga] instead of being sidetracked by 

subjects like drumming, dreams, Buddhism, and other topics that belong in some 

other new age journal. I believe you are looking too far afield. The substance you 

are dealing with is right there in your title.224 
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The author of this letter makes a good point. Why is this called Yoga Journal 

when yoga seems to be a small part of the actual content? Generally, the journal has a 

column on asana but it is rare to find an article on yoga, of any kind, outside of that. 

While there are articles on meditation, they tend to be generic rather than steeped in a 

yoga tradition and more space and weight is given to other spiritual traditions and 

cultures. At this fixed point in 1994, the author of the letter to the editor is making a 

compelling case that Yoga Journal has lost its focus. 

Tastemaking and Trendsetting 

The heart of this dissertation is to find out how and why yoga has become tied 

into marketing. Some of that can be explained by looking at Yoga Journal’s focus on 

products as a path to spirituality. Advertising is one way Yoga Journal supports this 

commodification of yoga, the other is through articles that promote certain goods or 

services for sale. While unpaid product promotion becomes more common in later 

decades, we see the beginnings of this in the 1990s. 

In early 1990, a new column, “Spotlight on New Products” appears. The author 

highlights a few products that are tangentially related to yoga. Some of these products are 

more intuitively related to yoga such as an artist who hand-paints t-shirts and dresses with 

images of “Buddha, Shiva, Kuan Yin, Krishna, Yogananda, and St. Francis of Assisi.”225 

Other products are related to health, such as a product called Archy designed to stretch 

the spine, or a sparkling water infused with Chinese herbal tonics.226 Some of these are 

intuitively related to yoga, some are not. These are not paid advertisements but a column 
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that acknowledges readers’ interest in products that align with their lifestyle. In today’s 

Yoga Journal, this column would be the norm, but in the 1990s, this was a first for Yoga 

Journal. The column only lasted a couple of years but the product endorsements would 

be back in future years.227 For proof that Yoga Journal hit trends well before the rest of 

the United States, see their promotion of quinoa as a super food in the Jan-Feb 1991 

edition and a full yoga retreat guide in the Mar-Apr 1991 edition. 

Yoga Journal is abundantly aware of their influence. In an article on yoga’s 

growing popularity per a poll they commissioned through Roper, they write,  

According to the survey, ‘influential Americans’ –the politically and socially 

active minority whose penchants are widely viewed as predictive of future 

trends—are three times as likely as most Americans to currently practice yoga. 

College graduates are also three times more likely to practice than average. 

This was written in 1994. The survey also found that ten percent of the West Coast 

population practiced and the South was far behind with only one percent practicing yoga.  

Yoga Journal then went on to report that teachers are reporting an increase in 

class size, but not by “macrobiotic hippies.” Instead, their classes are being attended by 

“real cerebral types, with hunched shoulders and glasses.”228 They give a few reasons: 

aerobics was not balanced enough so people left it for yoga, yoga was trending at that 

time, students heard it was good for stress, and physicians were sending patients to yoga. 

Yoga Journal is careful to note that it is hatha yoga with its immediate physical benefits 

that is attracting students, not the philosophical system. The article went on to quote 
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Georg Feuerstein (frequent author and contributing editor) who bemoans the “very 

diminished version of what yoga has traditionally been.”229 This is a bit hypocritical to 

note since Yoga Journal does not generally publish articles on yoga philosophy or 

anything yoga-related other than asana, and its readers often point this out. This survey is 

a great glimpse into the mid-nineties when yoga was starting to increase in popularity. 

Yoga Journal understood its potential for tastemaking and clearly started to capitalize on 

that.   

Tastemaking is not always about selling a product; sometimes it is about 

promoting a social idea. An article in May-Jun 1990 addressed the idea that people 

should do what they love, citing the Buddhist principle of “right livelihood.”230 This 

article was about remaining hopeful that the money will follow – but that it may mean 

adjusting to a simpler life. The final two pages are about a financial seminar that 

decouples work from money by having people radically stop spending money and living 

at or below poverty level which is “more than enough”231 and allows many to quit work. 

While the article is careful to warn the reader against simply quitting their job before 

finding a way to turn their passion into a career, the article fails to address class 

disparities that make this prospect virtually impossible for millions of American families. 

The notion of the poverty level being “more than enough” assumes the reader will not 

encounter a costly illness, is not responsible for another person, or has a safety net to 

support them if this radical financial plan fails. 
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This idea of “doing what you love” continues to exist as a popular trope today. 

Yoga teachers and yoga marketers romanticize the job of yoga teacher and boast that they 

are blessed to be able to find fulfillment in their work. This notion has become ubiquitous 

on social media for yoga teachers and a key way in which yoga marketing explodes in the 

2000s. Long before it became popular on social media, however, Yoga Journal was 

propagating the idea in a journal aimed at those who taught and practiced yoga. 

2000s 

At the end of 1998, John Abbott bought Yoga Journal, which he then relaunched 

in 2000 under the leadership of Kathryn Arnold as editor-in-chief.232 Judith Lasater – the 

president of the California Yoga Teacher’s Association wrote an editorial describing this 

new partnership and assuring the audience that John Abbott was a “yoga student, 

businessman, and current Publisher/CEO.” It is quite telling that Lasater goes out of her 

way to point out that he is a yoga student first. She is no doubt bracing herself and the 

board for criticism for selling out. Oddly, I cannot find a letter to the editor that 

condemns Yoga Journal for this. It is possible that the readers assumed it would happen, 

given the frequent pleas for money to keep Yoga Journal active, or it is possible Yoga 

Journal chose not to publish these letters.  

 Circulation then grew from 90,000 to 350,000233. In 2006, it was bought by 

Active Interest Media, who also owns Vegetarian Times234 and paid circulation grew to 

1.9 million by 2016. In addition, YogaJournal.com boasts 1.5 million unique visitors per 
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year.235 It has won ten Maggie awards including eight for “Best Health and Fitness 

Magazine” and seven “Folio Editorial Excellence Awards” including four for “Best 

Health and Fitness Magazine.”236 The categories are important. Yoga Journal is not 

winning awards for spirituality or philosophy. Instead, its focus on health and fitness has 

been the source of its accolades. This alone is a clear indication that yoga fits into health 

and fitness in the mainstream American consciousness.  

The readers of Yoga Journal were not quite ready for the change to big business. 

As the editorial explains in the May-June 2000 edition, there was a huge outcry when 

Yoga Journal gave Banana Republic a “Karma Credit” for staging a large, outdoor yoga 

festival. Readers were incensed about child labor practices by Banana Republic’s parent 

company. The editorial board explained that it had no knowledge of this controversy and 

furthermore, the “vitriolic tone of some of the letters was unsettling.” The editor, Kathryn 

Arnold, pleads with readers to use the yoga principal of ahimsa with Banana Republic 

and instead of condemning them, why not embrace them? She accuses readers of inciting 

“violence” through their judgement.237 

First, it seems unlikely that the editors of Yoga Journal did not know about the 

controversy surrounding Gap and labor practices. This controversy was exposed by major 

media outlets in 1995,238 1999,239 and 2000.240 Second, it is the very practice of ahimsa 

that led to Yoga Journal readers writing to the editors and chastising them for giving 

Banana Republic free publicity because the readers felt that unsafe labor practices were 
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harmful. Third, to use the word “violence” in response to threats to boycott Banana 

Republic is disingenuous. By any definition, violence, when unqualified, is a physical act 

to harm someone – not a non-violent act to peacefully disagree with a company with 

unfair labor practices. Gandhi is well known for boycotting British goods. This editorial 

response creates a clear stance that this Yoga Journal editor is going to take the side of 

big business over her readers. In many ways, this letter marks the boundary between the 

old Yoga Journal and the new. The old Yoga Journal would have presented more than 

one viewpoint in the form of letters to the editor and likely would have published an 

article condemning unfair labor practices. The new Yoga Journal published a single letter 

that outlined the argument and then allowed an executive from Gap, Inc. to respond!241 

The Rise of Yoga Pants 

Not coincidentally, 1998 also marked the year that lululemon opened its first store 

to sell “yoga-inspired, technical apparel.”242 While it was not the first company to sell 

yoga pants, it certainly changed the yoga apparel industry and is currently the leader in 

yoga apparel sales. 

While yoga apparel has been present in Yoga Journal ads since the 1970s, the 

early 2000s is when yoga apparel began to look more sophisticated. For comparison, an 

ad in 1990 for “Chi Pants” brags that they are made from “natural fiber” and “look as 

good as they feel.” The people in the ad are not practicing yoga, though they are 

demonstrating the pants’ flexibility. Hugger Mugger – potentially the biggest brand 

during the nineties – advertised mats and blocks without much emphasis on their clothing 

                                                 
241 Yoga Journal, May-Jun 2000, p 16 
242 Lululemon.com, accessed 2017 



106 
 

line. Though Yoga Journal is in full-color by 1992, the ads for clothing are black and 

white. In short, the clothing options in the 1990s are frumpy and cannot bring in much 

advertising revenue. 

By 1998, we start to see more full-color ads by yoga companies like Hugger 

Mugger and Living Yoga. The Living Yoga Unitard ($59.98) and the Tapas Wear 

Unitard by Hugger Mugger ($56.95) are similar to outfits we will see on Dharma & Greg 

but are advertised alongside blocks, mats and bolsters – they are not yet the center of the 

advertisement. The models stand and are not necessarily in yoga poses. In Nov-Dec 1999, 

however, Hugger Mugger purchased a full-page ad (page 2) which features a woman in a 

unitard with the caption, “Marlene Lambert-Tempest in Prasarita-Padottanasana wearing 

Hugger-Mugger YogatardTM.”243  

From what I can tell it is the first of its kind in Yoga Journal. It seems perfectly 

normal when seen next to present day editions, but in comparison to editions from the 

year before, it looks to be the first advertisement in Yoga Journal of this nature. The 

model in the photo is practicing the deepest form of a wide-legged forward fold with her 

head on the floor and her hands on the outsides of her ankles. Her well-muscled arms and 

back are bare so that we can see the tone in her arms and her outfit is fitted so that we can 

see the tone in her legs and rear. The advertisement notes the pose name and the name of 

the model, though we can only see the back of her head. They want us to know she is a 

yoga teacher and that she is wearing Hugger Mugger. In present-day, it is a regular 

occurrence to have a yoga teacher endorse a clothing line but in 1999, this was a new 

practice. This ad is the beginning of an onslaught of apparel advertising in Yoga Journal. 
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In the Jan-Feb 2000 issue, Champion introduced their Body BalanceTM workout 

line in a full-page ad featuring models in high lunge. Hugger Mugger moved to a two-

page spread with a different yoga teacher, Charlotte Bell, in double toe-hold or full 

Ubhaya Padangusthasana. Fifty pages later, we see this same teacher in Hanumanasana 

in another full-page ad. In this issue, we also see Welch’s take out a full-page ad for their 

grape juice. This is a big company compared to the brands that typically advertised in 

Yoga Journal just a few months before. I wonder if this is what the editors meant in 1980 

by their commitment to “put across wholesome products and services in an attractive and 

soft-sell manner.”244 By Mar-April 2000, the internet company Yahoo has a full-page ad 

on page two.  

In the fall of 2001, lululemon began advertisements in Yoga Journal. In Mar-Apr 

2002, they ran an ad for an Invitational Yoga Pose Off. It noted the first prize of $30,000 

and profiled four competitors from different yoga backgrounds. A reader sent in a letter, 

incensed that there would be a competition in yoga. She writes, “The very concept of 

competition is in direct opposition to yoga’s fundamental belief in compassion and 

nonjudgement.”245  

Again, Yoga Journal allowed the company to respond. Chip Wilson, lululemon’s 

founder explained that the ad was an April Fool’s joke and “asked the reader to be at one 

with their sense of humor.”246 In addition to using a very new-age phrase, it is clear that 

Chip Wilson’s joke did not resonate with that Yoga Journal reader and likely a few more. 

The lululemon ads from that time are generally opaque. While creative and compelling, 
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they do not clearly showcase a product, nor explain the brand. The reader must visit their 

website to know what products they sell. An advertisement featuring Albert Einstein 

starts, “There must be a way to comfortably conceal my private equations during inverted 

yoga maneuvers.”247 An ad from Mar-Apr 2003 has over 20 bullet points instructing the 

reader on how to live their life including how to clean kitchen counters and to not drink 

Coke and Pepsi. They write “children are the orgasm of life” and “Don’t trust that an old 

age pension will be sufficient.”248  

In May 2003, lululemon published an add with a fake newspaper page entitled 

“lululemon caught using child labor!” with photos of adults in diapers and a post-it note 

from Chip Wilson that reads, “Guys/How did this get out?! Now I’ll have to post a press 

release on our website for May 1st!/– Chip.” Poor taste does not even begin to describe 

this ad. By 2005, Wilson was openly promoting child labor as a way to lift countries out 

of poverty at a conference on sustainability.249 He is also a well-known follower of Ayn 

Rand’s free market philosophy.250 That Yoga Journal chose to run this ad is surprising. 

That there was not more pushback on this ad is either surprising or Yoga Journal chose 

not to publish the letters. 

Other brands such as Marika, Danskin, and Nike started to make their way into 

Yoga Journal in the early 2000s. In addition, Yoga Journal began to note what their 

models are wearing in the captions of photographs. To this day, they continue that 

practice and it is unclear whether the companies pay to have their clothes promoted in 
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this way. Now, the entire magazine is full of advertisements that focus on yoga clothing. 

While the black pant is still a staple of yoga wardrobes, Yoga Journal advertisements 

focus on bright, colorful clothing that highlights men and women in yoga poses. 

Rise of the Yoga-Lebrity 

It is not just products that Yoga Journal endorses but people as well. The early 

years focused on famous yoga teachers – gurus – mostly from India. They are famous in 

the yoga world, but not really celebrities per se. The 1990s brought a new type of fame to 

the yoga world in the form of Deepak Chopra. Unlike the gurus that had been previously 

featured, Chopra’s tutelage was in the United States rather than in India. With friends like 

George Harrison of the Beatles and talk-show host Oprah Winfrey, Chopra’s rise to fame 

was rapid. His effort to combine Western medicine and Ayurveda is at home in Yoga 

Journal where he discusses how to obtain immortality. Like BKS Iyengar, Chopra is seen 

by some as an incredible teacher, doctor, and healer and by others as a complete fraud. 

Nevertheless, his endorsement by Yoga Journal is clear: there are over 180 references to 

him on YogaJournal.com as of this writing. 

Chopra’s fame may have opened doors for other yoga teachers to start promoting 

their brand through Yoga Journal. Rodney Yee, for example, capitalized on his 

ownership of a popular yoga studio and his advertisements for Gaiam and was then 

featured on the cover of Yoga Journal in late 1999. In the 2000s this promotion model 

took off. The celebrities drew readers to Yoga Journal and Yoga Journal increased 

awareness of popular yoga teachers. Kathryn Budig, who has been featured on the cover 

of two separate in Yoga Journals in 2008 and 2014, features these covers on her website 
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(alongside many other wellness magazines).251 Briohny Smyth, the star of a controversial 

yoga video for Equinox Fitness, shows a Yoga Journal Thailand cover as her public 

Facebook cover photo. Clearly this is something that benefits her brand to promote.  

Covers promote yoga celebrities even when there is not a corresponding article. A 

cover from 2003 features a photo with the caption, “Richard Freeman/The Yoga 

Studio/Boulder, Colorado.”252 Freeman is in a difficult arm balance, Chakarasana or 

Moonbeam Pose, with one foot behind his head. The feature story (at least the one with 

the largest font) is “Ease Your Anxiety: With Simple Yogic Breathing Techniques.” The 

other headlines are “The Yoga of Money: Balancing the Desire of More with the Need 

for Less,” “Meditate in Comfort: 8 Poses to Help You Sit Stronger Longer,” and “The 

Trouble with Touch: Are Your Teacher’s Adjustments Helping or Hurting You?” Putting 

Freeman on the cover in this pose was designed to draw attention to the magazine. Since 

we can see only his profile and not his face, it is not Freeman himself that is capturing 

readers but the difficulty of the pose. The feature stories have nothing to do with asana 

and could be seen as critical of this type of extreme asana. 

Making Yoga More Palatable (Pun Intended) 

In Jan-Feb 2000, Yoga Journal took on a controversial topic in the yoga world: 

vegetarianism. While the author is clearly a vegetarian and sees vegetarianism as a key 

tenet of ahimsa or non-violence, this article in Yoga Journal opens the doors to the idea 

that you can both practice yoga and eat meat. The very next article on B Vitamins, offers 

poultry and fish as reliable sources. This is much criticized in letters to the editor, but the 
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author responds with a note in the Mar-Apr 2000 edition that explained she is simply 

reporting on a trend.  Yoga Journal, however, is not. Increasingly, it began to feature 

recipes that include fish and meat.  

Alcohol was next. Throughout the eighties and nineties, references to alcohol in 

Yoga Journal were about yoga being a way to aid rehabilitation from addiction to drugs 

and alcohol. In November 2001, the WellBeing column reported on the trend in the 

medical community that moderate alcohol consumption could be good for heart health. 

Though they do give Gurmukh Kalsa, a famous Kundalini yoga teacher, a chance to note 

that alcohol and yoga do not mix, they focus on alcohol in moderation. In present day, 

there are advertisements for alcohol in Yoga Journal. The June 2016 back cover is an 

advertisement for Tyku sake. The text reads: “après yoga/Happy Hour for the 

Chakras/Unwind without totally undoing your workout. Gluten-free, sulfite-free, non-

GMO, 5x less acidity than wine.” While this would not have gone over well in 2001, the 

WellBeing column paved the way for alcohol to become an acceptable part of the yoga 

lifestyle.  

Present Day 

The current editor, Carin Gorrell, notes in an interview, “Yoga was exotic when 

YJ launched in 1975. Now it is practiced by 20 million.”253 That was a few years ago. In 

2016, Yoga Journal conducted a nationwide survey of how many Americans practice 

yoga. In addition to their findings that 36 million Americans practice annually, they 

found that 61% of yoga teachers turn to the magazine for advice on yoga poses. Their 

“About the Brand” page boasts, “For 40 years, Yoga Journal has been the #1 authority on 
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yoga and the yoga lifestyle.”254 It is of importance that Yoga Journal claims they are the 

#1 authority on “the yoga lifestyle.” The yoga lifestyle is at the center of this dissertation: 

it both informs and is informed by media such as Yoga Journal and television shows. It 

has both increased the number of people practicing yoga and been promoted because 

people practice yoga. As I will demonstrate in my interviews, the lifestyle is at times 

difficult to separate from the actual practice of yoga. 

This lifestyle is as important to American yoga as yoga classes. If Yoga Journal is 

correct about being the number one authority on the yoga lifestyle – the analysis of Yoga 

Journal is important to the definition of yoga. The clothing, nutrition, jewelry and 

personal care items that are advertised in Yoga Journal – whether paid or unpaid – 

become part of the image that a yoga practitioner will cultivate over time. If the reader 

needs a breakdown of importance, Yoga Journal has done that too. They list out the 

following in their media kit:  

40% yoga and fitness 

20% food and recipes 

20% fashion and beauty 

15% health and wellness 

5% travel 

You read that correctly. A magazine about yoga is only 40% about yoga and yoga is 

lumped together with fitness. The rest, is about lifestyle, such as food (no longer focused 

on vegetarianism, they offer recipes that incorporate meat), fashion, health, and travel. 

In addition, we learn that 77% of readers are female, 68.7% have at least some 

college and 13.8% have a post-graduate degree. With a median household income of over 

$71,000, their readers are affluent and focused on health and wellbeing. Online, this 
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increases to 83% female and 74% with at least some college.255 This information is nicely 

bundled into a media kit – a kit whose purpose it is to attract advertisers to Yoga Journal. 

This is important – Yoga Journal fully recognizes the type of reader it attracts and is 

letting potential advertisers know what type of audience their advertising will reach. It 

allows for further segmentation by offering advertising space in the print magazine, 

online or via email blasts. It of course does not note that Google searches for Yoga 

Journal have been steadily declining in the past decade.256  

This kit makes it clear why the models, particularly those in the advertisements, 

are young, fit, white women. This trend further perpetuates stereotypes about who 

practices and should practice yoga and gives Yoga Journal the perfect excuse for why 

their magazine is homogenous. Reading this media kit is a window into the big business 

of yoga in the United States. As they do not explain their methodology, I cannot speak to 

the accuracy of their survey and I have no doubt there is some amount of bias since the 

point of the media kit is to make Yoga Journal look attractive to advertisers. At the same 

time, it lines up well with what we already know about yoga culture.  

Alignment and Practice 

In the aforementioned survey, they note that 61% of yoga teachers use Yoga 

Journal as a “primary source of information.”257 While they do not define their use of the 

world primary, context would imply that it is the source yoga teachers most frequently 

use at 61% of those surveyed. This is above yoga classes (55%) and the internet (54%). 

However, given those numbers, it sounds as though those teachers also consider Yoga 
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Journal to be a primary source in the more academic sense of that word: original source. 

It is possible that Yoga Journal does publish original information regarding anatomy or 

sequencing of poses, but from what I have seen, they simply use information from 

Iyengar’s Light on Yoga and other books.  

From a purely technical communication standpoint, I find Yoga Journal to be a 

good, quick source for breaking down poses in laymen’s terms. Iyengar’s books can be 

difficult to understand and leap from one step to another, making a lot of assumptions 

about the reader’s abilities. A few other authors have tried to canonize yoga poses in 

plain English but these books as often quite expensive or difficult to use. While I do not 

necessarily agree with Yoga Journal all times, they generally focus on safety above 

forcing yourself into a pose. They also offer advice on how to add in props to make the 

pose more effective. They aim these articles both to students of yoga and teachers who 

are looking to aid their students. Their online repository of poses is often the first result in 

a google search about a pose – demonstrating that it is a much-used resource online. 

Anecdotally, my interviewees confirmed this. 

My interviewees admitted that while Yoga Journal had too many advertisements, 

they still went online to look up poses – thus supporting the idea that Yoga Journal is a 

primary source of information for students who are searching for more information.  This 

is a key way in which interviewees stayed connected to Yoga Journal long after they 

have given up a subscription. Even those that criticized the journal explained that they 

“only” went to them to look at how they broke down poses. The fact that they include 

photos of the various steps or variations does set them apart from many yoga resources. 
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It is concerning that Yoga Journal makes very little effort to cite their sources or 

acknowledge the actual primary sources of the poses since they consider themselves to be 

an authority on yoga. During the first few decades, they would often include a note that 

the author studied under BKS Iyengar or other famous teachers, now they make no such 

claims. It is refreshing that the authors no longer try to cite famous “gurus” nor change 

their names to Indian ones, but it also leaves the reader without knowledge of the poses’ 

origins or connections to yoga’s lineage. 

 In addition, we see this perpetuated in many other yoga magazines, blogs, and 

books. Darren Rhodes, who studied under the now infamous John Friend,258 

acknowledges a philosophy teacher in the introduction to his book on yoga alignment: a 

teacher who does not teach yoga alignment. Instead, Rhodes published a yoga resource 

manual using alignment information he learned from Friend yet never mentions where he 

gets his information. (He does acknowledge BKS Iyengar briefly during a few poses and 

at the end.)259 To read Rhodes’ work, it seems he invented modern yoga and came up 

with alignment on his own. Like Yoga Journal his book is helpful when learning how to 

teach a pose, but its lack of references, context and history are in line with a yoga culture 

that has become disassociated with its historic roots.  

Yoga as Fashion 

There is no doubt that yoga is fashionable these days. Not only do 36.7 million 

Americans report practicing yoga but another 80 million say they are likely to try yoga 

this year making yoga not only popular but aspirational. It is this aspiration that makes it 

                                                 
258 Friend is the founder of Anusara yoga and was ousted after being accused of sleeping with 

students, smoking marijuana, and freezing pension funds to secure financial capital. 
259 Rhodes, 2013 



116 
 

such a key image builder – whether for yoga magazines, yoga products or people looking 

to draw attention to their social media accounts. Americans are already sold on yoga 

being “good for you,” a stress reliever and a way to increase athletic performance, 

flexibility and strength. 260 Putting your product or yourself alongside yoga can help 

imbue a person or product with these same attributes. 

In Yoga Journal of today, fashion is important. Around half of the pages are 

obvious advertisements: many for clothing brands such as Hardtail, MPG, Manduka, 

Coobie, and Sketchers. More importantly, however, are the articles that demonstrate yoga 

poses and the feature stories on yoga products. In the May 2015 edition, there were five 

articles about how to practice yoga. Each article featured a model that demonstrated those 

poses and each also featured a side bar that listed the photographer’s name, the model’s 

name, the name of the stylist, the hair and makeup artist, and the designers of each article 

of clothing the model was wearing. Even an article on wrist health, written by Ray Long, 

MD – a well-known author of anatomy books – was flanked with this list of stylists and 

designers for the young model that demonstrated downward-facing dog. In these articles, 

all the models were young, white and slender and one was male. This exact same formula 

was repeated in May 2016.  In addition, in each of these editions, there was an article on 

yoga fashion – May 2015 was about greening your practice (by choosing environmentally 

friendly products) and May 2016 was about how to buy performance pants for less 

money. In May 2015, we also learned how to make our skin-care routine more eco-

friendly by buying more products.  
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As can be expected, most of the clothing advertisements and articles were aimed 

towards women with token nods towards men. It is clear by flipping through Yoga 

Journal that the magazine is aimed towards women and yet we get this bit of snarky 

commentary in the May 2016 edition. In a short article entitled “for the fellas” the 

unnamed author writes,  

Here’s something to share with that misguided male in your life who still thinks 

yoga is just for chicks: Practicing yoga may help maintain quality of life and alleviate 

some side effects for men undergoing radiation therapy for prostate cancer. 

 

There is a lot to unpack in that sentence. First, the audience of a tidbit about 

prostate cancer (which only affects males) is aimed at women so that they will talk to the 

men in their lives. Second, even though the first part is true, they refer to men as 

“misguided” for not practicing yoga. Perhaps that term is correct – Yoga Journal has 

apparently been guiding men away from yoga for years with their women-centric covers. 

Third – the use of “chicks” is problematic. It is seemingly using the term to invoke a 

“male” position on yoga – that it is “just for chicks.” Not only are there many men that 

practice yoga but there are many men who would not use the term “just for chicks.” In 

one sentence, this anonymous author managed to re-create the norm they are trying to 

push back against – that men not only do not practice yoga but actively scorn it. 

This is a very different attitude towards yoga than we found in the 1970s and 

1980s. While the editors acknowledged that more women practice and more women 

subscribe to Yoga Journal, this was a concern to the editors, not a reason to ridicule men 

as “misguided.” The original Yoga Journal tried to be inclusive and welcoming to anyone 

who was interested in the practice of yoga – regardless of their gender, age or physical 
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ability. If I were a man reading this, I would assume that not only is Yoga Journal not for 

me, but neither is the practice of yoga.  

In addition, the models tend to be white. A few covers feature women of color 

and a few articles feature male teachers, transgendered teachers or people of color – but 

for the majority, this a magazine that features mostly white women. For contrast, I looked 

at Kripalu magazine – a magazine/catalog put out by the Kripalu Center for Yoga and 

Health.  While their covers often feature women, the articles and advertisements feature 

men and women, people of color, people with gray hair, people with glasses and with no 

obvious branding on the clothing that models wear.  

When read next to Yoga Journal it is somewhat shocking to see Kripalu faculty 

member Stephen Cope in tree pose reading a book. His balding head, reading glasses, 

yellow fleece and off centered smile are not part of Yoga Journal’s aesthetic, yet he is 

featured in Kripalu. It is by seeing this contrast that Yoga Journal comes across as ageist. 

This ageism may be the reason my interviewees often scorned Yoga Journal of today. It 

is likely a byproduct of turning the magazine into a fashion magazine – where youth is 

necessary to maintaining credibility as a fashion forward entity. In October 2014, an 

interview with cover model Kathryn Budig is promoted to be about self-acceptance. 

Budig, who sees herself as curvy (despite being a size 4), pushes against the long and 

lean yoga aesthetic. She tells the interviewer, “it has been a challenge to watch my 25-

year-old body turn into a 32-year-old body.” She quickly backtracks by noting, “It is not 

depressing; it is the evolution of a woman.” A year later, in a public presentation, she 

discusses her struggle with this photo shoot and her own body image.261 
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What is depressing about this statement is that she must feel “old” at 32. As a 

yoga model, she is likely surrounded by much younger models and sees the effect of 

aging. While I disagree with her assessment about being a “curvy” woman, she does 

weigh a bit more than her famous ToeSox advertisements from a decade ago where she is 

modeling completely naked except her socks. I could not find another model that looked 

over 30 in any of Yoga Journals in the past few years. 

Yoga Journal’s Place in American Yoga Culture 

Perhaps nothing shows the effects of capitalism more perfectly than the trajectory 

of Yoga Journal. With every intention of being an independent source of information 

among those who took yoga seriously, it quickly became pulled into the inevitable scope 

of advertising. In the first two decades, articles were relatively independent of the issue’s 

advertising and in the 1990s, there was even some amount of self-criticism around 

advertising. In the current iteration, however, it would be impossible to present an 

independent viewpoint that contradicts the needs of its largest advertisers. In fact, each 

time we see a pose broken down in pictures, a side caption in small print informs us what 

brand of clothing the model is wearing. Advertisements at times are set next to related 

articles.  

Like my interviewees, I see Yoga Journal as a ghost of its former self. While the 

original Yoga Journals certainly had problems with consistency and citation, it was a 

very clear publication by a community of practice for a community of practice. It was by 

no means inclusive and quickly fell into reliance on advertising dollars. But it drew in 

readers that wanted to learn more and it provided differing viewpoints and some amount 

of self-reflection. In contrast, the highly polished Yoga Journal of today avoids 
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controversy and promotes blandness alongside a healthy dose of targeted advertising. 

Instead of a yoga magazine, it has become a lifestyle magazine that relies on companies 

to create trends that it then packages into a “yoga” magazine.  
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CHAPTER 4: Depictions of Yoga on Television and in Movies  

Female Dweller: I wish I had a yoga mat in here. 

Male Dweller: A what now? 

- Fallout Shelter (Video Game) 

 

Television, movies, advertising, and now video games that depict yoga give us 

insight into popular ideas about yoga. While they may not be the most accurate depiction, 

they often give valuable information about the symbolic role yoga plays in American 

culture. Visual media are both shaped by culture and help shape culture. For some, a 

depiction on television may be the first time a person has seen yoga or it may influence 

what a person decides to wear to class or how to act after class. This chapter will look at 

the first American television show to feature a yoga teacher as a lead character and the 

first American movie to feature a yoga teacher as a lead character. It will then briefly 

touch on depictions of yoga on television and in video games in the past two decades. 

We have seen representations of yoga in television and movies change over the 

past two decades. Not only has its depiction changed, but the frequency has increased 

tremendously. While it was a rare occurrence in the nineties to see yoga on television, it 

is now common. Just a few years ago, I thought it might be possible to find nearly every 

advertisement, television show and movie that depicts yoga. Now, I think that task would 

be impossible. Yoga is used on nearly every popular television show that takes place in 

present day and used by advertisers to sell both related and unrelated products. It has 

even ventured into the world of video games, where it is possible to practice yoga on the 

Nintendo Wii or use a controller to move the main character into yoga poses in Grand 

Theft Auto V. While a number of these depictions are meant to mock yoga and the type of 

people who do yoga, they still embed meaning in the practice of yoga and/or use the 
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meaning that is already embedded in the practice of yoga to make their point. Most 

current depictions make assumptions that viewers know about the people who practice 

yoga and the products used during yoga such as mats and yoga pants. 

Dharma & Greg 

Inevitably when considering yoga on television, people will think back to the late 

nineties for the television show Dharma & Greg. It was 1997 – a year where yoga was 

something that people knew existed but was still shrouded in a bit of mystery. We see its 

bourgeoning popularity mixed with a healthy dose of skepticism played out in the 

television show. We also see quite a bit of change in the main characters over five 

seasons which may correspond with yoga’s changing image during that same time. 

The show aired from 1997-2002 and was nominated for eight Golden Globe, six 

Emmy Awards and six Satellite Awards. In 1999, Jenna Elfman won a Golden Globe for 

best actress for her portrayal of Dharma. That same year it was ranked #14 with ~16 

million viewers. Clearly this show was seen by many Americans and was one of the best 

loved shows of its time.262 The show’s creator, Chuck Lorre, left the show after the fourth 

season which led to decreased ratings and its eventual cancellation. 

Dharma & Greg stars Jenna Elfman as yoga teacher and part-time dog trainer and 

Thomas Gibson as a federal prosecutor. The show is a situation comedy where the main 

humor is focused around the tension of a wealthy lawyer meeting and eloping with a 

yoga teacher. Both in choosing to portray the yoga teacher as a vegetarian, animal-loving, 

sex-craving, flighty woman and in choosing to juxtapose her against a suit-wearing, 

clubhouse-going, Ivy League lawyer, the show sends a clear message about what yoga 
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instructors are and what they are not. In addition, each portrayal of the yoga classes that 

Dharma teaches are comical interludes that portray both the participants and teachers as 

counter-cultural, liberal pacifists. Dharma’s parents, who regularly attend her classes, are 

war-protesting hippies that have changed neither hairstyles nor clothing since the sixties. 

The show itself shows the divide in yoga culture at that time. While Dharma is 

strongly immersed in new-age philosophy, the fact that her husband and his friend (also a 

lawyer) attend class introduces the idea that yoga can be practiced by a variety of people 

and the show plays with this idea. As the show progresses, we see her upper-class 

parents-in-law begin to soften to the idea of yoga. Their viewpoint is meant to be the gaze 

of mainstream America. As the show progresses, we see their view of yoga move from a 

counter-culture phenomenon to a practice worth exploiting for its many benefits.  

Keeping Yoga Pure 

Dharma represents the struggle to keep yoga sacred even as economic forces 

attempt to exploit it. This is clearly seen in Season 1, Episode 6. In this episode, Dharma 

has convinced Greg to try yoga and meditation to reduce stress. He agrees to come to her 

class and struggles in basic poses. Once he realizes how difficult yoga postures can be, he 

challenges his officemate, Pete, to try the class. They begin to compete to see who can 

hold poses the longest.  

Greg and Pete’s enjoyment of the practice leads Dharma and her father, Larry, to 

conclude that they will make a yoga video to make the practice of yoga more accessible 

to the public. Together, they approach Greg’s father, Edward, for startup capital to fund 

this venture. (Edward is not only the head of a large corporation his family comes from 

generations of wealth.) His conservatism as counter to Larry’s far-left tendencies is a 
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constant source of friction (and humor) in the series. While Edward and Dharma get 

along, Edward and Larry quarrel over most things. Like any venture capitalist, Edward 

wants Dharma to convince him that this is a worthwhile investment by demonstrating the 

product. 

The demonstration begins with Dharma asking Edward to close his eyes and start 

deep breathing as she takes him through a guided meditation. In the background, we see 

Kitty eavesdrop and begin to cry as the breathing elicits an emotional response. Edward 

interrupts Dharma, “Well, it doesn't do anything for me. But the lady folk might go for 

it.” The idea that yoga is for women is a popular trope in American culture (despite its 

history as a practice for upper class men in India). Kitty’s response proves to the viewers 

that Edward is correct in his assumption that yoga is for women, despite Edward being 

oblivious to Kitty’s response. The men continue their dialogue, at this point ignoring 

Dharma completely: 

Larry: You could probably sell them a whole new wardrobe for it too. 

Edward: Hey, that’s a great idea. You know if this thing is as popular as you say 

it is, we ought to open up some of these yoga places in the strip malls. We could 

sell them clothes right there. Pack ‘em in. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Sell ‘em a 

blouse on the way out. 

Wait, what? Let us consider for a moment that this is 1997. Yoga was not in every city 

and town in America and was not yet consumed by the mainstream. When watched 

today, this dialogue seems odd – yoga is in strip malls and studios do sell clothing – this 

is not comedy, it is reality. For Edward to say this, as humor, makes it clear that yoga was 

not yet in this position and Edward’s idea is novel. They continue:  
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Larry: And we could put juice bars in the lobby.  

Edward: And sell them some of that Fen-Phen.263 

While in poor taste, Edward’s Fen-Phen comment reveals a time when taking 

amphetamines to lose weight was not only common but prescribed by health 

professionals. That same year, Fen-Phen was removed from the market by the FDA after 

it was shown to cause heart problems.264 It shows something else: Edward recognizes 

yoga to lose weight. This again is prescient. Larry’s note about juice bars was true about 

yoga practitioners during that time and still resounds today. 

Dharma gets fed up with both men and cuts off the conversation by saying, “Oh, I 

just remembered I can’t do this, I have a soul.”265 She draws a clear line by making yoga 

about something purer than the ambitions of her father and father-in-law. She is disgusted 

by their attempts to turn yoga into a money-making venture and brings in the notion of a 

soul to create a clear understanding of what yoga means to her. She also makes it clear 

that profiting off yoga is a soulless venture. Clearly, yoga is a spiritual practice for 

Dharma. 

Next, let us look at the minor role Kitty plays in this scene. The benefits of 

watching sitcoms that employ a soundtrack is that we have a clear view of where we are 

meant to find humor. In this case, we are meant to laugh at Kitty for discovering that 

yoga breathwork can bring her to tears. While it is a two-second interjection in the middle 

of the scene, it speaks volumes about the type of person who does yoga. Kitty is clearly 

not the target audience and her finding something from yoga is humor. Today, however, 
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she is not only the target audience, but the stereotype about who does yoga. In today’s 

culture, it would be odd if someone in Kitty’s position had not yet tried yoga. Most high-

end gyms and clubs offer weekly if not daily yoga classes and yoga studios are common 

in wealthy suburbs. 

While Dharma & Greg does not provide a comprehensive picture of yoga at the 

time, we can assume that the writers were up-to-date on trends in the yoga world, 

particularly in California. They were creating humor by talking about yoga as a source of 

huge profit, making fun of a high-society woman who tries yoga, and joking about two 

lawyers competing over their yoga poses. These are only funny because yoga was not yet 

a big industry, was not yet practiced by conservative, wealthy women and yoga was not 

seen as competitive. The basis for these three pieces of humor is lost in today’s world. 

First, yoga is found in many strip malls and most yoga studios sell some type of clothing. 

Second, the idea that Kitty, a high-society woman, would not have tried yoga is what 

would be unbelievable today. Third, yoga is highly competitive with people pushing 

themselves into dangerous poses to post on social media. Twenty years ago, this episode 

glimpsed into yoga’s future and poked fun at what it was to become. 

Characters 

The discourses explored in Dharma & Greg reveal confusion around where yoga 

fits into American culture and what yoga is. In contrast, a show today about a yoga 

teacher would not necessarily be a comedy, demonstrating that the profession has 

somewhat more stature and respect today than in 1997. Furthermore, we see very little 

yoga in Dharma & Greg. While almost every episode has a scene that involves Greg at 

his office or carrying his briefcase home from the office, only a handful of shows have 
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scenes that take place during the yoga class or even show Dharma coming from or going 

to yoga. While Greg’s profession has stature, Dharma’s is considered quirky. 

The actors in Dharma & Greg are caricatures. Since we are only given the parts 

of the characters that the writers choose to reveal, we can assume that each interaction 

has a reason to be included on the show. Dharma as the new-age character and Greg as 

the normal American are depicted as binary throughout. The lawyer is conservative, the 

yoga teacher liberal. While they do find common ground, and begin to adopt each other’s 

belief systems, their parents serve as a marker of the extreme versions of this binary.  

Dharma is the child of hippies that have not rejoined the mainstream, as 

evidenced by their appearance. Her father, Larry, sports a ponytail and sixties apparel. 

Her mother, Abby, wears headbands and flowered tops and appears youthful with her 

natural look – sans makeup and with curly hair. Larry and Abby do not approve of 

Dharma marrying a lawyer, and a “fed” at that. Larry says in the first episode, “I don’t 

want to see you living in a house with a fence […] c’mon we raised you better than 

that.”266 Her father is also disappointed she has a social security number and a banking 

account,267 further acknowledgement that he is not mainstream but that Dharma is 

moving in that direction. 

Chuck Lorre’s vanity cards (that appear after each episode of Dharma & Greg), 

give us some insight into why he created this character. He writes: 

                                                 
266 Burrows, 1997 
267 Mackenzie, 1997-1 
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In February of '97, Dottie and I set out to create a series revolving around a 

woman whose personality is not a neurotic product of societal and parental 

conditioning, but of her own free-flowing, compassionate mind.268  

If this was their intent, it follows that a free spirit would need a certain type of 

employment and yoga teacher was a good fit. 

Dharma as a character exemplifies syncretism. Throughout the show, her verbal 

banter includes references to several different traditions. When asked to describe her 

yoga styles, she notes that she teaches “hathalina” – a combination of hatha and 

Kundalini yoga. Hatha yoga generally comes out of the greater Hinduism traditions 

whereas Kundalini has a very specific lineage within the Sikh Dharma tradition.269 We 

hear her say later, “When your chakras are messed up, your chi just goes ‘waaaaa.’”270 

This is a cultural and religious mismatch. Chi is part of the Chinese system – the energy 

force – and the understanding of chi is mostly opposed to Hindu belief around life. In 

yoga, this concept would be prana or perhaps cit. Energy systems between the two sets of 

cultures are understood differently. In this way, she mirrors the Yoga Journal topics from 

that period – a mishmash of Eastern traditions, packaged under yoga because the term 

“new age” was becoming less palatable to consumers. We see here embodied in Dharma 

what the Yoga Journal offers its readers. She could easily be a typical reader or even 

contributor to the Yoga Journal. 

                                                 
268 Lorre, 1997 
269 Yogi Bhajan brought this type of yoga from India to California. Its most famous teachers adopt 

Sikh names and cover their heads in cotton turbans or hats and wear all-white. 
270 Mackenzie, 1997-2 
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We see this again when we look at Dharma’s name. It is also a combination of 

cultures since her last name is Finkelstein. About her name, Dharma jokes, “my dad was 

Jewish but he wished he was the Dalai Lama.” Dharma is a concept within almost all of 

the eastern traditions, roughly meaning “order” or “established” and is a term used in 

almost all yoga systems. By bringing in the Dalai Lama, however, it appears that Larry 

also follows Buddhism – a so-called “Jewbu.” The types of yoga Dharma teaches are not 

derived from Buddhism, which either speaks to the writers’ misunderstanding of yoga 

lineage or speaks to routine blending of Eastern traditions within New Age or hippie 

culture. Larry’s Jewishness is brought up with frequency in the show, but only as comic 

interlude around cultural stereotypes, not as a religion. The fact that Dharma and Larry 

are culturally but not religiously Jewish fits with trends that I have seen in all aspects of 

my research. While fewer than 2% of Americans are Jewish,271 as I noted, references to 

Judaism in the Yoga Journal are frequent and many of my interviewees and the people I 

regularly practice with are Jewish. It could be that Judaism is less averse to Eastern 

tradition than Christians or Muslims or it could be that yoga lines up well with Jewish 

mystical traditions.  

When Dharma and Greg adopt a baby in the second season, this multiculturalism 

ideal grows to a new level. Dharma enlists a “village” to raise the child, which includes 

her parents, an African man, a musician, a person who is not gender normative, and a 

psychic who has taken a vow of silence. They bicker about various decisions until 

Dharma cannot take it anymore. Dharma tells her mother:  

                                                 
271 Pew Research Center, 2015 
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I want my son to share in his father's heritage and mine. And yours. And some of 

Larry's. But I also wanna expose him to Buddhism and Catholicism and 

Quakerism and Hinduism and piano lessons, Cub Scouts.272 

For Dharma, combining Christianity (Greg), pagan ritual (Abby), Judaism (Larry) 

alongside major world religions and the Cub Scouts is a positive way to raise a child. She 

sees syncretism in a positive light. As Miller points out, no longer are children expected 

to adopt the religious traditions of their parents but instead are given a smorgasbord of 

spiritual and religious options so they can make up their own minds.273 Dharma may have 

just been slightly ahead of the times or at least more willing to admit to this.  

Yoga in America gets caught up in this quest for multicultural and multi-religious 

tendencies. But it also starts to become the focal point around which these ideas come 

together. These two points are important to the development of the sign of yoga. First, in 

my experience, it is somewhat rare to find someone who practices yoga and does not 

adopt other new age or Eastern practices. Second, I posit that while many Americans 

would hesitate to describe themselves as “new age,” Dharma is allowing for this open-

minded approach to religion to be packaged under the umbrella of yoga. Because yoga is 

malleable, a person can adopt any number of Eastern practices and house them all under 

yoga (even practices that go directly against yoga’s teaching). Plus, yoga brings with it 

notions of health, wellness, and youthfulness, all of which are enticing in current culture. 

While this ethos will vary from person to person, there are some common 

practices that people either link to yoga directly or indirectly. Many of these are seen 
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Dharma & Greg. A big one is vegetarianism – at the time, a huge piece of both the new-

age movement and yoga. We see this in Yoga Journal. Today, that has given way to 

ethically raised meat and animal products – free-range, organic and free of hormones and 

antibiotics. Clean living is another widespread practice. Whether people are juicing, 

going on a cleanse or simply eating healthful foods, this sentiment is widely prized in the 

new-age and now yoga worlds. We see this in Dharma & Greg but also in Yoga Journal. 

Pacifism is clearly part of the new-age ethos in Dharma & Greg and Yoga Journal from 

that period but seems to have fallen away somewhat. General liberalism such as rights for 

women and gay people and acceptance of other cultures is also part of this system. 

These sentiments can easily be described as new age, but packaging it as yoga 

makes it more palatable. Yoga is more legitimate than new age to mainstream culture. 

We see this when companies sell products using yoga that they would not be able to use 

under the banner of new age. Dharma is one of the many agents of change that led to the 

mainstreaming of yoga. While we see her do very little actual yoga on the show, we 

package the rest of what she does under the auspices of yoga. This both serves to 

legitimize yoga and to legitimize these practices. People who are uneasy with new age 

spirituality can still adopt these practices as philosophical or ethical. 

If we look at this from a broader view, by the end of the show’s fifth season in 

2002, you can see Greg and his family are pulling Dharma into the mainstream.  It is 

important, though, that Dharma’s parents, Larry and Abby, do not change. Throughout 

the show’s seasons, they are pacifists and vegetarians and engage in activities like juicing 

and avoiding driving their car to cut down on the consumption of fossil fuels. An ongoing 

storyline involves Larry occasionally eating meat in secret. It is in his subversive 
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behavior that we see what his character is supposed to be: a vegetarian. By making this a 

comedic interlude, it clearly establishes that it is a deviation from his character. In a later 

season, he gets caught trying on Greg’s suits and pretending to be a lawyer – again a 

deviation from his character.274 Her parents are sexually open and do things like spend 

time around the house naked. All this behavior is considered strange (since it is posed as 

comedic) and because the other characters in the show are often embarrassed when these 

events occur.  

In contrast, Greg’s parents, Edward and Kitty, are uptight. They represent wealth 

and power and are unwilling to concede that throughout the show. We see this in their 

outfits, but also in the way they walk, sit and avoid the trends that Dharma offers. When 

Dharma and Greg decide to adopt a baby in the beginning of the second season, Edward 

looks at the newborn and exclaims, “That’s a black child!”275 to which Kitty presses her 

hands to her chest in a look of shock. In the next episode, he confides in the baby that he 

has always liked Lena Horne and then sings the baby “Old Man River.”276 He represents 

white male privilege, though we also see his growth throughout the show as he learns 

about lifestyles he has never encountered. 

Edward and Kitty also deviate at times from their prescribed roles, but again, that 

deviation is presented as comedy, marking their behavior as atypical. Kitty, for example, 

is not supposed to be sexually liberated but frequent references to her potential 

lesbianism are a recurring theme. Edward is more willing to try new things, such as 

meditation, but his character always rejects them in the end. Greg is the one character that 
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we see changing during the show. While he still wears suits and practices law, he also 

concedes that yoga and meditation can be helpful and participates in Dharma’s antics.  

We see the differences in the two sides, but the show also creates conflict between 

the families. As they plan for the wedding, Greg’s father notes in frustration, “So, you 

people are just complete weirdos, is that it?” Later, Greg says to Dharma, mirroring his 

father, “Oh man, you really don’t play by the rules, do you?”277 It is clear that Dharma 

and her family are the outsiders and not the other way around. In Season Two, Edward 

complains, “what is it with you liberals – always looking for a free ride.”278 While 

Edward and Kitty are not exactly average Americans, their position is aspirational. They 

are what the average American wants to be – so while not “normal” per se, they are 

atypical in a positive way. Not so, Larry and Abby. While they are more average in terms 

of income level, their belief system and the rituals they want to participate in around their 

daughter’s wedding are strange.  

The parents stay the same throughout the shows five seasons, but both Dharma 

and Greg are pulled towards the middle. This in some ways is an acknowledgement of 

yoga’s past and a prediction of its future. Larry and Abby continue to represent new-age 

thinking. It is not considered bad, just outdated. Edward and Kitty continue to represent 

conservatism but they are forced to deal with changing societal views on homosexuality, 

gender and racial politics. 

Was Dharma & Greg an accurate depiction of yoga at the time? Did it help turn 

yoga mainstream? We cannot know the answers to these questions, but it is not 
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unreasonable to say that the culture around yoga at the time influenced the show and 

likely the show influenced culture’s idea about yoga. It is also at a pivotal time in the 

popularity of yoga. While yoga was not unknown at the time, it was also not as common 

as it currently is. For many, it may have been the first time they saw a yoga pose or saw a 

yoga teacher depicted on television. While Dharma remains a yoga teacher throughout all 

five seasons, this aspect of her life takes a backseat to ideas and activities that correlate 

with yoga, helping to establish clear connections between yoga and ideas such as 

multiculturalism, open-mindedness and ethical eating. She embodies the yoga “lifestyle.” 

Clothing 

Fashion is utilized by television directors and costumers as a quick way to 

develop characters and action.279 While Dharma & Greg costuming plays on stereotypes, 

it is also based on fashion trends at the time. Greg and both of his parents typically wear 

suits or business attire: which indicate their status as upper-class professionals. In 

contrast, Dharma and her mother, Abby, wear loose-fitting cotton clothing to show they 

favor comfort over professional attire and Larry represents the extreme. He is balding 

with a pony tail – an indication that he is grasping onto his youth, which we also see in 

his ahistorical fashion choices. His clothes are leftover relics of the sixties. He is opting 

out of the fashion system by refusing to adapt his style to meet current trends. The writers 

thus use fashion as a quick way to represent ideology.  

By the first time we see Dharma teaching yoga, we have gotten accustomed to her 

peculiar sense of style – a somewhat more fashionable version of her parent’s hippie 

aesthetic. She can be seen wearing sleeveless flowered dresses or bright colored tops. In 
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the few yoga poses she demonstrates on the show, she dons loose-fitting cotton pants and 

cotton tank tops. However, when she teaches, she wears a one piece, full-body leotard 

with a sweater tied around her waist – looking more like an aerobics instructor or dance 

teacher and identical to the women that model yoga poses for the covers of the Yoga 

Journal. In contrast, her mother, Abby, wears a simple tunic over loose fitting pants and a 

headband. The tunic is an American rendition of the shalwar kameez, popular in South 

Asia as a comfortable, yet modest outfit for women. Dharma’s father, Larry, wears a 

loose-fitting, lightweight shirt with an oriental design – similar to the outfits he wears on 

the rest of the show. The design is intentionally culturally ambiguous. These outfits are 

meant to represent the range of yoga style at the time, evidenced by the attire of the rest 

of the class, who wear dance-style leotards or loose cotton pants in a range of colors and 

patterns. Of note, there is no performance fabric or obvious branding on the clothing. 

(For reference, lululemon was founded in 1998.) Greg, as the non-yogi in the room, and 

frequent foil to Dharma, dons sweatpants, a t-shirt, and socks. While this is typical gym 

attire for the 90s, it stands out as atypical in this setting. In the yoga world, wearing socks 

to class is often a sign of a beginner. 

The writers could have chosen another way to represent the yoga class. As we see 

a year later in the first season of Sex and the City,280 Samantha attends a yoga class where 

the entire class, except Samantha, wears white cotton pants and shirts. When Carrie and 

Samantha return, they again are the only students not wearing white. In addition, the 

students in the class know the poses perfectly – they are purposely cult-like. While Carrie 

wears shorts and tights like one might wear to ballet, Samantha wears what might be the 
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first depiction of black yoga pants on television. Whether intentional or not, she sets the 

trend for the future of yoga. Samantha also stands out against the yoga community in her 

many attempts to seduce the teacher, a white man named Siddhartha. Siddhartha himself 

oscillates between wearing high end gym clothing and Eastern style clothing for his 

meditation sessions, but the students in the yoga class all wear white. This depiction of 

yoga is very different than Dharma’s classroom, but the two shows are filmed on 

opposite coasts. 

Dharma’s class is a mishmash of colors and styles. These are not people who are 

blindly following a guru in terms of their dress and the way they practice yoga. Their 

abilities vary widely: some can hold poses, others cannot. The classroom itself is simple – 

perhaps in a community center. In contrast, the yoga room in Sex and the City is stark and 

modern – part of a high-end gym.  

By the fifth season (2001-2002), however, Dharma’s class more closely resembles 

gym culture though not to the extreme that Sex and the City portrays. Women are 

beginning to wear black yoga pants – fitted on top and flared at the bottom – and tight 

tank tops with built in bras. Dharma wears workout style jackets that are fitted and in 

brighter colors. Gone are the earth tones and flowing cotton pants and tops. While her 

parents retain their hippie outfits, Dharma has moved into the mainstream, at least 

clothes-wise. Her class is slowly becoming more palatable to the public and her clothing 

is a clear indicator of the shift. 
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The Next Best Thing 

Madonna started practicing yoga in the mid-nineties and like the Beatles, she 

brings her practice into her performances.281 This was met with a mixture of emotions by 

American yoga teachers and Hindus who both praised the mainstreaming282 of yoga and 

denounced her exploitation of yoga.283 Her album, Ray of Light (1998) included the song 

Shanti-Ashtangi and in the movie, The Next Best Thing (2000), we see her depicted as a 

yoga teacher. 

In the title credits to The Next Best Thing we see her adjusting a student’s arms 

and saying “Breathe. Open your chest,” as candles flicker in front of an altar with Shiva 

as Nataraja in the background. Next, she assists a pregnant woman transition from wheel 

pose up to standing (a very difficult transition!) and smiles. She dons baggy, satin 

drawstring pants in purple and a simple white tank top. Her hair is curly and frames her 

face. As the camera shows us the entire class, each student is in a different pose: warrior 

II, full lotus, a twisted arm balance, cobra, crow and downward dog to name a few. She 

walks around adjusting each student. A woman walks in with a toddler and explains that 

she cannot find a sitter. Madonna notes that it is okay and takes the child as the woman 

sets up for class. As she bounces the child she asks, “hey, wanna do yoga.”284 The toddler 

gleefully walks through class giggling and Madonna runs to pick her up.  

This depiction of a yoga class captures a moment in time but it also demonstrates 

that there is a lot of insider knowledge of the yoga community. Madonna clearly knows 
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yoga and knows the yoga lifestyle and the director takes advantage of that knowledge to 

set the scene.  

As the movie continues, Abby becomes pregnant with her gay best friend’s child, 

which we find out when she is seen uncharacteristically eating a hamburger with a friend. 

Clearly as a yoga teacher, she is a vegetarian and the meat is an anomaly. Once she and 

her best friend, Robert, decide to raise a baby together, they clearly fit the definition of 

‘alt-lifestyle.’ Her vegetarianism become a thing of the past. Her clothes start to become 

more “professional” and her yoga student’s clothing becomes more uniform.  

By the end of the movie, she is married to a wealthy businessman and suing her 

former friend for custody of their child. She, like Dharma, undergoes a huge change over 

the course of five years. Over the course of a decade we see her morph from new age 

yoga teacher to polished housewife. The character becomes a metaphor for yoga’s 

mainstreaming.  

Present Day 

The early 2000s had fewer depictions of yoga than present day but there are still 

some interesting examples, including one episode of King of the Hill. The main character 

has back pain and takes yoga at the suggestion of a friend. The style of yoga depicted 

seems closer to Bikram Yoga than the more free-flowing, flowery yoga of Dharma or 

Madonna. The teacher is male and militant. He is portrayed as uncaring but his insistence 

on perfect poses cures the main character of his back pain in the end. Yoga is mocked 

throughout the show, but the resolution of pain also shows that the writers give yoga 

credibility. 
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Today there are a plethora of examples from television and movies from which to 

choose. Some use yoga to aid character development and depict a character’s personality. 

Others poke fun at the practice. When I started this project, it was rare enough to see 

yoga depicted in television shows that people would point it out to me. Now, almost 

every show I watch that is set in contemporary times incorporates yoga in some way. 

Below are some examples of what television shows tell us about yoga.  

Yoga Teachers are Narcissistic Sex Addicts 

A scene from My Crazy Ex-Girlfriend on the CW in 2015285 demonstrates that 

yoga teachers still have a reputation as being anything but normal. The main character 

attends a yoga class and immediately gets caught up in a musical daydream, which is the 

character’s interpretation of what is happening in the class. The lyrics both highlight the 

insecurities of the main character and criticize yoga instructors that use class to show off. 

As class starts, the yoga teacher sings, “We’re in a yoga class/Now is the time to let your 

mind go blank/And focus instead/On how awesome the yoga teacher is/Look at me/Look 

at me/I’m so good at Yoga.”  

Not only does the video highlight how yoga teachers pretentiously display their 

abilities but the teacher also sings, “I do stuff with my body/That no human should be 

able to do/Like putting my face behind my knees.” In other words: not normal. The video 

uses a Bollywood aesthetic (music, costumes, dance moves, hand positions) to emphasize 

foreign-ness and cultural appropriation. The lyrics also contain three different lines that 

focus on sexual aptitude.  

                                                 
285 Scardino, 2015 



140 
 
While the musical interlude is all part of the main character’s imagination, in 

between lyrics, we catch glimpses of the “real” yoga class. In this version, the teacher 

wears modern yoga clothes and offers an alternative to headstand, when she sees the 

main character struggling to kick up. We jump back to the end of the video with the 

teacher singing “Nyah, nyah, nyah, nyah, nyah, nyah.” She is gloating over her 

superiority to the student in the daydream version of the class.  

There is a certain amount of criticism within the yoga community about teachers 

who show off their yoga skills rather than teaching the class (also known in the yoga 

world as “show-ga”); this video dives into a broader insecurity that people have about 

people who practice yoga. I have witnessed this on multiple occasions and experienced it 

myself. It is also demonstrated in media around yoga. A Newsweek article from 2011 

criticizes “megalomaniac” yoga teachers who are “narcissistically inclined.” The author 

writes, 

Becoming a yoga teacher allows an insecure person to act spiritually superior. 

But the dynamic is two-sided. For the yoga teacher to become inflated, the student 

must inflate. Yoga acolytes, like rock-band groupies, hang on the approval of 

their favorite gurus—thus allowing that narcissism to flourish.”286 

This article is not necessarily representative but it demonstrates that this view of yoga 

teachers does exist. It is unabashedly critical with no counter-examples of humble 

teachers. A New York Times piece from 2012 asks, “Has the practice of yoga changed so 

much that not only the teachers are narcissists but most students are too?”287 It offers 
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multiple viewpoints but the fact that it is even a question demonstrates that yoga is 

coming under fire.  

As a counter example, Transparent, Amazon Prime’s Emmy award-winning 

drama, features a trans yoga teacher at the LGBT center where the main character attends 

weekly yoga class and we frequently see yoga classes in the park. They provide examples 

of teachers that are not attention seeking or hyper-sexualized. 

Yoga is about Women Appealing to Men 

In an episode of Sirens – a comedy on USA about EMTs in Chicago, one of the 

characters is informed that his mother is getting ready for yoga. He gets upset and begs 

his girlfriend, “I don't wanna see my mom's ass in yoga pants, so make sure she's sitting 

down when I get up there.” His mother then tells him that she has been told she looks 

great in yoga pants to which he replies, 

And I have no doubt. It's just that if I see your ass in yoga pants, any time I see 

another girl's ass in yoga pants, I'm gonna be thinking about your ass. And that's 

not really what a son wants to be thinking about his mother. And it would 

basically ruin yoga pants for me.288 

This short interlude touches on several aspects of American culture. The first is 

that the primary reason for women to wear yoga pants in this character’s estimation is to 

reveal women’s backsides. The second is that young men are uncomfortable with their 

mother’s bodies enough that it would ruin their ability to enjoy other women’s bodies. 

Finally, women seek affirmation of their bodies when wearing yoga pants. Though the 
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show reveals that the girlfriend and mother are doing yoga for stress relief, it is the 

clothing and its effect on sexuality that takes center stage. 

Yoga is Still New-Age, Sometimes 

Television shows still depict yoga as counter-cultural. In Season six of Psych, 

Dule Hill’s character, Gus, falls in love with a witness. When we are first introduced to 

her, she is wearing a white cotton tunic, a scarf and has her long, curly hair loose. She 

moves through a sun salutation in the police station. She tells them, “I do remember 

something about the victim, he had a very heavy presence.”289 She uses her hands to 

emphasize heavy. The main antagonist, Shawn, turns to his friend and asks, “since when 

are you into granola chicks anyway?” His facial expression is one of scorn. Shawn and 

Gus take her home to a hippie commune (per the show description). The leader welcomes 

them to the “intentional community” which Shawn refers to as a cult. Lassiter, the most 

closed-minded detective on the show refers to the group as “hippies” and “tree humpers” 

and makes fun of them for not bathing. 

The show mixes Eastern traditions throughout. The title of the episode, The Tao 

of Gus, would indicate Chinese philosophy, but the sun salutations are from Hindu 

traditions. Many of the characters wear Buddhist malas. We see the group practicing Tai 

Chi during sun rise. Those that live in the community refer to themselves as “brother” 

and “sister” in the way many Christian traditions do. During a trust circle, they use a 

West African Shekere. At the end of the show, the woman heads to India to meditate and 

“align [her] chakras.” Like the Yoga Journal, Dharma & Greg, and other popular 
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depictions, Eastern traditions are blended and all the participants are white Americans. In 

this case, it is done for comedic effect.  

About a Boy plays with the cultural shift in yoga. One of the main characters, 

Fiona, is a vegan hippie and a constant source of frustration to her neighbor Will. Fiona’s 

friend, Dakota, in contrast is young, attractive, fashionable and Will’s love interest. Both 

women practice yoga. While the practice is strange to Will when Fiona practices (as 

evidenced by his facial expressions), it is titillating when Dakota practices. This is, in 

part, due to her clothing choices, but it also depicts two different images we have of yoga 

in current culture. The hippie vegan is one type of yoga practitioner, the fit beauty is 

another. The two practicing together is not at all troublesome to reconcile in present day. 

Because Yoga is also Mainstream 

In Homeland, a yoga class is used as a cover-up so that two characters can meet 

without being overheard. It is so normal that it does not trigger any suspicion. It also 

demonstrates the version of yoga which involves highly muscled bodies, a lot of spandex 

and core work and does not attempt to represent or include anyone counter-culture. In 

other words, it is fully mainstream. If we just looked at the clothing of the character and 

the room they are in, they could easily be in CrossFit or a strength training class. Only the 

mats give it away as yoga. This is an example of how material culture helps cue us in to 

the intention of the class and the ethos of the practitioners. 

Even reality television incorporates yoga. Big Brother shows the housemates 

gathering for a yoga class in the yard. Duck Dynasty has an episode where Willie attends 

a yoga class with his wife Korie. He dons camo tights underneath shorts and a t-shirt with 

the sleeves cut off. The teacher barks orders to the class and shushes Willie when he gets 
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confused about the poses. The video of the class frequently cuts away to his wife 

gleefully explaining how much she wants to see him sweat and struggle in class and 

Willie complaining about the ‘ridiculous’ names for the poses. At the end of class, we see 

Willie’s father Phil come in and interrupt the class to make fun of his son. It ends with his 

final slur, “yuppies.”290 

This show resulted in Yoga Journal posting a blog entry criticizing Willie’s 

profession. It is summed up by their tweet, “The appearance of yoga on the reality show 

“Duck Dynasty” raises the question: Can yoga, a practice defined by non-harming, truly 

be practiced by people who hunt?” Yoga Journal criticizes “how easily the physical 

practice of yoga gets compartmentalized away from the philosophy.” 291 This post is 

searing, especially given the amount of criticism Yoga Journal gets for doing the same 

thing. The Yoga Journal is taking a strong stance about pacifism being central to yoga 

while mainstream American television is loosening that connection. 

 Television shows also weigh in on controversies in the yoga world. In Drop 

Dead Diva, Stacy (a model) drags her lawyer date to a yoga class. During class, she finds 

out that her pants are see-through and people in class can see her Muladarha Bandha. 

This bandha is said to be located at the end of the spine, but its superficial site is at 

perineum. While most people would not know this, the writers are choosing to use a 

Sanskrit term to add to the yoga flavor of the show. Given the timing, there is no doubt 

the writers are mimicking the lululemon debacle which happened just a few weeks before 

the episode aired. lululemon came under fire when it was discovered that their Luon 
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pants were sheer enough to be see through and lost nearly $2 billion dollars in market 

share.292 

Yoga is Aspirational 

Television shows for teens also depict characters that practice yoga. Pretty Little 

Liars, ABC’s popular teen drama, is set in a wealthy suburb of Philadelphia. The main 

characters, Hanna, Aria, Spencer and Emily, are upper-middle class teens with high 

fashion interests and Ivy League aspirations. In the show, we see Aria coming from yoga 

practice with her mother. Spencer quips about her perfectionism, “I even have to win at 

yoga”293. We also routinely see the characters wearing yoga outfits. It is so normal in 

their world that yoga is generally only alluded to when we see them carrying yoga mats 

and never talked about explicitly. 

The dialogue below is particularly interesting, given the popularity of yoga pants, 

not just for working out but for daily wear. In this episode294 Hanna is upset and her 

friend’s questions her:  

Spencer: Are you coming from yoga?  

Hanna: No, home.  

Spencer: Why are you dressed like that?  

Hanna: Because, Spencer, I’m too depressed to work a zipper alright!? Get over 

it! 

The fashion forward teens are ever conscious of how they are dressed. Hannah, who has 

recently lost a lot of weight, is careful to always be seen in the height of fashion. When 
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Spencer and Aria find her at home in sweatpants (in her home!) they must find out why 

she would be wearing sweats. The only acceptable reason, of course, is that she is coming 

from yoga. 

In addition, yoga seems to be a popular pastime for the actresses. Shay Mitchell 

(Emily) practices and has now released an athleisure line that includes yoga pants295. 

Lucy Hale (Aria) loves hot power yoga.296 Troian Bellisario (Spencer) notes that if she 

has “like an ounce of time” she will go to a Pilates or yoga class before filming. In an 

interview she jokes, “Living on a plane. I call myself the foldable girl because I’ve gotten 

so used to sleeping [on a seat]. That’s why I’m into yoga. Most people would say it’s for 

flexibility, for health. It’s just so I can be a collapsible person.”297 

Celebrities Practice Yoga 

Yoga is not only a popular depiction within shows, but it is also a way in which 

actors and actresses identify with or even shape their character. Kaley Cuoco-Sweeting 

and her character, Penny on The Big Bang Theory regularly practice yoga. Kaley has 

even demonstrated yoga poses on talk shows when she is promoting the show. The 

practice is far from normalized, however. In The Big Bang Theory, the other characters 

see Penny practicing yoga as strange, though Penny finally gets another character, 

Sheldon, to practice yoga with her. Sheldon clearly does not know what he is doing (in 

line with the plot) as evidenced by him wearing socks and being unable to hold the poses 

correctly. Not only does the show accurately depict what is normal in the yoga world, but 
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they are able to depict what a newbie would look like when practicing yoga for the first 

time. Their ‘insider knowledge’ is quite clear.  

Kaley Cuoco and the actresses from Pretty Little Liars are not the only television 

stars that practice yoga. Jenny McCarthy and Chris Meloni promote yoga regularly in 

social media, on talk shows and in celebrity fundraisers. The Voice’s Adam Levine is 

well known for doing yoga backstage before concerts. While we cannot imagine Elliot 

Stabler going to yoga on Law & Order or Roman Zimojic drinking green smoothies 

instead on True Blood, both Cuoco and McCarthy can use it to their advantage on The 

Big Bang Theory and The View. 

Nina Dobrev of the Vampire Diaries was happy to show off her yoga movies on 

Conan. She credits yoga as part of her fitness routine and demonstrates forearm scorpion 

(a difficult inversion with backbend). She gets a lot of applause from the audience and 

much favor from O’Brien because she uses him to balance, pressing her feet into his 

inner thighs.298 Dobrev also stars in a healthcare.gov commercial to encourage people to 

sign up for health insurance. The advertisement starts with Dobrev and a friend heading 

off to yoga class before a night out drinking.299 While this is not an uncommon scenario 

today, generally yogis of the past forwent alcohol: another way in which the appearance 

of yoga has changed from austere to fun-loving. 

Yoga Has Many Meanings 

Current television shows still use yoga to depict a “weird” character as we see on 

Psych. Yoga can also be used to depict a “sexy” character as on My Crazy Ex-Girlfriend 
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or a trendy fashionable character as on Drop Dead Diva. These two types are easily and 

quickly distinguished through the use of clothing. The tight, performance wear of Dakota 

is contrasted against the hippie-esque wear of Fiona in About a Boy. Yoga is often 

depicted as a sign of health, a sign of fitness and a way to de-stress. It is a given in shows 

that depict upper-middle class characters like Pretty Little Liars and a source of humor in 

shows like Duck Dynasty. It is practiced by a wide-range of celebrities. Two messages 

are being sent simultaneously: yoga is weird, but it is also mainstream. 

Video Games 

Like television and movies, video games increasingly reflect culture, both to 

appeal to more players and to make settings more realistic. Games may allude to trends in 

passing ways or incorporate them as a feature of the game. Below are a few examples of 

how yoga fits into gaming culture. 

Two hundred years in the future, nuclear warfare has sent people scurrying to 

fallout shelters to try to recreate society. This is the premise of Fallout Shelter, a post-

apocalyptic mobile simulation game. One objective of the game is to get dwellers to flirt, 

dance and ultimately procreate with one another in living quarters. They engage in 

dialogue, which are mainly cheesy one-liners to entertain the overseer (game player) such 

as “Like an irradiated post-apocalyptic parasitic organism, you are under my skin.”  

Sometimes the dialogue is more mundane such as this:  

Female Dweller: I wish I had a yoga mat in here. 

Male Dweller: A what now?300 

                                                 
300  Bethesda, 2015  



149 
 

Presumably the female dweller wishes she had a yoga mat to practice yoga in the vault – 

the mat becomes a prerequisite to the practice, despite the fact mats are not necessary 

when practicing yoga. Her yearning for a yoga mat – perhaps for her a return to the 

normalcy of her life before the nuclear apocalypse is small talk. It is in his response 

though, that this line becomes comical. “A what now” both in phrasing and in his 

apparent lack of knowledge about yoga indicates a working-class background, whereas 

her pining for a yoga mat in the middle of a nuclear apocalypse paints her as a spoiled 

rich kid. They make for an odd-pairing, thus the humor of the interaction. 

It is not the first video game to mention yoga. Grand Theft Auto V builds a story 

around the main character, Michael, whose wife is taking private yoga classes with a 

foreign yoga instructor, Fabien LaRouche. Fabien’s pose assists have strong sexual 

innuendo and the main character suspects a possible affair. Fabien convinces Michael to 

try yoga and the game player must use the controller to move Michael into yoga positions 

such as Warrior II. The game is complete with a new-age soundtrack when practicing 

yoga.301 While these examples are certainly not common in the world of video games, 

they are indicative of the popularity of yoga in American culture. 

As a contrast, World of Warships released a commercial that featured a man in 

business attire scoffing at a man who is practicing yoga. The tall, broad shouldered man 

with short hair explains “if he really wanted to find balance, he’d play World of 

Warships. It’s the perfect balance of action and strategy.” He goes on to describe how the 

game allows you to “duke it out.” The man who is practicing yoga is dressed in dark pink 

eastern-style pants with his hair in a man-bun. The two men are meant to be contrasted, 

                                                 
301 Rockstar Games, 2013 
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with the businessman representing masculinity and the yoga character being represented 

as weak. At the end of the commercial, we see the businessman flick his finger and knock 

over the yogi out of headstand. He looks towards the camera and brags, “direct hit.”302 

Yoga is Shaped by Mass Media 

People who do not practice yoga often claim to know what it is and why people 

practice – presumably because they have seen it practiced or heard commentary about 

yoga on popular forms of media. Because spectator yoga is not yet popular, movies, 

television, and video games are one of the ways in which outsiders get their ideas about 

yoga. The problem with this being their primary source is that more often than not, these 

shows leave out valuable information about yoga. They rarely mention that it is a practice 

that comes from India, that the physical poses are less than 100 years old and that yoga 

was ultimately started as a religious practice – not one to increase the health, sexual 

performance or body-image of the practitioner. For people who do practice yoga, these 

shows reaffirm trends happening in the yoga world and normalize the de-identification of 

yoga with religion. 

Images of yoga in popular television and movies show how yoga is shaped by 

communication. While these forms of media did not create the change happening in the 

yoga world, they certainly reflect it and perhaps are creating a snowball effect by 

affirming and reaffirming trends within the yoga world. They also add in the component 

of the sexualization of both female and male bodies. 

  

                                                 
302 World of Warship, 2016 
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CHAPTER 5: Being Your Best Selfie on Instagram 

“Money can’t buy happiness, but it can buy yoga clothes and that’s basically the 

same thing.” – unattributed internet meme 

 

As we have now seen, the meaning of yoga in modern America is not the meaning 

of yoga Patanjali described in his now famous sutras or even the practice that 

Vivekananda introduced to the United States in the 1890s. Instead, yoga has now taken 

on multiple meanings that are largely focused on the physical practice and the lifestyle 

around yoga. Thus far we have seen this demonstrated in Yoga Journal, in television and 

movies and now we will see similarities as we look to social media. Social media is broad 

and ever-changing, but this chapter will focus on the Instagram platform and particularly, 

those accounts that attract a large followership. We will see how Instagram celebrities 

sell the practice of yoga alongside an entire lifestyle, demonstrated by repetition of 

similar themes over multiple posts, by multiple yoga celebrities. That lifestyle includes: 

fashion, relentless optimism, “pure” food, travel, nature, and a focus on advanced 

acrobatic yoga poses. These themes are in turn used to sell goods and services that are 

both related and unrelated to the practice of yoga. These accounts also reify one image of 

yoga: young white women with thin, toned bodies.  

It is possible to peek into the definition of yoga as it rests in the American 

consciousness by looking at mass and social media. As Frank explains in Conquest of 

Cool, his work does not: 

[…]settle the debate over whether advertising causes cultural change or reflects 

it: obviously it does a great deal of both. Business leaders are not dictators 
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scheming to defraud the nation, but neither are they the mystic diviners of the 

public will that they claim (and that free-market theory holds them) to be.303 

Similarly, content creators on social media do not dictate yoga style, but they participate 

in this shift in cultural consciousness by replicating the same image of yoga they see on 

other social media accounts or in advertising. By wearing clothing that is marketed to the 

yoga audience and posting photos of themselves in difficult yoga poses, they offer only 

one image of yoga which in turn becomes the dominant image of yoga. They then create 

content, whether a photo or an internet meme, that is tangentially related to their yoga 

practice and connect it to their practice through text or hashtags. In doing so, these social 

media users create the “lifestyle” of yoga – one that aligns and agrees with the images 

used in advertising. These combined acts thus constrict yoga into a paradigm of 

capitalism. It only has value if it can be used to sell products, services or in the case of 

social media, gather likes. When viewed together, the images that are tagged by social 

media users as yoga related begin to coalesce into a rough meaning.  

This chapter unpacks those images to create a rich definition of modern yoga on 

social media. We will see how yoga on Instagram prioritizes physical yoga and even 

more importantly, advanced physical yoga. Next, we will see the ways in which the yoga 

lifestyle is depicted in such a way that it becomes a de facto set of rules about what it 

means to be a yoga teacher. Finally, we will see how the policing on health and gender 

moves social media depictions of yoga towards a similar “look” and how difficult it is to 

challenge the yoga status quo on social media.  

                                                 
303 Frank, 1998, p. 31 
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Yoga in the Broader Social Media 

Before diving into Instagram, it is helpful to look at the broader context of yoga 

on social media. While there are some social media posts on yoga that are entirely text 

based, increasingly, photos and videos generate more social media engagement. There are 

many reasons for this. It has become easier to add photos and video to social media, and, 

as we see throughout this work, physical yoga is the most popular form of yoga in the 

United States. Asana lends itself to photography and videography, as do the brightly 

colored clothing and mats. All-yoga Instagram feeds are aesthetically pleasing with 

graceful bodies in designer yoga wear posing in beautiful locations. Unlike running or 

lifting, yoga poses are wide-ranging and can be held long enough to create a carefully 

composed photograph. It is not at all surprising that yoga poses are popular in a selfie-

obsessed society. 

Photographs and videos are also used to document accomplishment when the 

Instagrammer learns a new pose or a new way into a pose. It is a way to prove that the 

pose happened. Sontag wrote in 1979, “today, everything exists to end in a photograph” 

which Turkle updates with the question: “Today, does everything exist to end online?”304 

It is not just about being able to create a photograph out of the moment, but being able to 

share that image with friends, or a million followers online. The phrase “pics or it didn’t 

happen” from the early days of online message boards seems to reinforce the notion that 

nothing is real unless there is a photo to prove it and social media makes that proof a lot 

easier. 

                                                 
304 Turkle, 2015, pp. 151-2 
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Capturing physical yoga is not simple. The idea that a yoga pose has an “image” 

is disputed. Sure, it is possible to photograph the shapes that a person’s physical body 

moves into in that split-second but it in no way captures the phenomenon that takes place. 

It is like taking a photo of graduation and saying it represents high school. It is true that 

in some way, that photo of a graduation ceremony is an effective way to quickly indicate 

the years-long process that is high school. It is the culminating event that confers the 

degree high schoolers work to achieve. However, by focusing on the result, it skips the 

most difficult parts of high school – whether passing an exam or dealing with peers. 

Similarly, a photograph or short video of someone in a yoga pose or moving into a yoga 

pose skips the long hours of practice that trains the physical body to move into a pose. It 

discounts the hours of instruction and the failures that happen along the way. It is an 

inadequate representation even of physical yoga. 

Social media is a tool for self-promotion for many businesses and individuals. 

Yoga is no exception and may be one of the most popular ways to self-promote ideas 

about wellness and health – it is a way to claim status and prove ability. However, as we 

cultivate our online selves, we tend to put only those things online we want people to see. 

When it comes to yoga, this means that people will take photos of their best yoga poses 

and avoid the videos and photos that show their weaknesses. This means that many of the 

photos online only show what poses look like in their most advanced iterations. We miss 

out on the images that show the dozens of variations a pose can take, based on body type, 

flexibility, age and strength. 
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Why Instagram 

Yoga is popular on many social media platforms, yet I found Instagram to be the 

logical space for researching yoga. Facebook is, as of this writing, the most popular 

social media platform in general. A few yoga celebrities also have a good Twitter 

following but it is by far the least popular platform for yoga because it is mostly text-

based. Pinterest is gaining traction, but the people with the most followers have a variety 

of boards in unrelated topics. YouTube is certainly a popular place to watch yoga videos, 

but the promotion of the videos is often done on the other social media platforms and 

linked to their YouTube page. Instagram is the platform to look at for several reasons: 

first, the number of accounts with over half a million followers; second, yoga posts 

receive more engagement on Instagram; and third, individuals, rather than companies 

hold the top accounts by followership. Let us look at each of these points. 

First, we can look at popularity by followers. Fourteen Instagram accounts that 

focus mainly on yoga poses and yoga-related posts have over 500,000 users. Of these, 

three are companies: lululemon, AloYoga, and Yoga Journal and the rest are yoga 

celebrities.305 On Facebook, there are ten accounts with over 500,000 followers: eight are 

companies and one is an individual. It is evident that celebrity yoga teachers draw more 

followers on Instagram and yoga companies draw more followers on Facebook. On 

Twitter, the only user to break 500,000 is lululemon and it is a clear outlier. On Pinterest, 

both Gaiam and lululemon top 2,000,000 followers but no other account nears 500,000. 

When looking at the top 20 accounts for each of these four platforms, only two accounts 

                                                 
305 On all platforms, there are curated account that re-post other people’s photos with generic 

names like “Yoga Inspiration.” 
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made all four top 20’s: lululemon and Yoga Journal. This is not surprising since 

lululemon is the number one company that people bring up when I discuss my research – 

both among people who practice yoga and those who do not. In many ways, lululemon is 

intertwined in our culture with the definition of yoga and its permeation of social media 

may help explain this phenomenon.  

Engagement is another factor. When a celebrity teacher like Kino MacGregor 

posts on Facebook, she generates a few hundred likes. When she posts on Instagram, her 

likes skyrocket to several thousand. When a company like lululemon posts on Facebook, 

they receive several hundred likes which jumps up to tens of thousands of likes on 

Instagram. Even for smaller celebrities, engagement numbers are much higher on 

Instagram. This holds true for celebrities outside the yoga world as well. Instagram is a 

simpler platform and is not as conducive to discussion in the comments section so more 

time can be spent scrolling through photos or videos and quickly liking a post.  

Finally, Instagram is better for individuals who wish to gain internet celebrity. 

Accounts are more focused because people generally share their own photos and not links 

from multiple sources. It is possible to follow yoga celebrities on Instagram and see 

nothing else – many interviewees told me they use Instagram exclusively for yoga and 

use Facebook to connect with friends and family. Twitter is less conducive to yoga posts, 

though lululemon posts photos of their clothing with links to their website in what looks 

to be the most effective way for a company to use Twitter. Pinterest is the least well-used 

platform but I expect it and Snapchat to grow their user base and gain more yoga-related 

accounts. All of this is complicated by technology that allows cross-platform posting. 
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Background and Methods 

It is not easy to conduct research about yoga on social media for multiple reasons. 

Social media research has not yet solidified and at times provides nonintuitive results 

such as computer analysis missing sarcasm, subtlety, and innuendo. In addition, social 

media companies recognize the value of the data and have changed their API so that the 

information is not freely accessible. Finally, there are not a lot of studies to build upon 

because the world of social media changes so quickly. Thus, this study utilizes methods 

that were created to capture yoga’s unique space on Instagram.  

There are very few studies that capture what is taking place on social media, and 

ones that do struggle with the enormity of the dataset. Because of that, researchers use 

computer programs to look at data and come to conclusions. These studies tend to give all 

posts equal status but that would be incorrect: social media posts cannot be given equal 

status because some posts are seen by only a few and others by tens of thousands. A post 

that gets 60,000 likes in the first hour has a lot more influence than a post that gets fewer 

than ten likes. Researchers may consider engagement (likes or comments) but even that 

does not tell the entire story. Many people look at posts without engaging and no dataset 

includes the amount of time a person spent looking at an image or video. These studies 

also fail to pick up nuance and create social context306 with the entire image that is 

captured in an Instagram photo. 

The Instagram API has changed its privacy settings, making it tough to scrape 

data in a way that makes it conducive to research. While it would be a great study to look 

at popular hashtags and the way a variety of users employ them, I decided instead to 

                                                 
306 Hill et al, 2016 
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focus on those Instagrammers who are making a name for themselves through yoga. This 

in no way represents the general user on Instagram, but it shows one way in which yoga 

is being documented online. These celebrity accounts have hundreds of thousands of 

followers and regularly get tens of thousands of likes per post. While they alone do not 

define yoga on Instagram, users that engage with their posts begin to solidify the way in 

which yoga is portrayed on social media. 

Popularity is also self-replicating. These posts get pushed to the top of feeds 

because they become “top posts” which means more people engage with them and then in 

turn may follow the Instagram account. Whether people are following these popular 

accounts or clicking on popular hashtags, they are going to see more posts from these 

celebrities than others. I chose to focus on the yoga celebrities for this reason. They both 

influence the image of yoga online and corroborate what people consider to be the image 

of yoga. 

Hashtags & the Yoga Lifestyle as Contested Terrain 

On Instagram, over 29 million posts used #yoga as of this writing. Many instances 

of this hashtag, however, do not obviously include an image or text related to yoga. Many 

posts that use #yoga are not depicting yoga; the authors are using the hashtag to bring 

attention to their posts. For example, a man at a gym demonstrates calf pumps and uses 

#yoga, #bikini, and #tattoos despite no obvious references in the photo to any of those 

topics. A woman posts a video of herself dancing with #yogateacher and #beginneryogi, 

and an entrepreneur posts a photo of a man lounging in a home movie theatre 

accompanied by 28 separate hashtags including #yoga, #mercedes, #zumba, #grind & #dj 

to promote his t-shirt and real estate businesses. These posts confuse the research because 
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they are not attempting to display an image related to yoga, yet they underscore the 

popularity of the word “yoga” in self-promotion. 

At the same time, it is helpful to see what else people include on Instagram feeds 

that are dedicated to yoga or when people use the hashtag #yoga in a post. At times, it is 

pictures of food that imply “I’m healthier than you are” or “look at how good I’m being.” 

Other times, it is a deliberate break where people post about their ability to eat pizza, 

drink wine and practice yoga (sometimes simultaneously). Often, posts offer pithy 

philosophy embedded in an internet meme and consider that to be “yoga.”  

Popular hashtags related to yoga though not as directly are #namaste (7.3 million), 

#meditation (6.6 million) and #mindfulness (2 million). Like #yoga, they include several 

posts that are only loosely related to yoga or meditation. For example, a photo of taco, 

tortilla chips and rice are accompanied with the text, “Inhale #tacos. /Exhale negativity. 

/#namaste.” Another internet meme that is often tagged with #yoga is a white background 

with black font that says simply: “My two moods:/1. Namaste/2. I’ll cut you.” As noted 

earlier, the word namaste is often used as a way of diffusing situations, whether caused 

by stress or passive aggression. It gets overused in yoga culture to the point that it has 

ceased to mean much of anything. 

These posts that are not directly tied to the practice of yoga and yet use the yoga 

hashtags are known as “lifestyle content” by marketers. In other words, they are meant to 

align with what the company or individual believes their personal brand to be. This, in 

part, explains why kale smoothies, kombucha, and rock climbing posts are tagged with 

#yoga but hamburgers are generally not. It is contested terrain, however. The existence of 

hashtags like #yogaandwine or #willyogaforbeer, though small, show that there are some 
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who wish to combine their alcohol consumption with their yoga practice. While that is 

not uncommon among the people I interviewed, yoga and alcohol historically diverge. 

Public postings that combine the two may make alcohol consumption more acceptable in 

the yoga world. To add to the point about lifestyle content: the beer involved is almost 

always a microbrew. 

The hashtag used by many yoga teachers to depict physical yoga is 

#yogaeverydamnday which has over 7 million uses as of this writing, and edges out 

#yogi (5.1 million uses), #yogalove (3.4 million), and #yogachallenge (2.6 million). 

Other hashtags with over a million imprints are #yogagirl, #yogalife, #yogini, #igyoga, 

#yogaeverywhere, #yogaeveryday #yogainspiration, #instayoga, #yogapose, #yogapants, 

#asana, #practiceandalliscoming, and #yogapractice. Yoga celebrities vary in how much 

they use hashtags to generate engagement. 

Data Collection 

The dataset for this research includes the top twenty Instagram accounts ranked 

by number of followers. They range in size from 326,000 to two million followers.307 Six 

of the top twenty are companies, eleven are individuals, and three more are curated 

accounts that repost popular yoga-related photos. Nine of the eleven individual accounts 

are white women – there is also one white man and one woman whose ethnicity is 

unclear. The women are almost all extremely thin (one has a thin-to-average build) and 

the one man is very muscular. The companies post photos that include people of many 

races and ethnicities, but with one exception in the entire month, all posts feature people 

who are thin or heavily muscled. Ten of the accounts included posts that featured 

                                                 
307 These numbers moved extensively during my study and will likely move even more. 
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heterosexual relationships, the rest did not post about relationships at all. Most of the 

accounts are based in the United States though three of the top twenty are from Australia. 

Because of this, I selected fourteen more accounts for people who identify as gay, as a 

person of color, as plus size or are in a non-Western country. I also added the next most 

popular male Instagram account and a curated account that features men practicing 

asana. These accounts range in size from 31,000 to 319,000 followers. I was unable to 

find a popular yoga figure over 50 or a transgendered yoga teacher with more than a few 

hundred followers. 

For each of these accounts, I looked at all posts from the first of the month to the 

last day of the month, including videos, for a total of 1,588 posts. When background 

information was needed, I looked at their biography on Instagram or on websites that 

were connected to their Instagram account. For each post, I noted whether it depicted 

asana and if so, how difficult that pose would be to an average body. I noted whether they 

revealed their own demographics during the month and what topics they covered. I asked 

questions such as whether they posted about diet or lifestyle and whether they linked to a 

clothing company in their posts. I paid attention to engagement (likes, views and 

comments) though that would be a separate study to fully analyze engagement. The 

dataset was collected during November of 2016 and included whether they chose to post 

about the United States election or the Standing Rock tribe in North Dakota. Frequencies 

were counted in a spreadsheet alongside the answer to yes or no questions such as “posed 

in a bikini or naked?” and “nature setting?” Anecdotal information was set aside for 

further analysis and examples were pulled from the dataset as illustrative. 
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Determining Pose Level 

It is not an easy task to assign “level” to yoga poses. As my interviewees pointed 

out, level in physical yoga is not necessarily related to flexibility and strength but your 

ability to breathe into a pose. However, a simple look at Instagram reveals a much 

different understanding of the meaning of yoga than what my interviewees put forth. I 

practice yoga several times per week and teach both beginner and all level classes. I have 

watched a variety of bodies practice asana – both beginners and people who have 

practiced for years. I relied on my own experience teaching to classify poses into basic 

(almost anyone with reasonable mobility could practice), medium (over time, many 

students will be able to access this pose) and difficult (something only certain bodies or 

people who practice constantly will be able to access). When there was a question, I had 

fellow yoga teachers check my work or asked people to attempt poses. The AcroYoga 

posts were by far the most difficult to classify as I do not practice this form of yoga. An 

experienced AcroYoga practitioner helped me classify these poses. A few accounts 

pushed the boundary even further into poses that are more acrobatics than yoga but these 

poses were counted among the advanced numbers. 

An example of a basic pose would be warrior II (Virabhadrasana II). It involves 

standing with the feet wide apart, one foot facing forward and the other foot facing to the 

side. The front knee is bent and the back leg is straight. Arms are extended out to the 

side. I have seen people of all ages and levels of flexibility in this pose. An example of a 

medium pose would be warrior III (Virabhadrasana III) pose. This pose is a balancing 

pose where all the weight rests on one foot. The other leg is extended behind the body 

parallel to the floor and the torso is also parallel with arms extending forward. With time, 
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many people will be able to practice this pose but it would be contraindicated for people 

with balance problems. An example of a difficult pose is full dancer pose 

(Nataranjasana). This is also a pose that is balanced on one foot, but with the raised leg 

bent and both hands reaching back to hold the foot behind the head. It requires flexibility 

of the spine and shoulders and an ability to balance on one foot for an extended period. It 

is the rare person that can take this position to its fullest expression without the use of a 

strap.  

Demographics: Race, Gender, Age, Ethnicity & Body Size 

As can be seen from my sample, the most popular individual Instagrammers are 

thin and white and ten of the eleven are women. This is not simply a coincidence, but the 

sign of a larger trend in yoga and thus integral to the study of yoga on Instagram. At the 

same time, demographics are often difficult to determine unless delineated. Therefore, 

posts that makes a reference to race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, weight, or gender 

(#blackgirlyoga, #latinayoga, #plussizeyoga, #gayyoga, # realmendoyoga) will be 

accepted as a demographic for that person. There are other identifying means, such as 

individuals posting with their spouse or partner or linking to a product that is created for a 

social group. Gender is often easy to identify: the tendency is to wear clothing that is 

highly revealing and clothing companies are highly invested in offering clothing that is 

divided by gender. Social class would be mostly impossible to determine and thus will be 

omitted. As with many social phenomena, dominant demographics are often left 

unmarked whereas non-dominant groups will often self-identify (#yogaformen, 

#fatgirlyoga, #queeryoga). When in doubt accounts are listed as undetermined. 
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Themes from the Data 

The dataset yielded several common themes. Below is an explanation of those 

themes, including frequencies where applicable to determine how pervasive this theme is 

in the yoga celebrity world. There are also examples that were clear outliers explained 

below – they help illustrate what pushes the boundaries for yoga on social media. I also 

paid close attention to themes that had come out of the Yoga Journal and television and 

movies analyses to see how well aligned these yoga celebrities are with mass media on 

topics such as spirituality or environmentalism. The most prevalent themes were: the 

commoditization of yoga through products, relentless optimism, advanced yoga pose as 

central, sexualization of the yoga body, conflicting messages, the predominance of thin, 

white women, skirting of political issues, and using Instagram for therapy.  

Commoditization of Yoga 

The first and most prominent theme of yoga on social media is the tendency to 

commoditize posts. There are, of course, Instagram accounts that advertise directly: they 

photograph products and services they are selling such as a yoga mat or a yoga retreat. 

These companies link directly to their websites or make it easy to find online. In these 

instances, the viewer understands that there is a direct advertisement and they can choose 

to follow or unfollow companies or individuals who are selling products or services. 

However, these companies are not alone in using Instagram to sell products. Most 

popular social media accounts advertise products directly on their social media accounts. 

They link directly to a company in their post. There is no way to know if the posts are 

organic (where the user is not compensated for advertising the product) or if the celebrity 

is paid for their endorsement. Most of the top accounts advertise for clothing companies, 
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but two-thirds of the top accounts also promoted products that were not clothing. The 

Federal Trade Commission has indicated they will begin forcing sponsors to put #ad or 

#sponsored at the beginning of posts. In November 2016, no posts followed this guideline 

though a few buried #ad in the middle of a huge set of hashtags. Given that people on 

phones only see the first few lines of text, it is doubtful many saw that disclosure.  

Clothing 

Yoga fashion is one of the biggest drivers of this research because the image of 

yoga has become intertwined with yoga clothing. While this once was highly gendered in 

that it largely applied to women, men are seeing more and more clothing marketed 

towards them and now all top male yoga celebrities wear clothing that is marketed for a 

yoga audience. While I cannot say for sure that wearing yoga clothing is the norm in 

yoga studios because it would be nearly impossible to canvass all yoga studios, I can say 

for sure that it is the norm on Instagram. Every single account (with the notable exception 

of the woman who only posts nude photos) contained at least one post that featured yoga-

specific clothing. Yoga clothing for women involves tight-fitting pants or very short, tight 

shorts and a fitted tank top or sports bra. Yoga clothing for men is either a pair of shorts 

or in rare cases, men’s tights. Tops are optional but are often tanks or t-shirts. The 

clothing is rarely made of all natural fibers, but instead contain technical fabrics such as 

nylon or Lycra for moisture control. 

Not all yoga posts on Instagram are staged in a yoga studio. Many are photos of 

people doing yoga in front of tourist attractions or in odd places such as the subway 

platform. Many photos are taken on the beach and all top accounts included at least one 

post in a nature setting. Often people still wear yoga clothing for their #yogaeverywhere 



166 
 

posts, though some photos are taken in bathing suits, regular clothing, or at times, no 

clothing at all. Each of the top individual accounts included a photo of the poster in a 

bathing suit (except the woman who only posts completely naked). Bathing suits are the 

most popular attire other than yoga clothing for yoga Instagram posts. 

Poses that focus on breaking down a pose or that take place on a yoga mat are 

always done in clothing that was designed for yoga. This not only normalizes buying 

expensive yoga clothing but gives the impression that to practice yoga, one must wear 

clothing specifically designed for yoga. All but two of the individual accounts308 – 

including both the most popular and the additional accounts I added – specifically linked 

to yoga clothing companies at least once during the month. That means that the 

individuals are directly advertising for yoga clothing companies. A few of these top yoga 

celebrities work with a clothing company to design their own product lines and are 

featured on the company’s website. In addition, three of the top twenty Instagram 

accounts by popularity are yoga clothing companies and one of the top twenty Instagram 

accounts is a curated account that links to AloYoga in many of its posts. Anyone 

following yoga celebrities on Instagram will be exposed to direct advertisements for yoga 

clothing. 

Claudine and Hondo Lafond, the founders of AcroVinyasa and the couple behind 

the YogaBeyond brand, gave birth during the month of my study. Their usual acrobatic 

poses were mostly memories from past years interspersed with photos of a very pregnant 

Claudine balancing on Hondo in acrobatic poses from the past month or pictures of their 

                                                 
308 Two exceptions were the woman who only posts nudes and the least popular account of the set. 

@nude_yogagirl posed on Riva Gdanksi’s account in November, wearing an AloYoga outfit. 
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newborn. Claudine received a package of clothing from AloYoga at the first of the month 

and notes she “Can't wait to try on all the new designs in my pre-preggo size!”309 One 

post stands out – a photo of Claudine breastfeeding her infant in lotus (padmasana) pose. 

She comments that she is now learning how to breastfeed and text at the same time. At 

the end of the post she notes, “Outfit: @AloYoga.”310 That breastfeeding is something 

she wants to promote is no surprise: it matches with yoga lifestyle and culture and she 

was very open about her pregnancy and birth plans on social and mass media. What is 

striking is that she would promote a brand during this seemingly intimate moment. It 

further exposes the permeation of brand promotion into all aspects of her life.  

Studio2Street is not part of my dataset because it does not actually depict yoga. 

Instead, it is a curated account311 that depicts mostly women leaving the yoga studio still 

wearing their yoga outfits: it has over 300,000 followers. It plays off the idea that yoga 

clothing is meant to be worn both before and after yoga practice. Many of the yoga 

clothing companies offer lines that are specifically designed this way. Athleta has a “To 

Fro” indicator on their clothing, lululemon has a “To + From” section under their activity 

menu and AloYoga promotes their clothing as “studio to street.” The athleisurewear 

phenomena is very popular in the yoga world and this simple Instagram account 

capitalizes on that trend. 

Non-Clothing Items 

In addition to yoga clothing, two-thirds of the accounts featured other products for 

sale. There are yoga related products such as mats, straps, mala beads and non-slip socks. 

                                                 
309 https://www.instagram.com/p/BMZCuIfBAIq 
310 https://www.instagram.com/p/BM2eQkWB0Yv 
311 It may be run by a company or an individual 
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There are products developed by the account owners such as the Yoga Pro Wheel and a 

yoga emoji keyboard designed by top Instagrammers Kerri Verna and Kino MacGregor. 

There are also many products that begin to coalesce as yoga lifestyle brands. These 

brands also place their advertisements in yoga magazines and feature yoga on their 

websites and in their marketing materials. These include skincare products, aromatherapy 

products, lifestyle coaching, children’s shoes, jewelry and water bottles. These products 

give a picture of what aligns well with the yoga lifestyle. Things related to fitness, 

motherhood, the environment, holistic health and fashion are easy for yoga celebrities to 

promote. Many of these products are promoted as luxury items and priced accordingly.312 

Take for example a post by yoga model Riva Gdanski. She is posed in all white in 

a one-legged inverted staff pose (Eka Pada Viparita Dandasana) on a beautiful wooden-

floored balcony overlooking the city. She is in the pose so deeply that her hands touch 

her foot. The entire text of her caption to this pose is about a skincare line she is 

promoting and how to save money on a first purchase of a skincare set. She notes that it 

is vegan and anti-aging and “specifically formulated for women who live an active 

lifestyle.” She later notes, “And to make you feel even happier about your purchase, FRÉ 

will be planting an Argan tree for every set sold.”313 She asks her followers to tag their 

friends and links to the Instagram account of the company. The company’s account 

features women in activewear and several posts with women in yoga poses. It includes 

photos of Gdanksi and other yoga celebrities and links to their accounts, creating cross-

promotion of the brand with the Instagrammers. 

                                                 
312 One post featured a necklace that a commenter quickly pointed out costs $900. 
313 https://www.instagram.com/p/BM2sQi7BIcL/ 
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Gdanski considers herself to be a “Creative Director” of a marketing company 

that bears her name. Services offered include products and service promotion and 

photography for yoga studios who wish to update their websites. Gdanksi promotes 

herself as a writer for yoga and fitness magazines and a yoga model. FRÉ skincare is one 

of her featured clients on her website: her firm is being paid to promote the product and 

associate it with the practice of yoga. The post provides insight into how Gdanski goes 

about promoting products on social media. 

She starts by aligning the product with a difficult yoga pose, which makes sense 

since the product is formulated to work while the user is being active or sweating. She 

highlights that the product is vegan which aligns it with values that are common in the 

yoga world and often attributed to yoga philosophy. Even though many of the yoga 

celebrities are not vegan, a skincare line that avoids animal products and testing on 

animals could be considered “clean” or environmentally friendly. This is further 

reinforced by writing that an argan tree will be planted for each set sold.314 The backdrop 

of a luxury balcony overlooking the city connotes affluence. Her pure white yoga pants 

and white bra top allow us to see her defined arms, visible ribs and flawless skin. Her 

fingernails are manicured with a white nail polish. Her face is mostly hidden but there are 

no signs of strain even in this difficult pose. She is the picture of health and wealth: an 

enviable position used to sell products and one that is used to sell herself as a brand 

consultant.  

                                                 
314 FRÉ products contain argan oil. While argan trees prevent desertification in Morocco, trees are 

being planted to supply burgeoning sales of oil, not for purely ecological reasons. (Hexa Research 2015) 
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Trainings & Online Classes 

Not all yoga celebrities on Instagram are yoga teachers. A few of the top 

individuals sell yoga photography or produce online content related to yoga, but the 

majority are yoga instructors. Nonetheless, it was rare to see weekly classes promoted on 

a yoga celebrity’s page. Instead, they tend to offer workshops, teacher trainings or online 

classes through YogaGlo or Cody. I suspect these methods are the only ways to make 

enough money teaching yoga to support their lifestyles. The individuals promote 

upcoming workshops and online classes in their Instagram biographies and posts. Even 

Yoga Journal and Elephant Journal promoted online and in-person trainings during the 

month. Many of the yoga celebrities travel quite a bit teaching yoga workshops, which 

helps explain their considerable number of followers. The online yoga classes also help 

explain why they have such a large following on social media. 

The Power of Instagram 

Caitlin Turner, who narrowly missed being in the top twenty with only 325,000 

followers, has turned her Instagram account into what she calls a “multi-platform 

business.” She used her popularity on Instagram to film a television series for Indonesia’s 

English television network called Yoga Bliss and considers herself to be a “lifestyle 

influencer.”315 In an interview with the online shopping guide, Racked, she explains: 

Instagram has definitely been a huge career chance for me. It's connected me 

professionally to different brands and people I wouldn't have found before 

because I had no reason to. This is my career now."316 

                                                 
315 Turner, 2016 
316 Lieber, 2014 
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Racked also explains how Instagram can be profitable for these yoga celebrities. 

Not only do they receive free clothing and products that they can then choose to promote, 

but they are given special online discount codes. Each time a code is used, the 

Instagrammer receives money.  An online marketer, Ronen Yaari explained to Racked 

why Instagram yoga is so effective: 

[Instagram is] very powerful because you have yoga babes doing beautiful 

handstands in exotic places and you, as an average yoga schlub want to be able 

to do that and so you buy the apparel. It's almost like picking up a glossy 

magazine.317 

Another company that is not large enough for the dataset but still illustrative is the 

K-Deer brand. The founder, Kristine Deer, was laid off and started to sew shorts and 

pants in her childhood bedroom starting in 2014. She created a website and suddenly, she 

had orders for thousands of pairs. How did this happen? She happened to meet Laura 

Kasperzak, an Instagram celebrity, who agreed to wear the pants and tag K-Deer. Almost 

overnight, this propelled K-Deer into the limelight. Deer told an online blog editor: 

Laura [Kasperzak]has always naturally been someone who’s helped share the 

brand authentically because she enjoys wearing the pants and being 

photographed in them. – Kristine Deer318 

 

The use of “naturally” and “authentically” is redundant in this sentence. It is the 

redundancy that makes the statement stand out. Was it natural or authentic? Deer knew 

                                                 
317 Lieber, 2014 
318 Wolff, 2016 
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that Kasperzak had a huge number of followers (today the number is 1.1 million, but at 

the time, it was probably in the hundreds of thousands range). She had a friend introduce 

her to Kasperzak. One of the first pair of pants she introduced was named ‘Laura Stripe.’ 

Perhaps she did not know that she would get such a large order, but certainly she 

understood it was a way to “soft” advertise her pants. Quickly, other yoga celebrities 

caught on – YogaBeyond posted photos and even the actress Liv Tyler posted with a pair. 

Blogs like Well + Good and Racked wrote articles about the company which had the 

effect of cross promoting these blog companies, K-Deer, and the yoga celebrities 

discussed in the article. This process is neither “natural” nor “authentic” – it is an 

effective social media strategy. 

 The patterns are very eye-catching. Their signature leggings have bold, horizontal 

stripes, that gradually change color as they run from waist to ankle. Like many patterns, 

however, they are not easy to copyright and Athleta launched a similar line in early 2016. 

Almost immediately, social media launched an attack. K-Deer customers posted photos 

in their favorite leggings with the hashtag #istandwithkdeer and #shameonyou. Blogs 

took the side of K-Deer and Athleta quickly pulled the line. Not only did social media 

launch K-Deer, but it was effectively employed to protect the brand when a larger 

company threatened its existence.  

Direct Marketing 

One of the reasons yoga is so popular on social media is that yoga companies 

have recognized the value of yoga for advertising. In Conquest of Cool, Frank discusses 

how advertising tries to stay ahead of “youth culture.”319 Yoga companies do this through 

                                                 
319 Frank, 1998, p. 32 
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social media: whatever trend is happening in the yoga world is captured on social media 

and advertising is constantly updated to match those trends. They can stay ahead of the 

trends and help shape those trends. Frank goes on to explain that much of marketing is 

centered around youthfulness.320 Again, this is a way in which yoga is easy to market. 

Not only do yoga models look young and adopt ‘youthful’ styles like long hair braided or 

in ponytails, but yoga is thought to be a way to prevent aging. An important selling point 

of the physical practice is about eternal youthfulness – we see notable teachers like 

Iyengar, Krishnamacharya, and Jois living into their nineties and practicing yoga the 

entire time. The practice sells itself on social media. 

 It is not surprising that yoga companies use yoga to sell products on social media, 

but it is interesting to watch companies that are not exactly related to yoga use the 

practice. For instance, the deodorant company, Degree, launched the Instagram account 

DegreeWomen to encourage activity, using the more general hashtag #fitspo (fit-

inspiration) and their own hashtag #SeizeTheMotion. They incorporate multiple sports, 

fitness and dance posts, but yoga is incorporated into more than half of their posts so far. 

Almost all posts incorporate at least one piece of athletic wear – further emphasizing the 

need for fashionable workout wear. Like television ads, yoga is used to sell a variety of 

products on social media. 

Unfettered Optimism 

“Most folks are as happy as they make up their minds to be.” These worlds were 

written on a pink wall in an internet meme posted by @SpiritualGangster. They added the 

comment, “There is no way to happiness…happiness is the way” and #choosehappiness. 

                                                 
320 Frank, 1998, p. 119 
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Over 10,000 people liked this. This notion, that happiness is a state of mind and not 

linked to personal circumstances is popular in the yoga world. It joins sayings like 

“follow your bliss” to remind followers that if they simply change how they think, their 

lives will suddenly be perfect. It is not surprising that these top Instagrammers promote 

these types of messages. 

If one were to wander into social media not knowing much about yoga, they 

would likely be under the impression that yoga teachers were a happy bunch. Quotes are 

often about staying positive or choosing their own path. Photos are often full of smiles 

and comments are full of heart emojis. It gives off the impression that yoga teachers are a 

happy bunch and spend their time practicing yoga, drinking kale smoothies, running 

around town teaching and having flexibility to go to the coffee shop midday. Few 

teachers post about classes where no one shows up, inconsistent salary, sweaty/smelly 

yoga studios and inconsiderate students. If teacher post their personal lives on their public 

yoga pages, their personal lives only contain good moments. This is certainly not unique 

to yoga, however. Gill’s work demonstrates that for this type of strategy to work, every 

post needs to tie into their work.321 They are engaging in what Duffy refers to as 

‘aspirational labour.’322 

If we were to look at these yoga Instagrammer’s lives simply through their posts, 

we would consider them to be quite successful. The typical yoga celebrity has what 

society would consider a beautiful body, they can travel and eat healthful food, they have 

relationships with people who practice yoga with them, and they appear to sustain 

                                                 
321 Gill, 2011 
322 Duffy, 2015 
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themselves by posting selfies on Instagram. To be an influencer on Instagram, individuals 

need to promote a vision of themselves online that is enviable. To make money, they 

must sell products on their account and they will only be successful at this if they can 

convince their audience that the products will increase their happiness. The unfettered 

optimism is not just a bi-product of living the lifestyle, it is a necessary component of 

their personal brand. If we return to the K-Deer leggings example, Deer notes that 

Sykora’s promotion is both “natural” and “authentic.” But it is not just the promotion that 

needs to be “authentic,” it is Sykora’s entire life. She needs to talk about her children and 

husband in such a way that we buy into the narrative that she has the perfect life. Her 

poses must be composed in a such a way that we believe she lives surrounded by beauty 

and optimism. 

The curated account “yogainspiration” has over 1.3 million followers and appears 

to have a formula in place about how they post. They post one photo of a yoga celebrity 

followed by two internet memes that are focused on an optimistic outlook. It is not clear 

whether they make the internet memes or borrow them, but they routinely get over tens of 

thousands of likes. Examples include:  

• One of the happiest moments in life is when you find the courage to let go 

of what you cannot change. 

• In the end we won’t remember the most beautiful face and body. We’ll 

remember the most beautiful heart and soul. 

• Close your eyes and imagine the best version of you possible. That's who 

you really are. Let go of any part of you that doesn't believe it. – C. Assad 
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• Hey, just want to say/that you are important/you matter/and you’re 

wonderful 

• The people who are meant to be in your life, will always gravitate back 

towards you/No matter how far they wander 

• Do more of what makes you happy 

 

These were some of the most popular posts during the month of November. They 

received more likes than the photos of yoga celebrities in advanced poses. This account 

knows its audience well and understand that yoga memes are an essential part of online 

yoga marketing strategy.  

There are a few who challenge this notion. Kerri Verna, who has over a million 

followers occasionally posts when she is having a bad day. In one post, where she is 

walking on the beach, she notes that her followers are unable to tell what she is really 

thinking. She had found out a friend had passed away from an overdose. Later in the 

comments she writes,  

It concerns me that we are replacing real relationships and real conversations 

with FB status' and IG posts. I had someone say to me recently that they didn't 

call me because they checked FB and thought I was doing great. Social media is a 

powerful tool but it will never replace real human intimacy.323 

Just a few days earlier, she had written: 

Today I am grateful for @instagram. Social media has allowed me to meet so 

many different people that I wouldn't have ever met if it wasn't for social media. I 

                                                 
323 https://www.instagram.com/p/BMZjS09A97M/ 
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also have been able to teach to students all over the world, which 10 years ago 

wouldn't have even been an option. I've been blessed with so many different 

opportunities to live out my passion and I am forever grateful to this little square. 

Thank you guys for following and helping me share my passion of inspiring others 

to live a healthy life. I love you guys! 

It is clear she struggles with social media, her own celebrity status, and the perpetual 

need to stay positive to attract fans.  

 Another up-and-coming Instagrammer, Jessamyn Stanley, writes:  

It's true, there's a stereotype in our community that yoga teachers are supposed to 

be perfect, happy, beautiful, moralistic and pious creatures- kinda like a cross 

between an angel and a unicorn in stretch pants. But I think that's a crock of shit. 

All of the teachers who've touched my own practice only did so because they were 

straight up and honest about their own personal struggles.324 

While Stanley has not yet reached the number of followers as other yoga celebrities, she 

is well on her way. As a queer black woman, she challenges the notion that yoga people 

must be thin, white and heterosexual, and here she challenges the notion that yoga 

teachers must always be positive. 

 This focus on relentless optimism fits into the narrative that to be successful, one 

must simply think positively and that success will follow. It is a common idea in the yoga 

world to believe that every pose is attainable if the person just believes it can happen. It is 

not a limitation of the body, but a limitation of the mind. It is the notion that one only 

needs to pull themselves up by their bootstraps and they too can achieve whatever they 

                                                 
324 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNYK_L4jPRl/ 
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set their mind to. While I provided two counter examples, they are the only ones. The rest 

present themselves as idealists, which aligns well with classical yoga philosophy that sees 

the entire world as an illusion, though this is a watered-down approximation.  

 In addition, greater than two thirds of all accounts and nearly all celebrity 

individual accounts that I studied included posts that referenced travel. The people who 

post have the means and opportunity to take vacations that are out of reach for many 

Americans. They have the flexibility of schedule and the money to travel internationally 

and this was all from one month. The dataset over a year would likely yield an even 

higher percentage. What they see as choosing the life they want to lead never 

acknowledges their own material circumstances that allow for this lifestyle.  

Focus on Advanced Poses 

One of the ways in which yoga has exploded on social media is by Instagrammers 

posting photos of themselves in increasingly difficult poses. Arm balances, complicated 

handstands, deep hip openers and contorted poses are common among yoga celebrities. 

Instagram includes images of people who can bend themselves in half, balance on one 

hand, perform full splits and touch their head to their feet in backbends. To be successful 

on Instagram is to be able to create shapes with your body that are inaccessible by all but 

a few. Rarely, if ever, do we see the poses that are appropriate for people of average 

flexibility and fitness. 

During the month of the study several of the yoga celebrities posted a 

#strongandbendybums yoga challenge. Yoga challenges are a way to get more followers 

practicing yoga but are also used to increase followership and promote products. The set 

of poses is posted on day one and followers are invited to post a photo of themselves in 
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the post and tag the celebrity issuing the challenge along with the related hashtag. 

Included in the aforementioned challenge were several advanced poses: full scorpion 

(Vriscikasana), reclined dancer (Supta Natarajasana), and inverted staff pose (Dwi Pada 

Viparita Dandasana).325 Of the twelve poses included in the challenge, only four would 

be appropriate for an average body. The rest require a level of flexibility or strength that 

would be uncommon to even someone who is reasonably fit.  

In contrast, the yoga blog company, Elephant Journal, did not focus on poses 

during November. Despite yoga being the very first word on their self-description, yoga 

was mentioned only in a couple of posts. It seemed like a good indication that Elephant 

Journal did not equate yoga with the physical practice, until a post mid-month included 

this caption:  

“Yoga works by getting to the mat. By including #meditation in our practice. By 

focusing on breath and alignment, with gentle attention. And by, yes, sticking 

through the boring fruitfulness of #savasana, then dedicating ones practice to the 

benefit of all.326 

This quote makes it clear that yoga is a physical practice that takes place on a mat 

(postures and breathwork) but that we need to include meditation for it to have the effects 

we seek. 

Accounts like yogainspiration, mens_yoga, and an account that is simply named 

“yoga” claim to focus on connecting people to yoga through daily inspiration. The 

problem is that most of the poses they choose are beyond the capability of most of their 

                                                 
325 https://www.instagram.com/p/BM1rf-PAjaT/ 
326 https://www.instagram.com/p/BM7TKQkAain/ 



180 
 

followers. Nevertheless, these accounts were well aligned with the most popular yoga 

Instagram accounts in terms of difficulty of practice. Of the 1,588 posts included in the 

dataset, 947 (60%) included yoga poses. Of those, 108 (11%) were basic, 183 (19%) were 

medium, and 656 (69%) were advanced poses. There were 1,103 posts during the month 

by the top 20 Instagram accounts and 564 of these posts included yoga poses. Of those 47 

(8%) were basic, 107 (19%) were medium, and 410 (73%) were advanced. This clearly 

indicates that posting advanced poses is a requirement for being a top yoga 

Instagrammer. 

The account with the highest ratio of advanced to non-advanced poses was Dylan 

Werner who has 379,000 followers. By contrast, the account that focused the least on 

advanced poses was a curated account named blackgirlyoga. It has 31,000 followers and 

features a variety of black women practicing yoga. They included 23 basic, 14 medium, 

and 20 advanced poses during the month. Their account was, by far, the most accessible 

to an average body. They also include people of all sizes practicing yoga. 

A photo by Naya Rappaport assures us that we should “Focus on the simple 

postures.... they are the building blocks for the complex asanas!!”327 The complication is 

that she is in side lunge (Skandasana) pose with both heels on the floor and her knee fully 

flexed. While I would classify this pose as medium, rather than advanced, it shows that 

the Instagram community is often out of touch with what a simple pose would be. 

While I initially chose to classify the poses as basic, medium and difficult, it 

became clear that an even more advanced classification would have been helpful. Many 

of the posts on the mens_yoga curated account, practically all posts on Dylan Werner’s 
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account, and the majority of posts by Finlay Wilson are exceptionally difficult. Werner is 

the most followed male yoga Instagrammer and Wilson was included because he is a gay 

yoga teacher in Scotland with close to 50,000 followers. Wilson’s posts focus on 

flexibility of his hips and shoulders that allow him to contort his body. He is also strong 

enough to combine this so that he can demonstrate a pose with his feet behind his head 

while balanced on his arms. Werner pushes the envelope with one-handed arm balances, 

sometimes precariously balanced on the side of a cliff or while balancing on a tree limb. 

These men make the phrase “real men do yoga” mean that “real men” are exceptionally 

strong and fearless. While most of the women practice arm balances and many are 

exceptionally strong – a one-handed arm balance (particularly while balanced on an 

object) is not common in the yoga Instagram world for women. 

The curated account, YogaPractice, also includes many exceptionally difficult 

poses, by both men and women. These posts include poses with feet fully on top of the 

head in backbends or full splits that hyperextend the knee. They include poses with both 

feet behind the head in an arm balance and wheel pose variations where the hands touch 

the feet. Whether they are genetically built this way or if they are creating injury by going 

deep into the pose, they are pushing their bodies in ways that are beyond most humans’ 

ability.  

There are many studies that show how looking at magazines affect body 

satisfaction328 which would likely yield comparable results if the researchers substituted 

these Instagram accounts. Both present a very narrow idea of beauty that most Americans 

cannot achieve. A yoga teacher offered her perspective on what the reactions might be for 

                                                 
328 Morry & Staska, 2001; Turner et al, 1997 
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followers. She posits that some are truly inspired and “want to do that” which could result 

in either success or potential injury, other might say “that’s not for me” and ignore, and 

still others may feel bad about themselves for not being able to “achieve” the pose. I 

asked her if it was irresponsible, given that some might get hurt. While she would not use 

that word, she noted that it is “not yoga anymore” but instead “acrobatics.”329 

Sexualization of Yoga Bodies 

The sexualization of women’s bodies in marketing is ubiquitous in mass media. 

The female form is exploited to sell products and yoga clothing is no exception. Even so, 

this idea becomes controversial when it is applied to social media posts. After all, the 

image we see is often self-shot and self-curated. People choose to post photos of 

themselves which contain nudity or use angles that are deliberately suggestive and use 

hashtags like #crazysexyyoga. Often when I am on Instagram studying yoga posts: 

people near me avert their eyes because so many of the posts are hypersexualized.330 

As Orenstein discusses in Girls & Sex, this is a complicated area to navigate. In 

some ways, this is the byproduct of a society that is obsessed with hypersexual content 

and it is as exploitative as marketing companies that take the photos. For others, it is the 

ultimate in self-empowerment and reclaiming sexuality.331 Instagrammers choose to post 

photos of their own bodies online and decide what to post and to what audience. They 

take ownership of their own body and proudly boast of not using filters to enhance the 

image. Half-naked or fully naked shots help them through body image struggles. If they 

                                                 
329 via email 11/12/16 
330 The pornography site “Girls in Yoga Pants” plays into this fetish by posting photos taken on 

the street without the wearer’s permission or using selfies taken from social media sites. 
331 Orenstein, 2016 
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are posting what will get them the most engagement (like and comments), their audience 

is controlling them to some extent. If a company is paying them based on numbers of 

likes and followers, they are certainly being manipulated into posting the images that will 

propel them into yoga celebrity status.  

I was standing on an overcrowded bus one day with dozens of teenagers who 

were headed to school. A young man was standing next to me in such a way that my 

direct line of vision was on his phone. He was on Instagram and scrolling quickly through 

dozens of photos of people he was following. He would pause for a half second, double 

tap to like a photo and then move on. He came upon a photo of a woman in a bikini in a 

yoga pose and paused a bit longer; he smiled to himself and then went back to scrolling. I 

wondered about the woman in that Instagram shot. No doubt she was happy to have 

hundreds if not thousands of followers and she had clearly spent a lot of time working on 

her body and wanted others to appreciate it. But, was this her intended audience? Is that 

“making it” in yoga social media? To be the object of desire for a teenage boy heading to 

school? Has this become the point of practicing yoga? 

The people I have interviewed who post photos of themselves or follow others on 

Instagram genuinely see it as a source of inspiration to their practice. Watching a short 

video of someone working towards press handstand or moving into a yoga pose that is 

not normally taught gives them something to work toward in their own practice. 

However, when yoga celebrities have hundreds of thousands of followers, only a tiny 

minority will ever be able to get anywhere near those poses. When the celebrities post, it 

seems unlikely that the motivation is to inspire people to practice as much as promote 

their own yoga prowess and attract user engagement. I find it difficult to believe that a 
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yoga teacher who posts a naked photograph of himself in handstand is simply remarking 

on the form of the human body and not trying to increase his followership. That these 

posts often get twice as many likes as other posts encourages more of the same posts.  

Instagram does have user guidelines and posts can be reported if followers 

complain. Take Brittany Danielle, who posted a yoga photo where she is completely 

naked and covered in paint. A user reported it and it was removed for not following 

community guidelines. She reposted the image, but not before she ranted about the 

censorship of the photo. She noted in her comments: 

In what world do we live in where someone freaks out over a side shot of a body 

covered in paint? Heaven forbid someone see a nipple covered in paint. I'm over 

men and sadly even some women sexualizing everything! – crazycurvy_yoga332 

The image is no more sexualized than the posts that use the hashtag #bikiniyoga but 

because her nipple was clearly bare (albeit covered by body paint) the photo was taken 

down. She reposted it with strategic photoshopping but that too has been removed.  

The accounts run by individual yoga celebrities all posted photos of themselves 

either in bathing suits or completely naked. Most of the additional accounts I studied did 

as well. Bikini yoga photos have become common enough that Sjana Elise Earp posted a 

video on her YouTube channel instructing her followers how to shave pubic hair. She 

wanted them to be able to avoid bumps and hair that might ruin their yoga photos. 

Nude_yogagirl, who posts anonymously, celebrated reaching 500,000 in less than one 

year. She is completely naked in every post and her prints are for sale on her website. 

Many of the comments are affirmative and celebrate the post. Other comments are more 
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vulgar. At times, commenters say something along the lines of “you’re cute” but often 

they are more explicit with what they are thinking. Instagrammers vary in their responses 

but mostly just ignore obscene remarks. 

A video posted on the curated “yoga” Instagram account opens with a young 

woman, wearing a thong bikini, who is seated in a straddle position and folding forward. 

A young man walks up to her, places his hands on her upper thighs and lifts into an arm 

balancing posture. Next, we see this same sequence again, but from behind. Her pink 

bikini bottom covers very little of her toned rear end and the young man looks knowingly 

at the camera before looking back at her rear end and approaching her. He then fakes 

falling so that his body covers her. Next, the video cuts to her in a full backbend. He is 

balanced in handstand on top of her with his hands gripping her hips. Next, the video 

fades to him holding on to her torso (she is still in full backbend) while doing modified 

pullups. The caption to the video: “Some creative calisthenics and yoga � tag a friend 

you want to try with!” Usher’s “No Limit” plays in the background: the song is about a 

man trying to get a stranger to have a sexual relationship with him. The video garnered 

over 89,000 views. 333 

The video focuses on two things. The first is the strength. He can balance his full 

weight on his hands in crow (Bakasana) and handstand (Adho Mukha Vrikshasana) in 

addition to pullups with his entire body extended horizontally. The second focus is 

edgier. Clearly her attire combined with his knowing look at the camera and the lyrics of 

the song indicates that she is an object of sexual desire. She becomes a prop for his 

displays of strength. While this does challenge the notion that women are not allowed to 

                                                 
333 https://www.instagram.com/p/BM60m7ODiFE/ 
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be the base (lifter) in Acro-yoga, the vibe of this video does not focus on female strength. 

She can support his body weight while in full wheel pose (Urdhva Dhanurasana) and is 

flexible enough to fold all the way forward in a straddle pose (Prasarita Padottanasana) 

but her ability is not the focus of the video. While he looks at the camera several times 

and we see his face, she never looks at the camera and her sunglasses obscure her 

identity. Berger’s Ways of Seeing offers insight into this video. The woman is an object: 

the man is “surveying” her before deciding how to act. Because she appears to be a 

“prop” for him, he treats her as such.334 

In another post, a woman stands on the beach with her back to the camera, the sun 

rising in front of her. Clouds cover much of the sky and the sea is rough, water moving 

over the rocks. The color scheme is drab – mostly grey despite the bright white of the 

rising sun. She has her arms raised, with her thumbs and forefinger pressed together to 

create gyana mudra – the “mudra of knowledge.” She wears a backward baseball cap 

over her long, straight hair, a sweatshirt and a bikini bottom. Its fabric covers less than 

half of her toned rear-end. The caption reads, "Nothing can dim the light that shines from 

within."335 The picture is an advertisement for the cap, which reads “Spiritual Gangster” 

in a script font. This woman is a prop: both for the cap and for the gaze of the viewer. Her 

value is in the nudity of her mostly bare rear-end. Whether these images were taken by 

women or not, Mulvey would argue that they are depicting the world for male 

pleasure.336 

                                                 
334 Berger, 1972, p. 46 
335 https://www.instagram.com/p/BMxsox7hUEV/ 
336 Mulvey, 1989 [1975] 
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Mixed Messages in Yogagrams 

Given the findings above about advanced physical poses, it is surprising to find 

that many of the messages about yoga on Instagram greatly contradict what takes place 

on Instagram. While much of the contradiction takes place across posts or even across 

accounts, it sometimes takes place in the very same post. While the first example is not 

from my dataset, it is a good example of how poses contradict themselves. Kathryn Budig 

posts a photo where she is balancing handstand with her knees tucked into her chest 

(Adho Mukha Vrksasana preparation). The text on the photo reads, “Everyone starts off 

as a beginner. There’s no rush. Build something that is solid and real instead of fast and 

shiny.”337 This pose is advanced. It is doable but takes time and effort and is likely not 

something most students would be able to do in their first year of yoga if at all. Yet it is 

accompanied by text that is aimed at beginners. Furthermore, the quote deliberately 

denigrates things that are “fast and shiny,” yet her pose and her outfit are more “fast and 

shiny” than “solid and real.” Not only is she pushing pithy popular philosophy that 

prioritizes things that are “real,” but she is countering her own message with her photo 

choice. This post has over 2,000 likes. One user commented, “ahahahha omg me in 20 

years.” The comment says it clearly: this pose is not about embracing being a beginner in 

asana but about posting something that is unachievable by all but a select few. 

Riva Gdanski, who specializes in online marketing that features thin women in 

revealing clothing in nearly impossible yoga poses, posted an internet meme with the 

following text:  

                                                 
337 https://www.instagram.com/p/0LflgwvpHv/ 
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In case you forgot to remind yourself this morning…your butt is perfect. Your 

smile lights up the room. Your mind is insanely cool. You are way more than 

enough. And you are doing an amazing job at life. [unattributed]338 

If her followers believed this, they would not buy the anti-aging cream she sells on her 

Instagram feed. Her business structure is centered around presenting images that make 

women feel bad about their bodies.339 She later posts a photo of herself and 

nude_yogagirl in handstands. They are clad in all-white crop tops which reveal visible 

ribs slender waists. Their skin is flawless and their long, blonde hair stretches towards the 

floor. The caption:  

‘If all girls were taught how to love each other fiercely instead of how to compete 

with each other and hate their own bodies, what a different and beautiful world 

we would live in.’- Nikita Gill340 

These two women are yoga models. Gdanski models in yoga magazines and 

Nude_yogagirl sells prints of herself online. They present an image of yoga that is not 

only centered around an unattainable feminine body ideal, but largely pose in photos that 

require strength and flexibility that is outside of what a normal body can do. It is 

contradictory for them to sell an unattainable image of yoga and then comment that the 

world would be a beautiful place if that were not happening.  

 Around the same time, Nude_yogagirl posted a photo of herself balanced in 

handstand split completely naked. In the caption, she writes:  

                                                 
338 https://www.instagram.com/p/BMg30Q2Auit/ 
339 Dittmar & Howard, 2004; Berger, 1972 
340 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNYSHxLhjfj/ 
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I don't know if you agree but I think our society mostly expects girls to look good, 

not make big things... In the last few days I have been thinking about the different 

style of compliments and comments. I have noticed that the comments which 

include something nice of my personality or what I've done mean much more to 

me than comments about how I look.341 

This is a woman who posts anonymously and does not allow her face to be in any of the 

shots. Followers have no idea where she lives or what she does other than yoga. The only 

thing we know about her is what her body looks like so it is unclear how a follower 

would comment on her personality or her accomplishments. This caption shows that she 

wants to be recognized for something other than her looks, but her nudity is what she 

offers on her Instagram account. As Berger explains, “To be nude is to be seen naked by 

others and yet not recognized for oneself.”342 By concealing her identity and presenting 

herself as “nude” she has placed her body as an object for display and yet complains 

when people do not recognize her as a person. 

 I found other contradictions that focused on selling items while eschewing 

consumerism. Elephant Journal is a good example of this. The entire month was 

dedicated to selling a book written by founder Waylon Lewis by posting dozens of 

internet memes that quoted from the book.  They also spent time promoting their ethical 

gift guide that lists products from sustainable, ethical, small businesses. In the few posts 

that were not selling something, the account pushed veganism and Buddhism. Like Yoga 

Journal, Elephant Journal promotes a physical practice based in Hinduism but promotes 

                                                 
341 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNcTZBfA2Vs/ 
342 Berger, 1972 p. 54 
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a mostly Buddhist outlook. They quote spiritual leaders such as Pema Chodron, Thich 

Nhat Hahn, and Trungpa Rinpoche. They promote anti-consumerism while selling 

products. They were not the only ones – Yoga Journal encouraged followers to not spend 

money on Black Friday and instead #OptForOm. In the same post, they promoted paid 

events and products.343 

Hashtags can also be misleading. Many hashtag movements start out with the 

intention of subverting the norm, but are quickly taken over by people posting the same 

advanced yoga selfies. This happened to #realyogateachers which was launched as way 

to highlight the less romantic side of being a yoga teacher. While it still is used with the 

original intention in mind, it also gets a lot of advanced yoga selfies. A moderately 

popular hashtag #yogacommunity is another example. It has been used nearly 300,000 

times, but most of the posts include only one person and not a yoga community. The 

#yogaforeveryone and #yogaforall hashtags imply poses that anyone could practice, but it 

is instead mostly photos of thin, young, white women in advanced poses. It would be a 

letdown if a user searched for that hashtag expecting to find people of all abilities and 

ages portrayed, and instead found young, fit people in advanced poses. I wonder what 

goes through the mind of a person who finds it appropriate to use the hashtag #yogaforall 

when posting a yoga pose that would be unsafe for a general audience.  

Race, Gender, and Hegemony 

Yoga was started in India and practiced almost exclusively by Indian men when 

the physical practice was first being codified. Krishnamacharya refused to teach women, 

though he would allow Western men in his classes. In 1938, he finally allowed Indra 

                                                 
343 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNZ6p25gLKD/ 
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Devi to practice.344 Devi (née Eugenie V. Peterson) was born in Latvia and very likely 

the first white woman to practice physical yoga. Krishnamacharya then sent her around 

the world to teach yoga. 345 Eighty years later, white women dominate the yoga landscape 

in the United States. They also dominate Instagram followership. These women are not 

just white, they are also thin, tanned, and gender normative. All ten women in the top 

twenty individual Instagram accounts are women with long hair and all but three are 

blonde – a hair color that is associated with femininity and beauty.346 They wear jewelry, 

makeup and bikinis and the ones that have children stress the importance of being a 

mother. Of the ones that post about their relationships, all are in heterosexual 

relationships. Their hegemonic femininity is an important part of their online presence. 

It would be absurd to tag a post with #whitewomendoyoga because white women 

practicing yoga pervades American culture – they dominate both advertising and social 

media when it comes to images of people in yoga poses. Instead, non-dominant hashtags 

such as #realmendoyoga and #blackpeopledoyoga are meaningful in our current yoga 

society. People of all genders, races, sizes and ages practice yoga, but the images we have 

of those people are few and far between. The hashtags, at minimum, are a way to 

specifically target populations that the Instagrammer hopes to engage. They provide a 

counter to the dominant discourses that focus yoga around young white women. The 

#realmendoyoga hashtag takes that a step further by adding the world “real.” There is a 

not unpopular stereotype that has surfaced in my research (movies, television, interviews) 

which implies that yoga is for weak people or that only gay men practice yoga. It is 

                                                 
344 Goldberg, 2015 
345 Yoga Journal, 2016 
346 Pitman, 2008 
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generally dispelled once a person practices yoga (as we see in the episode of Dharma & 

Greg where Greg tries Dharma’s class), but to say that “real men” practice yoga is to say 

that cis-gendered, heterosexual men can practice yoga without it being emasculating. 

This is likely the reason that Werner’s Instagram is popular – his body build and the clear 

strength makes yoga acceptable for men. Additionally, this hashtag is limiting for men 

who do not have Werner’s upper body strength since it implies they are not “real men.” 

The reason I chose several more accounts to add to the dataset is that I wanted to 

see what the top Instagrammers who are not white women do with their Instagram 

accounts. Not surprisingly, it is not remarkably different. I found only a handful of 

women of color have reached 125,000-300,000 followers but for each one of these 

accounts, there are at least two thin white women with similar followership. Women of 

color also post pictures of themselves in advanced poses while wearing a bikini in a 

beautiful, natural background. They advertise for yoga clothing companies and related 

products and with one exception, they focus on presenting hegemonic femininity in each 

of their posts. This is the power of hegemony – whether the posters are conscious of this 

or not, they align themselves with companies and those companies push a certain image 

of yoga. 

The company accounts and the curated accounts are more racially diverse in their 

posting. They appear to be aware that yoga is dominated by white women and seek out 

models or yoga celebrities that outside of that norm. Still, white women dominate in 

number: companies only include a handful of men or people of color as what has been 

called “window-dressing diversity” or tokenism. Yoga culture seems to be aware of the 

problems of representation in yoga, but the disparity only seems to grow with the 
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increase in social media usage. Elephant Journal was the one company that did not 

attempt to display diversity, but they rarely post images of people. They dedicated much 

of the month to promoting heteronormativity with a book written by the founder which 

refers to his female lover as a “princess” and discusses chivalry. 

Politics 

The timing of my data corresponded with the 2016 election in the United States 

and the protests of the Dakota access pipeline. Most of the yoga celebrities avoided both 

topics completely and simply focused on yoga photos. Others posted but were 

circumspect, posting about equality for all or asking their followers to get educated about 

climate change. A few simply reminded people to vote. Still others took on the election 

directly. One yoga celebrity posted in favor of Clinton and four others were anti-Trump. 

Elephant Journal was the most vocal about the election both before and after. They 

called for a bipartisan response but angry commenters quickly pointed out that the author 

had a strong liberal slant.  

While most posts did generate a similar number of likes than non-political posts, 

they did also bring some ire. Often these negative commenters were quickly called out by 

other followers; they argued the author should be allowed to talk about politics on social 

media if they choose. While it is possible that many people passively unfollowed because 

they were offended, the interactive community largely was okay with anti-Trump 

sentiment. I even started to recognize some of the pro-Trump commenters – they posted 

negative comments about Clinton on several yoga celebrity posts and those same user 

names were used to post anti-Clinton comments on sites unrelated to yoga. 
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A few well-known yogis, specifically Kino MacGregor and Kerri Verna347 

decided to take up the cause of climate change. While they had some pushback, the 

comments were mostly positive or even a push for further conservation efforts. One 

commenter chastised MacGregor for using plastic water bottles and coffee cups while 

promoting conservation. While it was far from universal, climate change appears to be an 

issue that most yoga Instagrammers can get behind. This is not at all surprising, given 

that 100% of the accounts I studied posted at least one picture outdoors in a nature 

setting. Whether it was a beach, a forest, or a desert, the need to post a photo in the great 

outdoors was apparent. This aligns with Yoga Journal’s assumption that their readers 

identify as environmentalist that we saw earlier. 

Six of the individuals posted in favor of the Standing Rock tribe. They used the 

#nodapl hashtag and posted in solidarity. Yoga Journal reposted a post by Amy Ippoliti 

who was donating to the tribe asked followers to use the hashtag 

#yogisstandwithstandingrock.348 In the same post, they promoted the Yoga Journal LIVE 

events. The hashtag was used minimally but in each instance, it was used to promote a 

teacher or an online class. One company that does not have enough followers to be in the 

dataset used the #nodapl and #waterislife hashtags while promoting a pair of pants. Not 

surprisingly, there was not a single post about Syria during this month, despite it being in 

the news almost daily. In general, yoga celebrities avoided anything that might be 

considered confrontational or make their followers uncomfortable. In the promotional, 

commercialized environment of yoga on Instagram, posters err on the side of caution and 

                                                 
347 Both celebrities also posted about the Women’s March in January of 2017 – arguing that it was 

not about politics but about women’s rights. 
348 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNP3dYNA8mV/ 
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only get involved in political discussion when they are sure it will not make them lose too 

many followers.  

Online Psychotherapy 

Many yoga celebrities used their platform to work through emotions they are 

having. Whether they are writing about love, heartbreak, parenting, or road rage, they put 

out musings online and ask followers questions. Generally, comments are supportive and 

ones that are not supportive are often called out by further comments as unhelpful or 

uncaring. For example, TJ Harkness posted a photo of himself holding a dessert and the 

comment:  

To Mr. Callahan in the 8th grade who said that I would never amount to 

anything... guess who just made a pumpkin cheesecake, bruh?349 

Many comments criticized the teacher or assured Harkness that he was loved by his 

followers. One commenter decided it was a cry for validation and decided to 

psychoanalyze the intent of the post: 

I had a similar experience with a teacher, and guidance counselor! Amazing how 

years later we still hear that criticism. Way to prove him wrong.350 

The post could have easily been read as a joke – we are not even sure Mr. Callahan exists 

and certainly making a pumpkin cheesecake is not evidence of having made it in the 

world. Between the comments that tried to elevate Harkness and critique the teacher and 

the psychoanalysis, it was clear that the people following Harkness saw his post as him 

needing support. 

                                                 
349 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNKP__YAhFO/ 
350 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNKP__YAhFO/ 
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 Kerri Verna posted about her struggles with upcoming December holidays and 

proceeded to explain that her husband had earned his eight-year sobriety chip that day. 

She spoke about the struggle with addiction as a “family disease” and talked about how 

much she had learned to “surrender” in the past eight years. She then tagged his 

Instagram account @inlovewithbeachyogagirl. While a few comments focused on 

congratulating her husband, most talked about what an inspiration she was. Many people 

shared either their own struggles with addiction or a family member’s. Earlier in the 

month she shared that she was going through some personal struggles and her followers 

commented with encouragement. Twice that month she posted that she struggled with the 

threats she had received on Instagram and while she loved the positive comments, she 

considered leaving due to the negative ones. She is not the only one: Finlay Wilson 

posted about his previous life as a heavy drinker and suicide attempt.351 

 While this was not the most pervasive trend, it certainly is one that makes its way 

into social media. Much of the fat positive Instagrammers are followed by people who 

focus almost exclusively on telling the posters how beautiful they, or their clothes are. 

That is also not limited to Instagram. I read Facebook posts and tweets and watched 

YouTube videos about breakups, the joys of childbirth and the death of close friends. 

These celebrities live their lives on camera and share intimate details with hundreds of 

thousands of followers.  

Comparing Yoga to Martial Arts 

As a comparison, I looked at the closest approximation on Instagram I could find: 

Karate, Judo, Jiu Jitsu, Kung Fu, and the more generic “martial arts.” These practices 

                                                 
351 https://www.instagram.com/p/BMXGa9hAGg3/ 
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combine movement and breath with philosophy or religion and adherents see these 

traditions as the way to link mind, body and spirit and ultimately as a way of life. These 

traditions are a close equivalent to the physical practice of yoga. The most popular 

tradition on Instagram is #bjj (Brazilian Jiu Jitsu) with 4.9 million imprints and #jiujitsu 

with 3.9 million; next is #martialarts with 1.9 million. Surprisingly #karate only has a 

paltry 1.6 million imprints despite being three times as popular in Google search terms 

than Jiu Jitsu. #Taekwondo has 1.6 million, #Judo has nearly 1.2 million, and #kungfu 

comes in at 670,000 results. 

Clearly these practices are not as popular on social media as yoga, which also 

means there are fewer posts that have no relation whatsoever to the topic. The people 

who actively post about martial arts seem to be more selective about what they tag. There 

are few “lifestyle” photos; the images are mostly people actively engaging in the practice 

or posing for pictures after or before a match. The few posts that had nothing to do with 

these systems were clearly posted by fitness centers and the hashtag was just part of a 

lengthy list of classes they were promoting that day. Mostly, they do not tag athletic wear 

brands or companies, though a few celebrity figures are starting to promote martial arts 

clothing on Instagram. The most followed Instagram celebrities appear to be people who 

have had success in competition – in other words, they are successful offline before they 

are known on Instagram. Martial arts posts are dominated by young men, but the people 

depicted are quite diverse in terms of race. 

The hashtags #martialartslife and #bjjlifestyle seemed promising to explore 

products and lifestyle content that correlate well with martial arts. Despite its promising 

name, it was mostly more photos of people engaging in martial arts with some anime 
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thrown in for inspiration. The only consistent product that appeared with regularity was 

whey protein and no brand was promoted. #TaiChi was a bit different from the other 

martial arts. It is tiny: instances barely top 150,000, but many photos were largely 

unrelated to the practice and several yoga photos made their way in. It seems that a few 

yoga studios are now offering Tai Chi classes and students are starting to confuse the two 

systems. Comparing martial arts and yoga on Instagram was further verification that yoga 

on Instagram pushes the boundaries of meaning in a way that other energy practices do 

not. 

Pushing the Boundaries in Yoga Posts 

The data was deliberately weighted towards those who had built celebrity status 

through social media to look at popular ways to depict yoga. By choosing to follow these 

types of celebrities, followers are buying in to a version of yoga that is focused on yoga 

products, optimism, physically advanced poses, and a tendency towards online pop 

psychology. Especially in comparison to martial arts, it is clear that yoga celebrities 

engage in all of the above to develop a following. There is very little diversity in the 

types of people who attract a large following, though there are a few notable exceptions.  

In addition to my dataset, I have followed several yoga teachers and companies 

for several years and have noticed a few hashtag trends that have been met with varying 

degrees of success. Some Instagrammers use playful hashtags that reflect their own 

interests as related to yoga – combining other interests such as dance, rock climbing, or 

travel. Other trends take some unpacking, such as coupling yoga with words that denote 

criminality, use yoga to promote body acceptance, or use yoga to appropriate other 

cultures. 
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While many hashtags are meant to be playful, there is content that pushes the 

definition of yoga further afield. For example, a woman posted a photo of herself perched 

on a ledge in the arm balance side crow pose. The caption: “badass yogi.” There is no 

doubt this is a physically difficult pose and to add in the extra effect of height makes it 

alarming, but badass? While this term has certainly undergone a shift in recent years, the 

idea that a word meaning “intimidating person” is being linked to yoga starts to shape 

and shift the cultural definition of both the word yoga and the word badass. This, 

however, is relatively benign compared to the more ubiquitous #spiritualgangster 352 or 

#thugyoga. Thug is the term Obama was criticized for using when referring to rioters in 

Baltimore due to its racist and classist implications.353 It is most often used to marginalize 

black and Latino youth. While these youths take it on themselves in artistic self-

expression, it is an odd cultural phenomenon to see a mostly upper-class, mostly white 

group embrace the term as a fashionable.354 Another trend, #gangstayoga is a collection 

of mostly thin white women who post internet memes like, “I’m that chick who listens to 

gangsta rap on the way to the farmers market after yoga.” This simultaneously 

appropriates “gangsta rap” and sets up rap music as antithetical to yoga. 

 Then there are the set of hashtags: #yogaaddict, #yogaholic, #meditationaddict, 

and #spiritjunkie which have joined the yoga lexicon. #Yogaaddict is nearing a million 

uses on Instagram alone. Other hashtags include, “#feeltheyogahigh, #yogajunkie, 

#yogadealer, and #yogahigh. Yoga is touted as a method to recover from addiction – 

                                                 
352 Spiritual Gangster is also a brand name for a yoga company promoted primarily online. 
353 Levs, 2015 
354 Thug Yoga is also the name of a yoga studio in Aspen and a line of yoga clothing. I assume 

that most of the people who use the term do not know that the word thug comes from the Sanskit word for 
thief and that it was applied to a group of assassins in India who strangled their victims.  
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whether from substance abuse or eating disorders, so using the term “addict” or “junkie” 

is insensitive at best. For the people who practice yoga in a religiously meaningful way to 

have yoga, even asana, associated with behavioral addiction could be considered 

offensive. Lastly, like ‘thug yoga’ and ‘spiritual gangster,’ it underscores the privilege 

these users enjoy because they post knowing that their audience makes assumptions the 

Instagrammers are not actually addicts or in recovery from addiction.355  

There are also those that blend in unrelated cultures while posting yoga photos. 

This globalization is what York criticizes when discussing syncretism.356 Social media 

compounds this by speeding up the process by which this occurs. With enough data, it 

might be possible to watch this unfold, but I hypothesize that the way this occurs is as 

follows. People who practice yoga tend to follow yoga celebrities on social media. Those 

celebrities post photos and it becomes normalized in the yoga world. For example, a 

product such as “tribal body markers” (used to create patterns on skin that combine 

“Hebrew calligraphy and Tribal body markings”357) misappropriate designs from other 

cultures as “body art.” The practice of taking a yoga photo of a historical site like Machu 

Picchu became so popular on social media that even the most selfie-obsessed 

Instagrammers make fun of the cliché or post the photos “ironically.”358 

It is by no means exclusive to social media. Steven Bradley, also known as “DJ 

Drez” is very popular in the yoga world. He says of his work, “I play a lot of sacred, 

indigenous music and classical Indian music. My stuff will be kind of hip-hop, dubstep 

                                                 
355 There are people who compulsively practice yoga to the detriment of their personal life which 

is associated with a behavioral addiction, though not yet clinically recognized. 
356 York, 2001, pp. 363-367 
357 Tribal Markers, 2016 
358 My dissertation adviser proudly posted a photo of himself in tree pose during his walk on El 

Camino de Santiago on social media for my dissertation.  
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influenced, but all very kind of world music.”359 Several yoga clothing companies 

incorporate designs they tout as “aboriginal,” “Native American,” or “indigenous.” As 

can be expected in current-day United States, hip-hop culture is also appropriated through 

fashion, music and language. In both New York and LA, y7 studio promotes themselves 

as ‘the original hip-hop studio’ where you can pay $25 per class to listen to hip-hop 

music while you practice yoga with a roster of teachers who appear to be mostly white 

women. Hashtags like #hiphopyoga and #namasdrake superimpose yoga related 

advertising onto pictures of black male rappers to promote yoga classes. The image of 

yoga has taken on a “global” quality as it has been subjected to colonial forces that 

impose an “anything goes” mentality to the practice.  

Yoga for All 

There are trends that happen on social media that work to push back against 

hegemonic discourses by exposing followers to images they may not have seen before. 

For example, a small movement is happening in acro-yoga. This form of yoga is partner 

based and often involves one person “flying” another person in a pose, using principles 

from acrobatics. The “base” uses their hands and/or feet to fully supports the weight of 

the “flier” in poses. The universe of photos on Instagram is heavily biased towards either 

men basing and women flying360 or in same gender partnerships, the heavier person bases 

and the lighter person flies. From this, you might assume that in a male-female 

partnership, the male bases and the female flies or that only thin people can fly. 

                                                 
359 Rilling, 2009 
360 Similar to how we more often see men lifting women in figure skating. 
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This reinforces the idea that men are bigger and stronger and women are lighter 

and weaker and that heavier people cannot be supported by lighter ones. It limits the 

possibilities of this form of yoga. Physiologically speaking, lighter people certainly can 

base and heavier people can fly.361 It takes strength, balance and concentration which 

many believe is the point of Acro-yoga. Anecdotally, interviewees have told me about 

taking classes were men refuse to be flown by women and larger-bodied people refuse to 

fly in general, thus the images that people see do affect their behavior in class. Social 

media can also challenge these images with counterexamples that challenge body type 

and gender roles in Acro-yoga. The hashtag #ladybase is gaining popularity, though it is 

mostly women being the base to other women. 

Body type is another way in which yoga on social media is garnering some 

attention. There are teachers and students who deliberately post photos of people who are 

of average or above average weight with hashtags like #bodypositivity, #yogaforall, 

#fatyoga, #curvyyoga and more. While posts get a few negative comments, followers are 

largely positive and supportive – at times so supportive it indicates that commenters are 

surprised larger size can hold advanced yoga poses. 

It All Comes Back to the Yoga Gear 

Internet sensation, JP Sears, has created a YouTube channel that pokes fun at the 

absurdity of social media and new age culture by creating a character who is an “ultra-

spiritual” new age guide. He takes on topics like gluten intolerance, yoga and 

vegetarianism. His video entitled, “How to Take Photos for Instagram” features his 

character dressed in very tight, purple, leopard print pants, a long mala, and a gauzy 

                                                 
361 See Valerie Sagun flying at https://www.instagram.com/p/9jr6QOumT1/ 
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headband. He explains the importance of yoga photography with such gems as: “The 

three most important things in my life are god, my family and my Instagram account,” 

“There’s nothing more relaxing than doing yoga on a jagged rock in a dangerous 

location” and “Nature by itself is mundane and incomplete […] my poses transform 

nature into a miraculous spectacle.” This video has over half a million views on YouTube 

and over 7 million views on Facebook. His satirical analysis of how yoga practitioners 

and teachers use Instagram is both humorous and all too accurate, perhaps because Sears 

owns an “emotional healing” business where he serves as an actual life coach. 

However, he recently partnered with the company “Bad Yogi” which produces 

videos, t-shirts and guides like “11 Badass Exercises to Help You Stick Your 

Handstand.” Bad Yogi assures us they are “redefining yoga culture, one Bad Yogi at a 

time” and trying to get rid of “snobbery” and “pretense” in yoga. That may be their 

mission but their Instagram feed and website features a thin, white woman, dressed in 

typical yoga clothing practicing challenging yoga poses. Nothing, other than the words 

“bad yogi,” deviates from a typical Instagram feed. A few people pointed out the irony on 

Sears’ Facebook feed but received no answer. More comments centered on how much 

they wanted to buy what he wore in the advertisement: a purple shirt which featured the 

Sanskrit symbol for om and the play on words, “Spiritual as Hell.”  

There are projects, such as a website called “TheImageofYoga.com” and related 

hashtag #theimageofyoga, whose mission it is “to remind the world that Yoga is a 

practice that is accessible to everyone—every age, shape, size and ethnicity.” It seems 

like a reasonable idea.  A photographer attempts to broaden the image of yoga. To 

support the project, he worked in tandem with the clothing and yoga accessory company, 
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Gaiam and this partnership influenced his work. With a few exceptions, participants are 

clothed in branded yoga pants and most photos include yoga props – mats, blocks and 

bolsters. This reifies the image of yoga that insists participants must consume something 

to participate. Like the Dove commercials that focus on body diversity, this website sells 

products and a lifestyle by using body, age, and ethnic diversity. Is it better than the sites 

that only represent thin, white, women? Yes, but it stills makes consumption a glaringly 

large part of the yoga image.  

Secondly, this campaign falls into another pattern of yoga photos, which is 

depicting people in poses they can do quite well. With one exception (a man in a 

wheelchair with his hands overhead in what would not be recognized as “yoga” outside 

of this site), the photos have people in poses that are more advanced than an average 

American could reasonably do. While I believe the creator of this site is trying to be a 

good steward of yoga, it further highlights that the meaning of yoga is centered around 

poses and that the only poses welcome on social media are ones where the participant has 

“mastered” the pose. 

There are many that are working to challenge the dominant image on social media 

but they fall into the same consumption-oriented cycle. For instance, plus size yogi, 

Brittany Danielle posted a photo of herself in an advanced partridge pose 

(Kapinjalasana) and included the caption: “Keep reaching out because you may help pull 

someone out of darkness and guide them into the light.” The first comment was: “your 

(sic) amazing.” The next four comments: “Loving those pants!!” “Those pants?????!!!” 

“These pants of yours though” and “Yes, where did you get your pants? They are 

beautiful :).” The author quickly responded by linking to the Instagram account of the 
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company where she found the pants. Even when she does not specifically link to a 

company in her posts, her followers demand it. Similarly, Valerie Sagun posted a picture 

of her speaking at a panel about yoga. The only four comments were: “Those leggings 

tho [heart emoji],” “Yeah those leggings,” “Love those leggings!”, and “Where are those 

leggings from @biggalyoga ?!? Gorgeous.”  

 Jessamyn Stanley is black, queer, and a fat-positive yoga instructor. She posts 

about her life and is unapologetic in her language, often using profanity. In interviews, 

she speaks of being surrounded by skinny women in her teacher training and by teachers 

who assume she is a beginner the minute she walks into a class.362 A post about the 

election results that called out “liberal white tears” received over 10,000 likes and a video 

that ranted about the inability to find clothing in Singapore was viewed over a million 

times. She is in the best position, given her popularity, to comment on the hegemonic 

discourses in yoga that focus on whiteness, cis-genderism, heteronormativity, and 

thinness. Yet, in almost every post, including her rant about the election and racism in the 

United States, she links to a product or brand.363 Perhaps this is deliberate: she recognizes 

that this is a way to amplify her message and even push these companies to diversify their 

image. Or perhaps it is another sign that consumption permeates social media and yoga. 

The men on Instagram also link to clothing companies and point out that it is not 

as easy for men to find yoga clothing as women. Many major yoga companies responded 

and lululemon even launched a separate Instagram account geared towards men. But as 

                                                 
362 Rinkunas, 2015 
363 She links to yoga clothing and products, but also to brands like Kotex. Recently she began to 

use #ad due to the Federal Trade Commission’s push for more transparency on social media. 
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one commenter noted sarcastically, “black and gray....push that envelope lululemon…”364 

The entire line for 2016 is shades of gray, blue and brown. Not exactly the colorful 

clothing that is offered to women. Some of the male Instagrammers simply buy yoga 

pants meant for women and dub them #meggings; others work with companies to expand 

what is considered acceptable for yoga on social media. 

This demonstrates that even when there are people actively working to change the 

image of yoga on social media – they still default back to consumption and advanced 

poses to “prove” that they are also real yogis. It is not even something they may be aware 

of – yoga is tied into consumption in America. It is also a way for these Instagrammers to 

make money – they are paid by the post to endorse products.365 

Yoga on Social Media Has Taken One Shape 

Kino MacGregor attempts to define yoga in a post one day. Clearly for her it is 

something that can be done on a “mat” – meaning it is a physical practice: 

It's just about getting on your mat every day. No magic trick. No gimmick. No 

false promises. Just the steady, humble path of yoga that slowly, methodically 

transforms every aspect of your life. It's not about the accoutrements of the 

practice, it's not about the right outfit or accessories, it's not about one particular 

body type, it's not about the lingo or the jargon. It's about practice and the 

wisdom of the heart that comes from years of dedication.366 

More importantly, however, is that this text accompanies a picture of MacGregor in an 

extremely deep standing forward fold – one that is more body contortion than yoga. She 

                                                 
364 https://www.instagram.com/p/BMUxv20gjot/ 
365 Laurence, 2017 
366 https://www.instagram.com/p/BNSKHudDVVQ/ 
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is wearing yoga shorts and a bra top. While her words explain that yoga is not about 

achieving this pose, her actions and images speak louder. This is in many ways the 

closest definition we have of yoga on Instagram: a thin, toned, white woman contorting 

her body into shapes that are not possible for most people while wearing expensive, 

branded yoga gear on an expensive yoga mat. While it is not the only image of yoga on 

Instagram, it is clearly a dominant one. 

Another way to look at who defines yoga on social media is by looking at who is 

pushing back. There are some people challenging the notion that yoga poses on social 

media need to be advanced with hashtags like #realyoga and #yogaisnotjustasana. These 

movements are miniscule and fail to gain traction or are quickly co-opted by people 

doing advanced asana. It seems that challenging the dominant yoga discourse on social 

media is not all that popular. 

Clearly the definition of yoga that is taking place on Instagram is not the 

definition of yoga in the United States. Only a portion of the people who practice yoga in 

the United States post photos of themselves on Instagram or follow people who do. But it 

is helpful to figure out what yoga means in the context of Instagram if only because it 

may be one of the ways in which the “meaning” of yoga is disseminated to people who 

do not practice. It clearly means more than just asana. It is looking and dressing a certain 

way, eating certain foods and on rare occasions, meditation. It can take on sexual 

undertones or be quite innocent but preference is given to the former in terms of likes and 

comments. It is co-referenced with subjects such as clean diets, pop philosophy and 

travel. It is linked to fitness and thinness through hashtags, apparel, and emphasis on 

looks and ability. We see this demonstrated when we look at yoga through the lens of the 
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media – whether mass media or social media. Their convergence is what lends credibility 

to the idea that yoga has taken on a consistent identity in American culture. 
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CHAPTER 6: Interviews with Yoga Practitioners 

Mass media and social media was a way to find a more generalizable meaning of 

yoga whereas interviews are ways to look at meaning with greater depth. Mass media and 

social media offer one definition of yoga, but it is also important to see how these 

messages affect real people. This chapter will look at the ways people find meaning in the 

practice of yoga. 

The themes that were common to interviewees were like those revealed in mass 

and social media, but there was much more conflict and greater nuance. While yoga 

practice was largely seen as transactional – a commodity rather than a religion – almost 

no one felt that the products that surround yoga were necessary. However, each 

interviewee owned yoga specific clothing and yoga related products and many made the 

case for how these products enhanced their practice and their lives. None of my 

interviewees considered themselves religious and only a few would use the world 

spiritual.  

They noted how yoga affected the rest of their lives: whether food choices or 

friendships or philosophical outlook. There were common values such as 

environmentalism and conscious consumerism, and common social class markers such as 

attainment of higher education, ability to travel internationally, and ability to buy high 

end yoga clothing and products. Their knowledge of yoga beyond asana was limited 

though they could articulate many of the principles of yoga in the way they talked about 

favorite teachers. They held themselves and their teachers to high standards while 

simultaneously explaining these standards were not important to the practice of yoga. 
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Data Collection and Methods 

Over one year, I interviewed 20 people, using a questionnaire as guidance. In the 

interview process, though, I allowed the participant to stray from questions if they 

wished. See appendix A for a list of questions. 

My institution did not allow me to ask for participants over social media. Thus, 

my interviewee set was limited to people that I knew from the yoga studio or people who 

were referred to me by friends. Most interviewees live in a large East Coast city though a 

few lived in other parts of the country, in cities and suburbs. All were currently practicing 

yoga, both in studios and at home. Participants shared very personal details with the 

understanding that I would not release any identifying information about them. In a few 

circumstances, I have changed occupations of interviewees to disguise their identities, 

though race, ethnicity, age range, gender and sexual orientation (when known and 

relevant) has been preserved. 

People Who Practice Yoga 

In 2016, the Yoga Journal and the Yoga Alliance hired IPSOS to conduct a study 

about yoga in America.367 Their sample includes both yogis and non-yogis and was 

conducted online in English. They found, among other things, that 72% of yoga 

practitioners were women. They did not release race or education information about 

participants and gender was reported as a binary. In 2013, an academic survey was done 

of Iyengar yoga practitioners which found that 89.2% were white, 84.2% were female 

and 87.4% were well educated (> bachelor’s degree).368  

                                                 
367 Ipsos Public Affairs, 2016 
368 Ross et al, 2013 
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My interviewee set was somewhat representative of these numbers. Sixteen of the 

twenty participants were white (80%), nineteen had bachelor’s degrees or higher (95%), 

fourteen were female (70%) and one was transgendered. Two were in their sixties, which 

means they were under-sampled and most were in their thirties (65%) so over-sampled. 

Two participants identified as gay (10%), eighteen participants identified as straight. 

Most came from wealthy neighborhoods and many went to elite schools. While the 

composition of yoga is changing and more and more working-class people are interested 

in yoga, yoga still reflects very little diversity in terms of social class. One participant 

said she came from a “solidly blue-collar” background but the rest were middle and 

upper-middle class as evidenced by schools they attended or the profession of their 

parents. 

Interviews were conducted in public locations such as coffee shops and parks. 

They were conversational in tone and most interviews lasted around one hour, though at 

least one interview was nearly three hours in length. All participants were given an 

opportunity to change their mind and ask that their information not be used. For privacy’s 

sake, they did not sign waivers, as that waiver would be the only documentation to link 

them to the interview. Names were not recorded on my notes and all interview notes were 

kept in a secure location. 

The purpose of the interviews was to go into depth with participants about how 

and why they began practicing yoga, what yoga means to them and how they have 

reacted to the mediatization of yoga – both in mass media and social media. Participants 

were not told in advance that the interview would concern yoga and the media, but that it 

would be an interview about why they practice yoga. The participants provided insight 
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into the reasons people begin yoga and how their practice has changed. In addition, many 

offered insights into how and why the culture of yoga has changed over the past few 

decades. The three participants who had been practicing yoga for several decades had a 

lot to say about that change. 

I asked each participant about the types of people who practice yoga. At first, I 

left it open-ended and if they had little to say would ask about demographic information. 

A few people were uneasy to categorize yoga students and this was by far the most 

uncomfortable question for the interviewees.369 They would note that they were not like 

other students because they were much younger or claimed not to know anything about 

the demographics of the studio. The younger the interviewee, the more uncomfortable 

they were with the question. Many interviewees were quick to note that they practiced at 

a studio that was more diverse than normal. This led me to the conclusion that these 

interviewees were aware that yoga is considered to attract a less diverse audience than 

other activities which was viewed as negative. They had a tough time admitting that the 

practice caters to a homogeneous population. 

Others were more candid. They noted that students tended to be white, female and 

if they had to guess, they would say that everyone has a college degree. They noted that 

people tended towards liberal ideologies. They all had the same “philosophy of life” and 

were into “health and wellbeing.” My interviewees intuited or observed similar 

demographics to the ones demonstrated by Yoga Journal survey. A few people noted that 

it often surprised them to find out the age of yoga students because yoga people often 

                                                 
369 Evidenced by how long it took them to answer the question, their facial expressions and the 

tendency to get a bit defensive. In contrast, highly personal question about their religious background, 
family background and physical activities produced no visible discomfort.  
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looked a lot younger than their biological age. Most people had taken classes with male 

and female students and teachers with no preference for gender370 and most admitted 

yoga was mostly practiced and taught by women. 

Interviewees of color were quick to tell me yoga is not very diverse in terms of 

race. Some noted that their studio was in an expensive part of the city and thought this 

was why they saw very few people of color at the studio. One interviewee said this did 

not bother her because she had grown accustomed to being the only black kid in her class 

or at camp. She tried a yoga class at a gym in a different part of the city that was more 

diverse, but did not go back because she thought the teaching was low-quality. She has 

been trying to post photos of herself on Instagram in yoga poses to encourage other 

people of color to try yoga. In contrast, white interviewees were more likely to think their 

yoga studio was diverse in terms of race, even though for the most part, these 

interviewees named the exact same studios. 

One interviewee was very candid about her experience practicing yoga as a plus 

size black woman:  

I would like to see more body diversity in classes and that’s not something you 

can really create. But I think that, you know, most of the classes I take, there are 

pretty experienced yogis in them, which is really great because it pushes me to be 

better. But I wish there were a bit more ethnic diversity, gender diversity, and 

body diversity. I think it’s just important for people to feel like they’re welcome no 

matter who they are, or what they look like or what size they are and I wish that it 

was a bit more present there. […] I think that when you look at yogis, you don’t 

                                                 
370 One interviewee wishes there were more trans yoga teachers 
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see a lot of diversity unfortunately. You see more of it as it’s growing. You don’t 

see a whole lot of straight men, women of color, men of color. You don’t see a lot 

of plus size people doing yoga. I think a lot of that is stigma. I think stores like 

lululemon really discourage people from doing yoga. […] Being a woman of 

color, you’re more aware of it always. Because you just are – you don’t see 

people like you.  

Several interviewees noted that yoga is not at all diverse in terms of body size or 

type. They noted that people who practice yoga tend to be skinny and flexible and they 

would like to see people of all body types practice yoga.  A few of these interviewees 

found it inspirational to look at photos on social media of larger yogis in advanced yoga 

poses. It was important to them to see images that were not just “skinny, white women.” 

One interviewee also noted that yoga blogs such as Elephant Journal and 

MindBodyGreen are not at all diverse which discourages people who do not look like the 

photos they see there from practicing yoga.  

There is likely no gentle way to say this: dedicated studio practitioners are snobs 

when it comes to yoga. One of them noted, “gym yoga is not yoga.” It is possible that had 

I interviewed people who practice gym yoga regularly that it would have resulted in a 

different data set, however I can only comment about those who practice yoga regularly 

in studios. Nearly everyone I talked to thought gym yogis were not dedicated and that the 

teaching was subpar. They formed this opinion either by going to the gym for yoga or it 

was just a feeling they had that kept them away from gym yoga. One person was highly 

critical of gyms and thinks people practice yoga there “to feel really cool” because they 

know yoga. At the gym, she noted that “it’s harder to get in deep – it’s not spiritual” but 
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in a studio “you can get lost in the yoga flow so it’s a more spiritual experience.” Another 

thinks gyms only offer yoga because it is popular and that no one there is really 

dedicated. There is also a sense that gym yoga is not safe and teachers there do not offer 

appropriate adjustments.371 

Those who started in the gym eventually found their way to a studio because 

practicing in a gym was not a great way to “advance” their yoga. There were frequent 

complaints about the atmosphere of a gym: the sound of the weights or machines in the 

background, the quality of the teachers, the loud and inappropriate music and the way 

women were treated by men at the gym. The studio was “calming” with nice windows 

and better music and a welcome environment. They liked the people who practiced in the 

studio and for the most part found commonalities with those in the studio. 

Why People Initially Practice Yoga 

After collecting background data, I started interviews by asking participants how 

long they had practiced yoga and about their original motivation for practicing. The two 

most common answers were related to mental health or physical health (stress, fitness, 

injury, and inflexibility). This was to be expected – the dialogue around yoga is often 

related to physical and mental health benefits. One interviewee had started learning about 

yoga in the late sixties and was more interested in Eastern philosophy at that time, but 

when he began practicing again in the nineties, it was more about fitness. While many 

noted that yoga was no longer about just those things, this was their initial motivation. An 

interviewee explains: 

                                                 
371 This term is used interchangeably to mean physical adjustments where the teacher moves the 

student’s body into place or verbal adjustments where the teacher cues one student orally to modify a pose.  



216 
 
The first time […] it was just about trying to be healthy, and also just wanting to 

relax and be good to my body. Afterwards, […] I couldn’t even tell you why 

exactly except that it was like – I don’t know I can’t explain what it is. Like, I just 

knew that I wanted to like keep doing this. I guess maybe because of how it makes 

you feel. Like you feel really good after.[…] Nothing can beat that experience. 

Another noted: 

It started with a friend who was into yoga that I was living with and we’d do yoga 

videos in our living room which were always really fun. And we’d feel so much 

better after we’d get done. And it really grew from there. […] Earlier in life, I had 

always danced and it kinda seemed like a natural progression. And I’m not 

someone who likes to go and run at the gym so it was something I really related to 

because you can make it as gentle or rigorous as you want to. […] I really like the 

stretching aspect of it. People often refer to yoga as like stretching even though 

it’s so much more. But I feel like that’s how people sometimes first break into it is 

from: ‘I just need to stretch this body out.’ […] Then when I really started to 

develop a practice for myself, it was due to always having back injuries and 

realizing that yoga was pretty much the one thing that I could work into my daily 

routine, my weekly routine that gave me a lot of relief. And, also you know after 

those physical effects, I realized that there was mental effects as well. Sort of a 

clarity of mind came with practicing and you know you always just kind of feel 

better even though sometimes you feel much worse because yoga can make things 

bubble up. I kinda realized it was a good thing for me. It was a good fit for me.  
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Having a friend to practice with initially helped people get over the strangeness of the 

practice. 

Half of my interviewees saw a studio in their neighborhood or a class offered at 

their gym and decided to try it out. The other half began practicing yoga because a friend, 

family member or significant other had convinced them that they needed to try yoga. One 

interviewee explained that when she started practicing, she was recently divorced and 

trying to work, go to school and raise her children. Her children were worried about how 

much she was balancing and told her, “Mom, you need yoga.” Another had been in a 

relationship that ended and his ex-girlfriend bought him a yoga pass at a studio to help 

him heal. One interviewee said she was intrigued with a friend who was obsessed with 

yoga so she tried out a free class and was “hooked.”  

In many cases, the referrer was present during the interviewee’s first yoga class. 

Whether the person convinced the interviewee to practice with a DVD together, took 

them to a studio or brought a yoga instructor to their office, the referrer was an active 

participant. While I am not convinced that yoga has a strong community (which will be 

discussed later), many people start practicing because of a close relationship with another 

person and that person actively supports them starting their initial practice. Marketers are 

certainly aware of the influence one’s peer group, family and friends have on one 

another. Whether we let someone try a product in our home, take them out to a favorite 

restaurant, or give them a gift certificate for a service like massage, we exercise a fair 

amount of influence over our friends’ and families’ consumption habits. This is 

apparently true of yoga practice as well. 
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Some interviewees were referred to yoga by a person who does not and has never 

practiced yoga. This type of referral is conceivable - perhaps a friend is having a problem 

and there is good evidence that something would be helpful to them. However, since the 

benefits of yoga as relayed by my interviewees are for general physical and mental 

health, it seems odd to suggest yoga without first trying it. It speaks to the power of yoga 

as a symbol of health – both to the person doing the referring and to the person accepting 

that untested referral. 

Yoga is Transactional 

Nearly every one of my interviewees expressed some amount of concern about 

the ways yoga is being marketed. However, none of them talked about yoga knowledge 

or classes as anything other than a commodity. Perhaps it is their cynicism towards 

religion (which will be covered below) or the influence of capitalism, but nearly everyone 

spoke of yoga instruction as an exchange relationship. Perhaps this is an error in 

methodology – after all, I only have access to students who regularly come to studios. 

One of my interviewees did speak of learning and teaching yoga and other practices as 

energy exchanges. His travels have taken him to a variety of places where he exchanged 

his artwork for classes. But even this was still transactional. While it does not involve 

money – it involves an exchange of energy, knowledge or talent in place of currency. No 

one suggested a model where knowledge is given freely without an expectation of return. 

To be fair, all major religions do expect money from participants but it generally is not 

seen as a transaction but as a devotion. Another way in which this is clear is that when 

participants are unhappy with a yoga studio, they often go elsewhere. They treat yoga 
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classes as consumer commodities and see themselves as a consumer who can choose to 

buy elsewhere.   

Are Yoga People Religious? 

None of my interviewees were people I knew particularly well if at all, thus I was 

unable to know in advance whether they came from a religious background. My question 

about religion was written to deliberately get my interviewees thinking about their own 

belief systems and see if they would tell me if and how that affects their interest in yoga. 

I was aware that putting the question up front might bias people towards talking about the 

religious aspects of yoga, but very few people considered yoga to be a religious practice. 

One went so far as to say that she felt that yoga did not belong to any one philosophical 

system and if she led a teacher training it would not include any philosophy. 

None of my interviewees adhere to Hinduism as a religion (one person has Hindu 

parents and practices ritual but does not consider herself religiously Hindu). Eight of my 

interviewees grew up Jewish and went through a bat or bar mitzvah. Each of them noted 

that they considered themselves culturally Jewish and had either stopped practicing the 

religious aspects of Judaism or had simply never been religiously Jewish. Of the rest, a 

few were agnostic and a few Christian. One person grew up Jewish and practices aspects 

of Buddhism, but would not consider himself religious. Only three people claimed to 

believe in god at this stage of their life and only two considered themselves members of a 

religion. 

One participant adopts the Sikh dress and a Sikh name, but considers it a spiritual, 

not a religious choice. She grew up Catholic so I asked, “would you still consider 

yourself Catholic?” She replied,  
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I mean, I kinda do. Like when you have to, you know when you get those surveys. 

It comes up on paperwork from time to time where you have to identify a religion. 

And I will still identify myself as Catholic even though it’s probably been ten 

years since I’ve actually like gone to church or done anything even remotely 

related to being Catholic. 

She also considers herself very spiritual:  

I think I’ve always been like that. It’s always felt very natural for me to like pray 

and talk to entities that weren’t necessarily there [giggles]. That’s one of the 

reason I really identified with Catholicism. I loved that idea that you could talk to 

like saints, to like Mary. I also love that idea that you ask the saint to pray for 

you. I was like that’s great ‘cause I don’t have to worry about it, I’ll just ask the 

saint to do it for me and they’ll keep doing it and I’ll just sit there. I love that. 

Another interviewee was raised Baptist but is drifting towards the Episcopalian 

church. She explained: “I think that is a really important foundation for me to have like a 

church family, a church life.” She continues: 

I really have always looked at religion and spirituality as being very closely 

linked in my life. So for me it’s having faith, and it’s having a close relationship 

with God. That is what spirituality is and I kind look at it as what Christianity is 

for me at least. It’s kind of one and the same.  

She saw yoga as a “replenishment” and a way to recuperate from other physical activity, 

not as a religious or spiritual practice. It did not conflict with her Christianity. 

Since no one else considered themselves religious, I could not ask them how they 

reconciled their own religious beliefs with those of yoga. Nor did anyone answer the 
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question about what yoga means to them with it being a religious practice. For my 

interviewees, yoga as they practice it, is not a religious act. A few thought yoga was 

spiritual, but most people saw it as wholly secular. The religious elements are either 

removed or decontextualized to make the practice agreeable to someone who rejects 

religion. Though they do not consider themselves religious, many brought up ethical 

ideas that may also have religious roots. 

One participant did play around with the idea of yoga as a religious practice, 

though was hesitant to consider herself religious. I include the interview questions (I) and 

the participant’s responses (P) below. 

I: Would you consider yourself religious? 

P: No, I think, um, I don’t know if yoga can be considered a religion but it 

definitely has some like rules and guidelines to it and it’s the closest that I’ve ever 

come to having some sort of religion in my life. Sort of like there’s things that are 

in the yoga sutras that when things get tough you’re like, oh, I can reference that.  

I: Would you say there are principles of yoga? 

P: Yeah, I’m really into the 8 limbs of yoga. […] well the yamas and the niyamas 

that’s kinda what I relate to a lot.  

She proceeded to list the principles off along with a one word English translation. She 

and her friend made a rap during their teacher training to help them remember all ten. 

I: Would you say you follow these principles? 

P: You try to. I think that I like that they kind of build on one another so I 

think…and some of these things you’re like oh yeah, I sorta practiced this without 

knowing it before I even was introduced to this being one of the ten things to sort 
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of live your life by. But I really like non-violence and thinking of non-violence 

that’s not only, you know, don’t hurt other people, but don’t hurt yourself. And 

then thinking of your actions and, you know, and everything and then it goes so 

deep. Eating meat, and using a plastic bottle and buying things that are not made 

in America and driving a car and you can on and on. You can really get really 

deep with all of it.   

The Principles of Yoga 

 The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali are often cited as containing the principles of yoga. 

While not all yoga traditions follow the Sutras, yoga books and blogs often talk about 

principles of yoga such as ahimsa often translated as non-violence or satya often 

translated as truthfulness. I asked my interviewees if they knew the principles of yoga to 

see how much they had studied the philosophy of their various methods of yoga. An 

interviewee and teacher thought that the principle of yoga was to be happy and to achieve 

happiness, you must be healthy and non-reactive. Yoga is simply a tool to tap into your 

internal power. Another said that she did not know what the principles were but thought 

that one was love.  

While only one of my interviewees recited back the principles of Patanjali, their 

knowledge of the principles came out in unusual ways. I asked interviewees to talk about 

their favorite yoga teachers and why they liked those teachers. Many also told me about 

the people they considered bad teachers. While the intention behind this question was to 

ascertain the standards to which yoga teachers are held and the stereotypes about yoga 

teachers, the answers mimicked many of the yoga principles that are taught in American 

yoga studios. The principles that were not mentioned become quickly evident.  
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First, we will focus on the positive attributes interviewees assigned to yoga 

teachers. Adjectives included: approachable, humble, comfortable, authentic, open, 

available, real, dedicated, and fun. Many interviewees became poetic, saying things like 

“A good teacher will plant a seed so that students will consider something in their own 

journey” or “she values their ability to see things in you that you don’t know yourself.” 

Other people noted that good teachers “meet people where they are,” are “strong space 

holders,” and “respect the body and respect the practice.” Good teachers help the students 

feel safe, and are “knowledgeable yet personable.” They “see potential and they believe 

you are amazing.” A good teacher is someone who lives what they teach in several ways: 

what they say is how they act. Teachers are “spiritual forklifts” and should have “gone 

through a struggle” in their life that they overcame. They have an ability to communicate 

knowledge. A few noted that their favorite teachers were fashionable and well put 

together.  

In addition to these teaching abilities, one of the interviewees pointed out teachers 

either need to have a very advanced asana practice or a lineage to a certain guru to get 

and maintain popular time slots.372373 An advanced asana practice in this case is one 

where the teacher can easily demonstrate deep back bends, difficult arm balances, and 

strong inversions. In addition to teaching classes and creating unique sequences, good 

teachers spend time and money practicing yoga and taking workshops to improve their 

teaching skills. Students depend on them to maintain a strong knowledge of anatomy and 

                                                 
372 Time slots are often an indicator of a teacher’s perceived popularity. Evening and weekend 

classes generally attract more students, making these coveted time slots for yoga teachers. Because pay for 
teacher’s is often based on attendance, having a large group of students is considered preferable. 

373 This was something that concerned her because physical ability often seemed more important 
to studio owners than clear instruction and attention to safety.  
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philosophy. Often, they are asked after class to help a student with an injury or for further 

instruction on a difficult pose.  

One participant described her ideal teacher:  

A teacher who is knowledgeable but also personable and just speaks from truly 

what they know and what they believe in[…]and guides you in a safe place – 

they’re looking for your safety and your best interest and your growth. I really 

like the teachers that just bring that lightheartedness. I think that’s really 

important.  

This is a tall order for one person, especially one that is not paid particularly well, 

receives no benefits like health insurance, and gets no vacation or sick pay. They have no 

guaranteed income since pay is based on students showing up to class and teachers often 

hold other jobs or teach private lessons to wealthy clients to supplement their income. 

Teachers never know how many students will show up at their class that day and must 

teach students of all levels of experience and with injuries ranging from mild pain to 

post-surgical complications. 

The adjectives themselves indicate that there is something going on in yoga that is 

different than a fitness class. While it is true that the word yoga has come to mean asana 

or physical yoga, it does not follow that physical yoga is simply a workout routine. 

Otherwise the adjectives for favorite teachers would be more along the lines of 

motivational, creative and energetic – not approachable and humble. Originally, I thought 

that my interviewees were standard and that their thoughts on yoga teachers would line 

up. In this case I have my doubts. There are plenty of highly successful yoga instructors 

who are narcissists. My own dealings with yoga celebrities (those yoga instructors with a 
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national following) were surprisingly negative, yet they clearly have plenty of fans. This 

points to there being more than one way to practice yoga. In some instances, participants 

come to a community where they expect a teacher to guide them both on and off the mat. 

In other instances, they are just looking for a fitness teacher rather than a spiritual guide. 

Some are drawn in by self-help culture run amok.   

Interviewees were put off by teachers that “know it all.” Bad teachers “put on a 

mask” and do not let students know what is going on in their lives. One interviewee 

talked about what she refers to as “not-yoga classes.” They are taught by teachers who 

are caught up in the physicality with “no heart and soul,” they focus on “fancy asana” and 

“half of what is yoga is missing.” The “not-yoga classes” are “just sweating out 80 poses” 

which is intimidating for the beginner. A few talked about teachers (particularly male 

teachers) who had said things to make students feel uncomfortable in class. At times, 

teachers are unaware of their own power and can thus cause problems for a student. Bad 

teachers are too focused on money. 

While most interviewees could not name the principles of yoga, many of the 

characteristics they chose for teachers aligned with the principles from the Sutras. The 

first five principles, known as the yamas are about restraint or the “don’ts.” The second 

five are known as the niyamas or the “do’s.” I have chosen a translation by Desikachar 

because though there are many translations, Desikachar’s is written with a clear grasp of 

the English language. He also does not attempt to manipulate meaning to fit the physical 

practice of yoga or to fit a specified yoga tradition.374 

 

                                                 
374 Desikachar, 1999 
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Principles in the Yoga Sutras of Patañjali Related to Interviews 

 

Sutra # – Principle English Translation Words Used by 

Interviewees 

2:35 – Ahimsa friendly, considerate friendly, approachable, 
comfortable, available 

2:36 – Satya honesty, sensitivity, 
truthfulness in 
communication 

real, authentic, humble, do 
what they say, relatable, 
sincere 

2:37 – Asteya trustworthy, non-stealing open, holds safe space 
2:38 – Brahmacarya moderation in all things MISSING 
2:39 – Aparigraha not greedy MISSING 
2:40 – Shaucha cleanliness MISSING 
2:41 – Santosa reflective empathetic, psychological 

connection to the practice 
2:44 – Svadhyaya studied dedicated, knowledgeable, 

philosophical discourse, 
anatomy knowledge 

2:43 – Tapas removal of impurities, 
clear mind and body 

MISSING 

2:45 – Īśvarapraṇidhāna  reverence to god, accepting 
of limitations 

MISSING 

Table 1 

 

As Desikachar points out, these principles are like principles found in Buddhism 

and Christianity (though he attributes the ten commandments to Saint Paul.)375 It could be 

that students simply want yoga teachers to be good people as defined by centuries of 

religious and philosophical thought and the adjectives are not unique to yoga. While 

some of the attributes (knowledgeable) would be helpful for anyone who is teaching a 

physical practice, others are certainly exceptional and point towards yoga teachers being 

more than fitness instructors. They care about whether their teacher is an ethical person. 

                                                 
375 Desikachar, 1999, p. 176-177 
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There were many things that were missing when people talked about what they 

wanted in a yoga teacher. No one said they wanted a teacher who was spiritual or 

religious even when they wanted the classes to be more than just physical practice. No 

one talked about wanting a yoga teacher that was flexible, but that might be because it is 

implied that teacher should be able to practice. No one talked about having a teacher that 

was vegetarian or who avoided alcohol, unless of course, that teacher advised that 

lifestyle. Interviewees simply wanted teachers to be honest about their lifestyle and 

practice what they advised. No one mentioned lineage of their yoga teacher or whether 

they had a lot of followers on Instagram. No one mentioned the teacher’s qualifications 

by where they had studied or what certification they had obtained, and there is not yet an 

“Ivy League” of yoga teacher trainings. 

There was a clear sense that interviewees wanted to emulate their favorite yoga 

teachers and that these adjectives were things they hoped to cultivate in their own lives. 

They wanted to be like their teachers and practice like their teachers. In some cases, they 

even wanted to dress like them. They used the term “role model” and “mentor” to 

describe their favorite teachers. Some had practiced with the same teachers for years and 

continued to respect their teachings. It is clear the principles they have invoked when 

talking about their teachers are a roadmap for how they wish to live their own lives. In 

this way, they want to actively change their own lives through yoga. Not just for health 

benefits, but personal attributes as well. This, however, has limitations. 

Vegetarianism and Food Choices 

Four of the twenty participants claimed to be strict vegetarians. This is a higher 

percentage than the general population of course, but fewer than expected since almost all 
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books about yoga advise vegetarianism.  Nine more participants claimed to be “mostly 

vegetarian” – meaning they rarely or never cook meat at home and try to be selective 

about the quality of meat, buying local and/or organic. Two of these partial vegetarians 

had previously been full vegetarians, but have since started eating small amounts of meat. 

Another apologized for eating meat – saying that he knew he should be vegetarian but 

was not there yet.376 It is clear from these interviews that there is a relationship between 

vegetarianism and yoga but it is no longer an assumption one should make about those 

who practice yoga. One interviewee attributed her avoiding red meat to her parent’s 

Hindu background but was quick to note that she only continued the practice because she 

did not like how red meat made her feel, not for religious reasons. Furthermore, only two 

participants connected their vegetarianism to yoga. After their teacher training in 

extremely divergent yoga different traditions, they both gave up meat entirely.  

One of them explained:  

When I first became a vegetarian back in 2000, yoga didn’t have anything to do 

with that decision. I stumbled across some science journals that talked about the 

meat packing industry. […] This is horrible to admit. […] I wasn’t concerned 

about the animals, I was concerned with what I was putting in my body. I was 

horrified. I couldn’t even eat meat after that if I tried. Literally it was repulsive to 

me. But then, after I did start doing yoga […] absolutely now my vegetarianism is 

all about being connected to the yoga. Before, when I first started becoming a 

vegetarian, I still ate seafood and I still ate eggs. But then after I started doing 

                                                 
376 I was concerned he was apologizing because he worried about me judging him. Later I realized 

it was his understanding of Buddhism causing him to apologize for still consuming animal products.  
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Kundalini yoga, I stopped eating seafood and I stopped eating eggs because that 

is not something you eat under the Kundalini yoga banner.  

Even though she started practicing yoga as a vegetarian, she connects the two and her 

interest in yoga deepened her commitment to being vegetarian so much that she removed 

eggs and seafood. 

A common finding was that almost every participant claimed that they ate 

healthfully or tried to eat healthfully. While none of them attributed this behavior to yoga, 

they all noted that what they eat affects their yoga practice. They may not have started 

yoga with the intention of eating healthfully, but yoga practice taught them to be mindful 

and they began to realize that certain foods affected their bodies. It was almost 

impressive how many people came to the same realization and used some of the same 

language to describe this shift. This is one of the many promises marketers make about 

yoga so it is possible that the interviewees were regurgitating a message they had heard 

about yoga from mass or social media. 

At the same time, this finding has been uncovered when medical researchers look 

at yoga and its effect on weight loss. Participants lose weight when they begin practicing 

yoga,377 which is surprising since yoga technically slows down the body’s metabolism. 

This is generally attributed to participants changing their eating habits because of yoga. 

In my personal experience, I do think that the practice does make you much more aware 

of your body and therefore more prone to notice how food and drink affects your 

flexibility, energy level and mood. In general, though, people who practice yoga and my 

interviewees tend to be upper-middle class or upper-class and already consider 

                                                 
377 Chu et al, 2016 
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themselves to be healthful eaters. It is unclear if they already would have adopted these 

healthful eating habits that are part of the upper-middle class habitus or if the constant 

marketing to this group has affected their eating habits (or perception of eating habits). 

Now is an appropriate time to look back to the story about the teacher trainees 

engaging in conversation about the foods they had eaten during the winter holidays. They 

used terms of morality like “good” and “bad” when talking about gluten and sugar. What 

is clear to me after these interviews is that the “good” and “bad” terms these trainees 

were using had nothing to do with yoga. Instead, they were engaging in typical 

conversation around dieting in the United States rather than engaging in a discussion 

about what foods were acceptable for a practicing yogi. There is a strong correlation with 

eating healthfully and practicing yoga, but that appears to be correlation only. Had I 

interviewed more people who practiced yoga from the Sikh Dharma tradition, I may have 

found more causal relationships between yoga practice and diet choices, but there are 

very few of these practitioners in the United States. 

Alcohol and Drugs 

In addition to an insistence on vegetarianism, alcohol and substances were 

generally frowned upon by early 20th century gurus. As we saw in the early days of Yoga 

Journal alcohol and marijuana were frowned upon and even tobacco and caffeine were 

discouraged. That stance seems to have shifted, though it still is contested terrain. Two of 

my participants gave up alcohol and tobacco when they started practicing yoga (they also 

were the ones who became vegetarian) and a couple others simply had never started. 

Almost everyone else noted that they drink socially and a few occasionally smoke 

tobacco or marijuana. Two participants noted that smoking marijuana and practicing yoga 
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heightened the experience. A few people discussed caffeine as though it were a vice they 

were continuously attempting quit. Many did not connect their relationship with any of 

these substances to their yoga practice and simply answered yes or no. 

During my teacher training, however, there was a lot of talk among us about 

cutting back on coffee or alcohol. Many were fearful about admitting they smoked. 

Students have apologized to me about drinking coffee before or after a yoga class as 

though I would judge them for this behavior. Several people talked about coffee 

consumption as “cheating,” like the gluten and sugar story. It could be that coffee is 

getting a bad reputation in the health and wellness sector in general or that they have read 

commentary that caffeine and yoga practice do not mix. 

Apathetic Liberals 

While I did not necessarily ask about political beliefs of my interviewees, there 

were values that many of them had in common including environmentalism, a focus on 

natural and organic foods, and valuing diversity. Few people connected any of their 

viewpoints with yoga. How they addressed the issue was telling. For many, the trendy 

way to address environmentalism is through consumption. Though a few were trying to 

minimize consumption, most were instead buying products they considered 

environmentally friendly or engaging in disposal practices (recycling) that minimized 

impact. One of my interviewees explained that people who practice yoga are what he 

considers apathetic liberals. Their values align with the current liberal ideology, but they 

do very little to make those changes in the world. They claim to value diversity, but 

spend their time with other white, affluent college graduates. They eat organic food but 

cannot articulate why that is. This interviewee’s observations were astute and I found 
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myself thinking similar thoughts about other teacher trainees, yoga celebrities, and the 

writers for the current editions of Yoga Journal. 

Yoga is Asana 

The most controversial question based on responses was, “what does it mean to be 

good at yoga?” Several interviewees frowned and told me that they hated this question. 

One saw the question as “a horrible thing Americans have done to yoga.” He thought the 

entire concept of being good at or advancing is yoga is tied up in Western capitalism and 

that being good at asana is irrelevant to having a deep practice. Not everyone was 

offended by the question, they noted that good yoga means showing up, putting in the 

time and focusing on breathing in the pose. One noted that it was about getting rid of ego 

and acknowledging that we are all growing. 

I left the question open-ended intentionally. First, each interviewee assumed that 

by yoga, I meant asana. No one brought up any other type of yoga. Many also assumed 

that I meant being able to get into technically difficult poses (e.g. foot behind the ear). 

These are very telling assumptions to make. In the studio, they hear people talking about 

how someone is “good at yoga” or hear a teacher compliment someone on their pose. 

These interviewees go to classes that are mostly focused on physical poses. Their 

reactions reflected the current culture of yoga by assuming I meant physical ability. As 

we have seen, the focus on advanced yoga poses permeates mass and social media, so it 

was not surprising that interviewees immediately assumed my question was about 

acrobatic poses. It also shows that mass and social media influences what my 

interviewees think about yoga – as demonstrated by their acceptance or by their pushback 

to this phrase. 
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Interviewees offered several thoughts on what it meant to be “good” at yoga. 

Many said that it was about practicing and listening to your body. Sometimes “good 

yoga” is not doing a pose if you know it will result in injury or diminish your breath. It 

was about showing up even when you did not necessarily want to practice. One person 

noted it was about harnessing energy and it is simply about the experience at that 

moment. Many said it was about keeping ego in check. One person noted that it was 

about practicing every day and acknowledging you will never be perfect. Only one 

person told me that being good at asana is not the same as being good at yoga. Being 

good at yoga is about being a good person, but that most of the people she knows equate 

being good at yoga as getting into the more physically difficult poses.  

 During my training, a teacher in the studio told me about a young woman and 

how great she was at yoga. The teacher went on to tell me that in this student’s very first 

class, she effortlessly went into a forearm stand (Pincha Mayurasana). Generally, in my 

research, I tried to simply listen but in this case, I was frustrated. I asked if the teacher 

really thought the student was good at yoga, or if the student was just physically fit and 

very flexible, given that this was her first class.  The teacher took a moment and thought 

about it and then admitted that being good at getting into a pose does not necessarily 

mean being good at yoga. In fact, being good at yoga to this teacher was working on 

poses that were not innate. The teacher still saw yoga as asana only, but managed to 

recalibrate what was “good” in the context of our conversation. 

 The reason this story is important here is that I believe many of my interviewees 

self-censored. When removed from the practice and removed from the studio it is easier 

to push back against a dominant message about what it means to be “good at yoga.” The 
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teacher in the story was just making an off-handed comment during my training. The 

quick adjustment after my pushback indicated that the teacher was either embarrassed 

about the statement or has more than one belief about what being “good” at yoga means. 

I think this is probably typical of many yoga people. They believe that being good at 

yoga is slowing down and being in the moment, but when they are not being vigilant, the 

more dominant societal messages about physical ability creep in and their language 

reflects another version of what it means to be good at yoga. 

As a yoga teacher, I can testify that it is tempting to reward “good” poses in the 

same way teachers and professors grade students on their abilities rather than their 

diligence. When a student is lined up in a certain way or able to balance a pose for some 

time, it is impressive to witness. Yet, the more we praise physical ability, the more we 

change the definition of yoga to one that centers on fitness and flexibility. In addition, a 

look at dozens of yoga studio websites from around the country revealed that “advanced” 

yoga classes required students to be able to kick up into handstand and push up into full 

wheel pose to take the class. It is worth pointing out, however, the more a person 

practices asana, the more physically able they become. It would be disingenuous to state 

that ability in asana is not related to the amount of time spent practicing yoga. Time spent 

practicing will advance ability in asana, but ability in asana does not necessarily reflect 

time spent practicing. 

There is also a certain amount of hierarchy at the yoga studio. One interviewee 

felt that teachers and teacher-trainers were very cliquish though it did not bother him per 

se. Another described the distinct types of students as “newer yet diligent,” “tourists,” 

and “people who are going for it” meaning very dedicated and advanced in their practice. 
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Others explained that they had been to (and left) studios that were very competitive and 

more into “showoff-ana” (showoff asana). Teachers generally thought they could tell the 

difference between newer students and those who had practiced awhile based on how 

comfortable they seemed during the class. Newer students would look around to see 

others in poses and advanced students stay more focused. A few teachers noted that dress 

did cue them into a student’s ability. Someone wearing socks, for example, would be 

considered a beginner until proven otherwise. 

The Stuff of Yoga 

Anyone who has attempted a yoga pose in a dress or in inflexible clothing knows 

that choosing what you wear to yoga class is a complicated process. Luckily, yoga is 

practiced with bare feet so it is only clothing, not footwear, that needs to be considered. 

For women, brassieres are important considerations since inverted postures (like 

downward dog) or backbends (like cobra) can result in unwanted overexposure.378  In 

addition, a few companies offer special lightweight yoga underwear and items such as 

headbands and non-slip socks. Most of the yoga apparel world focuses on pants, shorts 

and tops. 

Most of my interviewees (both men and women) had bought yoga specific 

clothing and products in the past year and while a few were embarrassed to tell me about 

their purchases, most of them were quite open about how much money they had spent on 

high-end yoga clothing. They saw clothing as a way to express their personality during 

class and the clothing inspired them to move their bodies and express themselves. They 

                                                 
378 More than a few people have told me about wardrobe mishaps in yoga classes. Teachers 

recounted stories about students being sent home for inappropriate yoga attire such as lingerie or bikinis 
and how they avoid standing behind students who wear unfitted shorts in poses such as downward dog. 
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had relationships with the staff at yoga stores or followed celebrities on Instagram who 

inspired them to purchase yoga pants with unique patterns and colors. One interviewee 

likes to buy hand-painted yoga apparel on Etsy because it supports small artisans and she 

“hates corporations.” 

The reaction to yoga apparel is mixed. While a not insignificant number of people 

push back against the consumption, yoga apparel is a much larger industry than yoga 

classes. This either means that yoga apparel is being worn by people who do not practice 

yoga (it is) or that yogis spend more on apparel than on classes (some do) or it is a 

combination of those two circumstances. It is not surprising that men are not quite as 

caught up in these consumption habits because many yoga clothing companies do not 

offer men’s apparel and marketing of men’s clothing is not considered as lucrative. A 

couple of the men even noted that the focus on yoga clothing was a huge turnoff. In 

general, they try to avoid a person who “looks like they do yoga” and only one of the 

male interviewees bought yoga-specific clothing brands. Another man owned a couple of 

pieces of lululemon because as a queer, trans, brown guy, he was impressed with how the 

staff at the store had treated him and it helps him feel like he fits into the “unspoken dress 

code” in yoga studios. 

Many of my interviewees gleefully buy yoga clothing and spend a lot of money 

on it. It makes them feel good and is useful in their practice since it makes it easy to 

move around without feeling exposed. They often justified their purchases by noting that 

the clothes are high quality. The argument about high quality would imply that the 

clothes are meant to be worn for several years but that does not hold true. Otherwise we 
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would see older styles worn during practice such as boot-cut pants and patterns from a 

few years back.  

A few people also noted that the clothing does not matter and that they hardly 

notice it. One interviewee noted this but then quickly confessed that she had made fun of 

a friend for wearing basketball shorts to yoga. Another explained that she only noticed 

the clothing when people wore the “crazy pants” in bright colors, stripes and patterns. 

She also notices when people put together a layered outfit – sweater, leggings, and leg 

warmers. She thinks the expensive clothing gives off a certain impression. A teacher told 

me that she started buying lululemon because she was teaching corporate yoga and 

thought she needed to look professional.379 Many relayed that people had noted that they 

could not go to yoga because they had nothing to wear or that new students will come to 

class wearing yoga gear from head to toe as though they needed it to try yoga. Another 

interviewee pointed out that studio culture promotes the idea that you need to look a 

certain way but at the same time, if that is what draws people towards yoga, so be it.380 

However, there are some downsides. As one interviewee explained:  

People feel like they have to have certain clothes on or wear a certain thing, have 

a certain kind of mat. I think it’s something that is not necessarily available to 

certain socio-economic groups as well because you want to have a good mat and 

that’s an investment. But I think when you go to stores like lululemon or Athleta 

you don’t see a wide range of sizes. You don’t see women there that are across 

the spectrum in terms of size or ethnicity and I think that’s really important. 

                                                 
379 She has since stopped buying the brand because of their politics: Ayn Rand quotes on the bags, 

Chip Wilson’s inflammatory comments about women, and the way they exploit yoga ambassadors. 
380 Backed by research that suggests cute clothing inspires women to exercise more (Wiebe 2013) 
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She believes that the yoga stores are part of the reason that yoga is a homogenous group. 

Their advertisements, their employees, and the customer base they cultivate perpetuate a 

stereotype about yoga that keeps people from practicing.  

As noted previously, Yoga Journal is largely oriented towards women as are most 

of the yoga clothing advertisements. While men were certainly not immune from this 

advertising, they were much less brand aware than the women. While most women could 

name several yoga brands, the men were generally only able to name the brands of mats 

(Manduka, Jade and lululemon) and their clothing brand awareness was limited to 

lululemon. The one male Bikram Yoga practitioner named hot yoga brands but he had 

taught at a yoga studio that likely sold some of these products. I even asked men about 

brands that sell men’s clothes, such as Gaiam and prAna but they were unaware that they 

sold men’s yoga clothing. 

One person told me about a co-worker who practiced yoga, but felt the need to 

hide his mat from co-workers because he did not want them finding out he practiced 

yoga. To him yoga was stigmatized. The first class he went to, he was surprised because 

it was so difficult and “not for wimps.” Though he continues to practice, he does so in 

secret. This was surprising to me until I considered the way in which yoga is branded. 

Many of the qualities these advertisements use to sell yoga products are genderless: 

upper-class, health conscious, well-educated. But many of the other qualities – flexibility, 

fashionable, and the ability to balance work and home are not attributes that are generally 

aimed towards men. I also think it is important to note that he thought yoga would be 

“easy” and was surprised at how difficult it is. This is contrary to the advertisements I see 

that focus on strength. But then I realized that the strength is centered around the concept 
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of “girl power” and it is possible that he considered even strong women to be physically 

weak.  

Not all women could name yoga brands and a few seemed embarrassed to be able 

to name so many. Some of the women happily rattled off several brands – including ones 

of which I had no previous knowledge. Because these brands have no physical store, I 

asked how these participants could name them. Instagram, online marketing, and word-

of-mouth were the answers. In a few cases, people had seen a teacher or another student 

wear a product and had asked them what brand it was. In other cases, they actively 

followed famous Instagrammers online to find fashionable yoga clothing.  

One interviewee explained that while she owned no clothes that were specifically 

branded as “yoga” clothes, she did pay attention the yoga brands and always notices what 

yoga clothing people, particularly teachers, are wearing. She is self-conscious about her 

body so wears baggy pants and t-shirts to practice. For her, yoga clothing is aspirational – 

something she will wear when she can afford it and when she feels better about her body 

image.   

One person noted that she thinks the brands hurt the image of yoga. They give off 

the impression that you need a lot of “things” to practice yoga and in doing so prohibit 

people from trying it since they do not have the right clothes or a mat. Another mused 

that the message of the yoga ads is: “yoga can make you look good, look sexy, but you 

have to have this outfit.” She sees this as damaging both for body image and for yoga. 

She stopped getting Yoga Journal due to ads and because each month is the “same 5 

articles and everyone is white.” She was not the only interviewee to criticize Yoga 

Journal for being too product focused. 
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Clothing is not the only yoga-related consumer good. In terms of products, there 

is nothing quite like a yoga mat. While clothing is useful, cute, and an easy way to start a 

conversation, mats are seen as “an extension” of the practitioner. Using the theory of 

symbolic interactionism, we can see that mats denote economic status and project an 

image of yoga competence. Many interviewees spoke about their first mat being cheap 

and low quality and as one person put it, “not real.” Only when they bought an expensive 

mat did they “get it” and they will never go back. Another called his Jade mat the “I’m-a-

yoga-teacher-now mat.” Interviewees spoke of traveling with their mat and having 

anxiety dreams about losing their yoga mat. During my teacher training, a friend confided 

that they even showered with their mat when it needed to be cleaned. A teacher explained 

that as a person of color, people at studios often ask, “have you ever done yoga before?” 

This was despite the “$60 yoga mat I’m carrying!” This is poignant for two reasons: one 

is that people of color are assumed to be new to yoga and second, carrying an expensive 

mat holds the connotation of being advanced at yoga to this interviewee. 

No one product brought up as much fondness as a yoga mat, or as many opinions. 

The most common attribute people discuss when talking about mats is the slipperiness of 

the mat surface. One interviewee deemed non-sticky mats “crappy mats” and noted that 

she has hurt her shoulder slipping on a mat. Another noted that the thickness of the mat is 

a common way people choose their mats. There was disagreement about which mat is 

best. A lot of the disagreement stems from how sweaty your palms and feet get during 

class; some mats are made to be least slippery when wet because they are designed for 

hot yoga classes and other mats work well with drier hands. Natural rubber mats give off 

an odor that some students do not like. 
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In chapter one, I relayed the story of the interviewee who came to the realization 

during our interview that she had bought a brand of yoga mat because everyone else at 

the studio had the same kind. I asked her how she decided to buy her Jade mat. 

Because it was at the yoga studio and it felt so nice and it was like: oh, if I want to 

be serious about my practice, I need this Jade mat. And on like a strictly 

practicing thing, my hands would always slip and on that Jade material, they 

don’t slip.  […] It made my practice a lot less frustrating. […] The studio says 

this is a good mat, I see other students that come a lot use this mat. I like the way 

it feels. A combination of all of these things. And I think also because its 

expensive you’re like ooh, it’s so expensive, it’s so nice and you’re kinda like it’s 

like a sought-after item which I got as a gift because I was like this is what I want 

as a gift. 

Later in the interview, this realization visibly upset her. She considered herself to 

be someone who was not influenced by branding, yet she had asked for an $80 yoga mat 

as a gift because she believed it to be important to her practice. She had not put together 

the influence the studio where she practiced had on her mat choice until that moment. 

Lazarsfeld’s “two-step flow of communication” is a helpful way of seeing how the 

company reaches individuals by sending the message through opinion leaders.381  

One interviewee explains how her mother chose their mats: 

She got the whole family mats and a few for her office because that was what the 

instructors had, they had at the studio, I think, that we were borrowing and then 

they recommended. And that’s been my mat for four years now.  

                                                 
381 Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1966, p. 32 
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She was considering buying a new mat so she could keep one at the studio and have one 

for home. She was considering switching to Manduka, when I asked her why she would 

switch, she shrugged her shoulders, “Great question, I dunno, because a lot of my yogi 

friends like them. They’re great mats.” She laughed while saying this. Another 

interviewee told me her sister chose a brand of mat based on her recommendation. This is 

someone who tries to avoid advertising by using ad-blockers. To reach her, the company 

had to go through opinion leaders. 

One of my interviewees took her mat to an outdoor yoga class. Somehow, she 

managed to misplace her mat or it was taken (intentionally or unintentionally) by 

someone at the class. She spoke to me about not wanting to replace it because she felt 

like part of herself had been lost with the mat. She had been given this mat by a teacher at 

the studio and its loss was devastating to her. Though there are many in the yoga world 

who might note that the material items in our lives are unimportant and replaceable and 

might balk at the idea of an emotional connection to a yoga mat, this story demonstrates 

the incredible power of the objects in our lives that we see in Miller’s work.382 We imbue 

physical items with special attributes. They evoke memories and emotions that are 

important to us. My interviewee is still able to practice yoga without her beloved mat, but 

she still mourns its loss. On that mat, she may have held an arm balance for the first time. 

Because it was a gift from a beloved teacher, it was irreplaceable.  

 Only one interviewee mentioned music when considering the “stuff” of yoga. He 

specifically spent time criticizing MC Yogi – a white rap artist named Nicholas 

Giacomini – who, according to his bio, “blends his love & knowledge of yoga culture 

                                                 
382 Miller, 2009 
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with hip hop, electronic and reggae music.”383 My interviewee had recently attended a 

concert where Giacomini played footage from a recent “pilgrimage” to India and was 

appalled. He sees MC Yogi as appropriating both Indian culture and hip-hop culture with 

little understanding of either. He saw the mostly white concertgoers participating in 

“white gaze” as they danced to rap music adorned in bindis and watched this footage.  

 The majority of interviewees had no other yoga products beyond a mat and 

clothing. However, there were a few that rattled off a list of products including blocks, 

towels, headbands, mat bags, bolsters and straps. A few people mentioned books they 

owned, particularly those people who had gone through a yoga teacher training. Only two 

talked about artifacts that are related more closely to Hinduism and India, rather than 

yoga. These include malas or prayer beads and statues of Hindu gods such as Ganesh. 

One interviewee was very aware of the yoga jewelry world. She talked favorably about a 

company that used natural stones and designed beautiful malas, she described another as 

the “lulu[lemon] of the jewelry world” because they are “not the real deal.” Another 

owns and plays a harmonium – a very small piano-like instrument – that she uses to play 

Indian music.  

People in the yoga community helped connect me with yoga students and teachers 

they thought would be eager to talk to me. Using a snowball sample was helpful because 

it allowed me to interview people outside of my yoga studio. One such interviewee was a 

young woman who had taken yoga teacher training and was doing some volunteer 

teaching at a center for non-violence. She was in California and provided a perspective 

that was surprisingly difficult to find: a person of Indian descent practicing yoga in a 

                                                 
383 DeRosa, 2014 
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studio. While she was born in the United States, much of her family was born in India 

and she was raised in a household that practiced a lot of Hindu ritual – most chanting and 

meditation. She had started yoga in her 20s because she appreciated the physicality of the 

practice and while she admits they are historically connected, she does not consider 

modern yoga to be a Hindu practice. As an ex-dancer, she was looking for ways of being 

physically active in a way that nurtured her body. She notes that it “feels like I’m going 

backwards” by taking yoga training from white people, who tell her about a culture that 

she grew up with. She also noted that when she decided to take yoga teacher training her 

family was surprised yet supportive. While she still does not see yoga as a practice of 

Hinduism, she does feel that it has been appropriated from Indian culture and finds it 

curious that American teachers claim to be an authority on Indian culture. She avoids 

saying “Namaste” in the context of a yoga class since it is generally used in error.384 

She told me a story about going to an ashram with her father to take an asana 

yoga class. Up to this point, she had never practiced asana with her family and had 

assumed this was not something they did but thought it would be fun to go with her 

father. During class, the teacher called for a headstand. She turned to her father to let him 

know he should not take the pose (likely she was worried about him since headstand can 

be dangerous) only to find him in full headstand in the center of his mat. Until this 

moment, she had not realized her father had a physical yoga practice and was even 

further surprised to find out he apparently practices every day.  

In addition to being skeptical about modern teacher training, she was also my 

most fervently anti-consumption interviewee. She owns a yoga mat because she was tired 

                                                 
384 Nearly every class I have attended or seen on video ends the class with Namaste. 
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of paying to rent mats, and this is the only yoga-related product she owns. She tries not to 

think about yoga products because when she does, she gets frustrated and sad. She 

understands why people buy the products but think they are being duped by companies 

into buying things without “conscious thought.” Only two other interviewees told me that 

they did not own apparel specifically meant for yoga; they were both white men. They 

had found that bathing trunks or cotton shorts and t-shirts were adequate for practice. 

Both men tended towards anti-consumption in general and had no knowledge of yoga 

brands other than lululemon. They both owned mats, but ones they had owned for years 

and either had gotten as a gift or someone had left it behind. They were openly critical of 

people who bought products to practice yoga. 

A while later these same thoughts were echoed to me by a group of women who 

were all born in India (some were living in the United States, some were living in India 

but visiting the United States). I was at a social gathering and they were asking about my 

research. A few of them had been through yoga teacher training (with a white American 

instructor) and were asking me why so many Americans bought special clothing to 

practice yoga. They emphatically remarked that you could practice on a towel and 

certainly did not need special clothing. Many of them were wearing solid gold jewelry 

and were all fashionably dressed and wearing makeup. They certainly did not seem like a 

group that would be fervently anti-consumption, yet here they were astounded by the 

price and ubiquity of yoga products. They asked me what I had found in my research 

about why people pay $100 for yoga pants. 

I had no conclusive answer for them. Yoga-specific clothing and sticky mats are 

the norm in almost all yoga studios, yet these women were challenging this notion. 
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Unlike the previous three interviewees I mentioned, however, these women were not anti-

consumption in general. They were highly conspicuous consumers – just not in their yoga 

classes. I tried to explain some of the practical reasons: Most yoga studios have bamboo 

or hardwood floors and a towel would slide. Yoga pants are helpful because they do not 

move around when you get into complicated positions. Fitted tops do not fall in inverted 

positions. These were the answers many had given me and what I tell myself when 

buying yoga clothing. 

I was surprised my limited interactions with Indian and Indian-American women 

who practice yoga was so marked by being anti-consumption – but only as related to 

yoga products. Perhaps this is because what is being appropriated is tied into culture – 

many of the yoga companies use “Indian” motifs in their imagery or Sanskrit words and 

that overt appropriation is distasteful. It is also not surprising that the largest group 

speaking out against this is the Hindu American Foundation. Their “Take Back Yoga” 

campaign criticizes both the “multi-billion dollar yoga industry” and the “$120 yoga 

pants.”385 

Interview Takeaways 

When yoga was brought to the West it underwent a major shift. To be a student of 

yoga in the time of Iyengar and Indra Devi involved a huge commitment of time. 

Students were instructed on when to sleep and get up and what to eat and drink. They 

practiced hours of yoga per day and only with this constant instruction would they be 

deemed ready to teach others. In contrast, students in the United States today jump from 

class to class with multiple instructors and teachers only need 200 hours of training to be 

                                                 
385 Hindu American Foundation, accessed 12/1/2016 
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‘certified’ (although many people teach without any certification). The level of 

commitment to the practice is entirely up to the individual. None of my interviewees 

seemed aware of this and no one commented on the practice itself being caught up in 

capitalism. A few were aware of the commercialization of yoga through products and 

clothing, but few considered the practice itself to be anything other than something they 

did to improve their lives. For them, yoga is a technology where you put in work and 

receive the benefits of that labor. Yoga is not a religion, it is not necessarily spiritual and 

it does not oblige its adherents to act in a certain way. 

However, it still seems to change the actions and beliefs of people who practice. 

As interviewees talked about favorite teachers and ways in which they hope they grow, 

they referenced their asana practice as one way to make positive changes: both in their 

own lives and in the lives of others. While those changes may not be prescribed by yoga, 

there were some commonalities including the idea of mindful eating, conscious 

consumerism, and a focus on the environment. It is unclear whether those changes are 

due to yoga or because these people are choosing to spend their time with yoga students 

and teachers who already feel this way.  

One of the meanings that is embedded in yoga in the United States is a notion of 

health. It is clear from advertisements, from Yoga Journal, Instagram, television and 

movies, and finally it is clear from my interviewees. It is a way in which celebrities 

attempt to give off a healthful air and a way in which politicians show off their fitness for 

office. That this is largely centered around diet and exercise (and not actual markers of 

health like being free of pain or disease) is a function of the wellness marketing that has 

so punctuated the lives of upper-middle- and upper-class Americans.  
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Finally, the focus on clothing and products translates from advertising to social 

media to the yoga studio. People who practice yoga cannot escape the idea of yoga 

consumerism, even if their response is to actively push back against that consumerism. 

The default in the yoga world is to dress in clothing marketed for use during yoga. 
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CHAPTER 7: Conclusion 

This study began as a quest to find the meaning of yoga in modern America: not 

what it should mean, but what it means when yoga is depicted in mass media, advertising, 

and social media. That led to the question of why individuals conspicuously consume 

yoga through wearing yoga clothing or carrying a yoga mat. Those questions are 

relatively easy to answer by looking through the data. The final question is trickier. Has 

this shift definition has harmed the practice of yoga? Or are there other ways in which the 

depiction of yoga is harmful? The answer is likely yes and no. Overall, we have seen 

what happens when a meditative, spiritual practice is appropriated by fitness enthusiasts, 

but there are still those who practice a yoga that is more spiritual and community based. 

Yes, yoga can mean almost anything to anyone. When we look at ancient texts, 

we see conflicting messages about how to practice yoga. Those teachers that brought 

yoga to the West brought conflicting traditions: the yoga of Vivekananda was different 

than the yoga of Iyengar which was different than the yoga of Yogi Bhajan. Yoga Journal 

pushed this further by blending in other spiritual and philosophical traditions. Today’s 

students and teacher struggle to define yoga, they just practice and know it works for 

them. While yoga can mean anything, there is a definition that coalesces when looking at 

yoga through the lens of mass and social media. 

The Cultural Definition of Yoga 

To find this cultural definition of modern day yoga, I looked at the leading yoga 

magazine: Yoga Journal. Not only are they the leading yoga magazine, but we know that 

people go to them as an authority on yoga. I then looked at yoga on television and movies 

and yoga on social media. There were several themes that arose, and together, these help 
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us understand what yoga means to a modern American and why mass and social media 

use yoga to promote personal and corporate brands.  

Themes include: syncretism or borrowing religious elements to suit individual 

needs, exoticism, an emphasis on traditional medicine, environmentalism, celebrity 

endorsement, trendsetting, emphasis on fashion, the increase in yoga clothing and props, 

emphasis on happiness, yoga as fitness, yoga is aspirational, yoga moved from hippie to 

yuppie, yoga is adaptable to meet individual needs, yoga is predominantly for white 

women, yoga is about complicated and physically difficult poses, and yoga is related to 

clean foods. A separate study would likely demonstrate those same themes in advertising 

– whether the item for sale was related to yoga or not.  These themes help us understand 

how yoga is viewed in modern America and four decades of Yoga Journal help us 

understand when this shift happened. 

One of YJ’s founders, Judith Lasater, notes, “You don’t have to look at Yoga 

Journal to see how yoga has grown in America. […] You can pick up Vogue or American 

Health and find articles on yoga.”386 She wrote this in 1990 when yoga was gaining 

momentum but had not yet reached the saturation point that yoga has reached today. 

What did Lasater mean in 1990 when she said yoga and what does it mean today? 

Over the course of this study, I have offered several meanings that are tied into 

yoga, but have not offered a true definition of the word as it is used in American culture. 

Historically, it is religious practice or a path to help adherents join with the divine. There 

are multiple paths, for example, Jñāna yoga is the yoga of knowledge or study and Bhaki 

yoga is the yoga of devotion or worship. Current mass media, however, focuses on yoga 

                                                 
386 Yoga Journal, Mar-Apr 1990 
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as a physical system, conflating yoga with asana and asana with hatha yoga. As a yoga 

teacher, I carry the liability insurance of a fitness instructor. But even a definition of 

physical yoga is difficult. What is it exactly? 

While I cannot offer a definition of yoga that would make everyone happy, I can 

say that the meaning encoded in yoga has changed over time and its current place in 

culture is still in flux. Today, yoga is a physical practice that connects mind and body. It 

carries with it notions of health, upward social mobility, fashion, and environmentalism. 

It is meant to be positive and people who are physically able to do poses are both revered 

and envied. This definition is more influenced by Western culture than not. While “India” 

is never left out of yoga, its influence on the practice decreases over time. Instead, current 

trends in American culture are inserted into the yoga paradigm. 

Conspicuous Consumption of Yoga Products 

The question then becomes – how does this affect the individual? Why is it that 

Americans are spending more on clothes and products related to yoga than on yoga itself? 

Asking individuals this question is difficult. Many will tell me that the clothes are higher 

quality or that the clothes make their practice easier. Others just told me that the clothes 

made them feel good. On an individual level, this may be true. But as a society, the 

conspicuous consumption of yoga clothes is a biproduct of capitalism. Messages 

surrounding yoga apparel and yoga products sell the idea that by consuming goods, we 

can embody the image of yoga. Whether we practice or not, yoga pants are viewed as 

young, sexy, and fashionable. Further, the use of words like “tech” or “power” applied to 

consumer goods sell the idea that the clothes will improve yoga ability.  
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Just like the people who portray yoga on television or promote yoga on their 

Instagram feed, people who wear yoga clothing around are selling the idea that they care 

about health and wellbeing. They are demonstrating that they have the time and money to 

engage in self-care. To those with insider knowledge, they demonstrate level of ability in 

physical yoga by wearing the brands and owning the mat that best indicate yoga prowess. 

Even if they are unaware of this, they still reify the idea that to be good at yoga, one must 

own yoga clothing and products. 

This is aided by the consumption of brands that are tangentially related to yoga – 

such as the items promoted by yoga celebrities on Instagram. That includes “studio to 

street” clothing and footwear, “clean” foods and beverages, or jewelry that mimics beads 

meant for prayer and meditation. While this is more obvious for women, men have 

adopted similar trends.  

The Harm 

Does this harm the practice of yoga? As person who continues to practice and 

teach hatha yoga, I clearly believe that there is a still a benefit to the practice. Even if 

people come to class looking to mold their body into the thin ideal, they do get the other 

benefits of the practice. They still participate in the community and engage in a spiritual 

practice. If they find pleasure or enjoyment, they may continue to dive deeper and learn 

about yoga beyond just the physical practice. Even with misguided intentions, the 

practice can still lead to a deeper interest in the greater body of yoga knowledge.  

The clearer harm that comes from the modern-day definition of yoga is simply 

how that message is used to sell commodity goods. It reinforces the thin body ideal, and 

promotes heteronormativity and whiteness. Yoga has become one more way to sell the 
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idea that to be acceptable, you must be healthy, and part of being healthy is adhering to 

strict gender norms around appearance. That is not to say that there are not people 

pushing back, but their messages are drowned out by dominant messages about yoga.  

These messages also affect who practices yoga. People of color, people with 

disabilities, people who cannot afford to buy the “right” clothes, or people who do not see 

their bodies represented in mass and social media may not feel welcome in a typical yoga 

class. They may believe that yoga is not for them because they are not a thin, white, 

cisgender woman. They may believe that they cannot start yoga until they have adopted a 

“clean” diet or that people may judge their lifestyles choices. These messages are 

circulated in mass and social media but they are reinforced in the studio when people of 

color or people who do not wear yoga clothing are assumed to be beginners.   

Yoga could be used to create a lot of good. As a community space, it could be a 

place where people come together to work on self-care, but end up connecting with 

others. It can be a way to move through the stress of lives, but the goal of being kinder 

humans that are better able to navigate interpersonal communication. It could be a space 

where people of all races, sizes, ages, and abilities come together and share practice. Yes, 

even physical yoga could invite this type of community because a lot of what we do on 

the mat is a metaphor for what happens off the mat. The learning might be how to fail 

and succeed with grace. It may be learning how to help others through physical or verbal 

assists. It might just be learning how to breathe or sit quietly without distraction.  

Capitalism’s Effect on Yoga 

Some commodification of the practice was necessary to spread the practice. Early 

teachers like Swami Vivekananda, Krishnamacharya, and BKS Iyengar all expected 
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income for their yoga expertise. However, what we see now is the result of 

commodification of the image of the practice outpacing the practice itself. Many people 

spend more on the products that surround yoga than they do on the yoga classes. Yoga 

has changed – which is fine, almost everything changes with time – but the changes in 

yoga are driven by consumerism. It has not been without a struggle – we saw in Yoga 

Journal, Dharma & Greg, Instagram, and interviews, that there are many that disagree 

with this change. They are just an increasingly smaller percentage of the people who are 

contributing to the meaning of yoga in the United States. I expect that we will see 

commodification of yoga continue until it reaches a saturation point. Either another trend 

will replace it, or it will fall out of favor. 

Yoga is also affected by other trends within American culture. Those trends 

include the rise of fitness culture, fitness clothing, self-help, exoticism, commoditization 

of religion, sexualization in advertising, the gig-economy, entrepreneurship, the advent of 

social media, and self-branding. They are aided by the de-emphasis of religion in 

American culture. These trends have both rocketed the popularity of yoga and changed 

the image of yoga. Because yoga is polysemic, it can be used (and abused) for many 

purposes including building a personal brand or a corporate one. It is yet to be determined 

how long the trend of yoga with last and what it will be replaced by. However, the 

current practice of yoga has been filtered through American culture. 

Lessons Learned 

This research project covered a lot of ground and it was not necessarily easy to 

create methods that exactly matched my data sets. In addition, some technical difficulties 

confounded my original methods for looking at yoga on social media. As a participant 
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observer on Facebook, I observed many interactions that would have added value to this 

study, but it would be unethical to use them since the groups are private. While there is 

not any part of the research I would remove from the study, I think there is much more 

than can explored in each of the chapters. In addition, I would have spent time with my 

interviewees looking at social media posts to understand how they use and react to the 

medium. It may have also been useful to have them look at some of the older and newer 

editions of Yoga Journal. If I had access to more information, it would be of value to see 

which stories of Yoga Journal are the most well read and which social media posts have 

had the greatest number of interactions.  

Cultural Definition of Yoga 

This research uncovered much of the current culture of yoga and how one might 

go about defining modern yoga. More importantly, however, it showed how yoga has 

been subjected to hyper-commodification and how that has changed the practice. It has 

led to a yoga practice where the dominant discourse is around finding the right clothing 

to practice and the ways in which yoga can make you look more attractive. In addition, it 

has created entire subindustries focused on how to package the pieces of Indian culture 

that are most palatable for Americans and sell them at exorbitant prices.  

Yoga becoming a physical practice is unsurprising in a culture that is increasingly 

obsessed with physical fitness. Because yoga is so flexible, adaptable, and lacks a solid 

meaning even within Eastern tradition, it became easy to mold into anything its adherents 

wanted it to be. It happened to hit the United States at a time when religion was 

decreasing in popularity, so it lost its religious past. It became popular in the period in 

which hippie culture was giving way to new-age and resurged at the time when new-age 
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became mainstream. The photogenic nature of the poses ensured that the rise of the yoga 

selfie on social media sites like Instagram. The ability to sell products using the practice 

means that it was amplified by companies hoping to cash in on yoga culture. The 

convergence of these trends over a highly malleable practice has resulted in our current 

cultural definition of yoga.  
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APPENDIX A: Survey Instrument 

Semi-Structured Interview Questionnaire 

Demographic Information will be collected including age range, occupation, gender and 

level of education.  

How long have you been practicing? Tell me how you go into yoga?  

Were you athletic before yoga or into sports? Tell me about that.  

Were you religious before yoga? Would you consider yourself religious? Would you 

consider yourself spiritual? 

Were you into the health movement before yoga? Are you now? Do you abstain from 

consuming meat, alcohol or tobacco? 

What does yoga mean to you? What are the principles of yoga? (If known: How would 

you order them in importance to you?)  

What does it mean to be “good” at yoga? Or to advance in yoga? 

Think of one of your favorite teachers – what is it that you value about that person? 

Do you socialize with other people from yoga? Are the people who do yoga generally 

like you?  

Do you feel any sort of status distinctions in class? If so, what are the markers of 

distinction?  

Do you practice yoga at the gym or a studio? How are they different? 

Do you own a mat? How did you decide which one? If primarily rents: how do you 

choose a mat?  

What kind of clothing do you wear to practice yoga? Do you notice what other people are 

wearing in class or what kind of mats they are using? Do you think that matters? 
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Do you frequent yoga stores? Do you look at catalogs? How often?  

Name all of the yoga brands you can think of.  

Do you talk about or post photos of yoga on social media sites? 

Do you follow any social media sites dedicated to yoga? Do you subscribe to the Yoga 

Journal?  

Do you pay attention to the ads? 

Do you notice what your yoga instructors wear? What mat do they use? Has that ever 

influenced you to purchase something? 

How much do you travel and where do you go? Do you do yoga when you travel? Do 

you take photos in yoga poses when you travel?  

If teacher:  

Is there any pressure on you to look a certain way when you teach a class. (What did you 

wear 15 years ago, what do you wear now?) 

How do you survive if yoga is your only occupation? Are there concessions you have to 

make to get people to class? Do you have to balance different priorities?  

What do you think about all of the yoga products? Are we getting carried away? Is there 

too much emphasis on clothes? Are there compromises you have to make in your practice 

or teaching toward that end? 

What does it mean to be advance in yoga and what are the signs of it? What is the import 

of it? Where does spirituality fit into all of that?  
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