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Race and Yoga in the United States: Negotiating Relationships of Power 

Abstract 

Yoga in the United States has operated historically as a racialized construction, based on 
the social system of white supremacy, contradictions surrounding the adoption of Yoga 
from India and remaking of it in a Western, industrialized context. This article addresses 
race as a factor in how Modern Yoga gets adopted, communicated, and distributed 
differentially amongst communities of different races. Several cross-cultural contexts of 
Yoga’s racialization are considered, such as the historical context of Indian gurus in 
modernity, Indian diasporic reaction to Yoga being practiced by predominantly white 
women in the United States, Black American attitudes towards Yoga, and explores 
avenues for more widespread adoption by communities of need. Indian gurus who 
promoted their philosophy with early Western adopters in the 19th century sought to 
universalize, and often promoted Yoga in sexist and racist terms. In the 20th century, 
Yoga develops into a ritual far different from its original cultural context, accepting 
beliefs from the New Age, holistic health, and popular fitness. There has recently been a 
proliferation of organizations advocating for broader acceptance of Yoga in terms of race, 
body image, and ability. While I discuss how minority groups are increasingly more 
interested in Yoga and meditation, more research is needed regarding the best strategies 
for sharing Yoga in communities of need outside of white-dominated cultural spaces. My 
conclusion focuses on the ways in which Yoga studios, and multiracial women who 
practice and teach Yoga, can answer the crisis of care currently experienced by a majority 
of post-industrial urban and rural communities. 

 

Yoga in the United States is practiced today by mostly Caucasian (white) women, 

owing to several social and religious reasons. The relationship between the majority of 

white Yoga practitioners with African-American, Latino, and Asian ethnic and cultural 

groups is both complex and contentious. Statistics on race and Yoga are not usually 

included in the press releases of market surveys such as the “Yoga in America” study 

sponsored by Yoga Journal magazine; however, in 1998, a national survey was 

conducted by medical doctors on nationwide use of complementary and alternative 

medicine (CAM). The categories for “Yoga users” were divided into two units: White 

(76.6%) and Non-White (23.4%) (IAYT 2006). This factor is telling, in that the use of the 
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term Non-White indicates that distinct, detailed categories of race or ethnicity do not 

seem important enough to report. In order to understand this racial hierarchy, we will 

analyze white women’s practice in terms of race, and rewind historically to the rise of 

Modern Yoga in India, to further understand how in the future Yoga may transition from 

a colonial and racist cultural product to something more useful for communities of need. 

White Women and Modern Yoga: Fascinating Gurus and New Health Regimes 

Ruth Frankenberg’s research on white women’s experience of race in White 

Women, Race Matters revealed how white middle-class women in the United States often 

speak of not “having a race” or “a culture.” In interviews, they felt that “others” (people 

of color) were “more cultural,” while some white women said that they “did not have a 

culture” (Frankenberg 1993, 192). This could be one of the reasons why it is more 

common for Caucasians to adopt Yoga, which often comes with adopting the cultural 

practices of Hinduism, often conflated with the broad-brush concept of “Indian culture,” 

something which I have tried to be conscious of, using Indian to indicate a modern 

geopolitical formation, with Hindu or yogic referring to the religious customs. When one 

“has a race” or “culture,” which would be a consideration if we are looking at why people 

of color are less drawn to Indic spirituality, then perhaps there is less interest in pursuing 

Yoga.  

While the institution of Yoga today (Modern Yoga) resembles the patriarchal 

culture in many ways, the primary premise of my research is that women doing Yoga 

have struggled to take ownership of a historically male-dominated practice, and how they 
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deliberately remake it into a life practice that speaks so much to women’s needs. In 

looking at this phenomenon, we can open a discussion of the many racial tensions in play 

with so many white women practicing Yoga today. The history of “white women doing 

yoga” is a process that, according to Mark Singleton in Yoga Body: The Origins of 

Modern Posture Practice, began in the late 19th and early 20th century with women 

teaching harmonial gymnastics (a part of harmonial religion and New Thought) and 

esoteric dance (2010). These women in the U.S. and Europe, such as Genevieve Stebbins, 

Frances Archer, Mollie Bargot Stack, Cajzoran Ali (pseud.), Hede Kallmeyer, 

incorporated Yoga postures, pranayama (breathwork), and beliefs in ideas such as 

chakras to create holistic movement systems for women with a mind-body health 

orientation (Singleton, 2010, 143-62). Western women have been at the forefront of 

adopting and appropriating Yoga into their own movement practices, even separate from 

the Modern Yoga that was promoted by gurus (explained later in the Introduction). While 

there is still much work to do to bring the Yoga community into a more feminist, race-

conscious, and gender-tolerant space, there are already many motivating discussions and 

innovations happening along these lines which are a product of women taking more of a 

leadership role in the propagation of Yoga. As a practice which emerged in the United 

States out of a combination of time periods–the philosophical freedom of the 

Transcendentalist movement, harmonial gymnastics and esoteric dance, and cultural and 

personal exploration of the 1960s, Yoga has a fascinating heritage as its birth in the West 

is one of pushing social boundaries. 

The birth of Modern Yoga signaled a heyday of Western women studying under 

Indian gurus, and subsequently establishing their own Yoga societies in their respective 
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European and North American countries. The publication Women’s Light and Guide 

(1948), edited by Englishwoman Srimathi Liliane Shamash, describes the way in which 

Swami Sivananda was revered by his “Eastern and Western Lady Disciples.” It contains 

dozens of photographs of both Indian and Western women (pictured in saris, from a 

variety of places such as Copenhagen, Vancouver, London, and New York), poems, 

stories from them explaining how he had helped them and how they became an M.S.G.S. 

(a Member of the Sivananda Gyana Sabha), as well as letters they had written to Swami 

Sivananda. Consider some examples of excerpts: 

I wrote a letter to him explaining my difficulties. My joy and gratitude knew no bounds 
when I received an interesting and encouraging reply from him. Swami Sivananda is a 
good man putting forth a sincere effort to enlighten the mind of men, to purify it and to 
draw it to God! –Srimathi Lula Vassos, California (1948, 14). 

No one of the ladies present here has ever seen or met that Master. The knowledge we 
have got is derived from the medium of written letters and books in which he has laid 
down various means for disciplining the mind and cultivating a strong faith in God. –Mrs. 
Anna Dolfij, Latvia (1948, 15). 

I have visited almost all Ashrams in India. I have stayed in Sri Aurobindo’s Ashram, 
Ramana Ashram, Vyasa Ashram, etc. But in Sivananda Ashram alone I find that the 
principles and ideals of Sanatana Dharma are practiced… I intended to stay in the 
Sivananda ashram only for three days. After a month’s stay, I found that I was still 
reluctant to leave the place… I had no fear in the presence of Swami Sivananda. Hid 
Swabhava is like that of a child. I can freely talk to him. –Srimathi Mangalamma, 
Secretary, Harijan Girls’ High School, Madras (1948, 68). 

 

The innovative notions about health, holiness, and community that Yoga brought 

with it to Western white women were forged over the past 200 years in the context of the 

British East India Company first landing on the subcontinent, signaling the first 

interactions between yogic thought and Western women, within the framework of a 

colonial and capitalist system.  Kumari Jayawardena  has documented in The White 

Woman’s Other Burden (1995), the ways in which certain white women living in colonial 
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India were in fact not wholly submissive to their husbands and the colonial enterprise, but 

very much in support of the progressive impetuses of the nationalist movement, 

education, missionary, and medical projects. The first Western women who took up Yoga 

comprise a notable part of this historical narrative–they were, unlike the majority of 

today’s Yoga practitioners, rather conspicuously political. At the same time, Jayawardena 

calls them “white women in search of black gods” and “Western holy mothers” who 

sought ultimately to be soul mates of their Indian gurus (1995). The relationship of white, 

Western women to their gurus of Indian origin, as well as the local Hindu women with 

whom they shared social time, worship rituals, and domestic work, has always been a 

complicated one: 

The theosophists and Holy Mothers had a different relationship with South Asians, and 
though the kinship they claimed as mother, daughter and sister was fictive, it was 
nevertheless nearer the concept of sisterhood than that of the Christians. For in embracing 
South Asian religions and celebrating their cultures and traditions, these women were 
making a sharp political statement in a colonial context and were therefore behaving like 
real sisters. It was satisfying for South Asian men to see that even the worst of their social 
practices could be justified, thus saving them from the shame that missionaries and 
reformers tried to impose on them. (Jayawardena, 1995, 265) 

This rapport that White women felt for South Asian cultures and peoples was also 

knotted up with frictions surrounding appropriation, submissiveness, seeking personal 

liberation, and making use of Yoga and neo-Hindu practices to learn more about living, 

in order to express and empower themselves as women within their own constrained 

European cultural spheres. Upon further inspection, we will see that this complex 

historical relationship has had many different vantage points, and it is out of these 

contested interactions that Western women have today created their own form of Yoga, 

which is suitable to their own cultural and community milieu. 
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Modern Yoga’s Emergence: Marking the Colonial Moment 

As Western scholars, we cannot overestimate the importance and impact of 

England's political and economic collision with and domination of India. It is from this 

critical point of contact that the historical legacy of Modern Yoga emerged, a fact which 

may be lost on people in the United States wishing to hearken back to Yoga's earlier, 

perhaps more romantic, times–the days of “Classical Yoga.” Sardar Pannikar describes 

the encounter with the British as one that pitted the forces of change against those of 

tradition: 

The industrial revolution that took place in Great Britain in 18th century 
and the revolution in transport and locomotion by the use of steam power 
brought home the truth that controlled and directed change was the basis 
of progress. The West that faced India in the 19th century believed in 
change, in the examination of the validity of institutions, in legislation for 
the purpose of improving social conditions. This was contrary to the 
established views of the Hindus at all times... their religion was based on 
eternal principles, on Sanatana Dharma, but that their institutions, laws, 
customs, were based on unalterable smritis, the authority of which could 
not be questioned. (Pannikar 1964, 11-12) 

 It is from this historical moment in which the colonial institutions intersect with 

the traditional Hindu cultural framework that our modern understanding of Yoga emerges. 

During the nationalist era, many neo-Vedanta gurus who supported independence against 

British rule promoted Hindu spirituality as an ethical basis for becoming involved in 

national politics and cultural revitalization during and after colonialism. Tanisha 

Ramachandran relates how Hindu images were read as idolatrous by Christian 

missionaries (68) and images were reinterpreted by activists in light of the call for 

nationalist movement, serving as metaphors for the victimization of the land and people 

by the British (Ramachandran 146).  
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Sri Aurobindo Ghose is well known as a guru with a large ashram in Pondicherry 

and for his relationship with the Western spiritual teacher Mirra Alfassa (who succeeded 

him and became “The Mother”). Early in his life as a teacher, he was very active on the 

political scene, and spent one  year publishing political writings through his magazine 

Karmayogin, for which he was the primary writer. Traditional Hindu values, described 

within the umbrella term of Sanatana Dharma, were being repurposed to educate people 

about alternatives to colonialism. He wrote: “It was in religion first that the soul of India 

awoke and triumphed” (37) Aurobindo claims that “Vivekananda going forth” into the 

world was “the first visible sign that India was awake not only to survive but to conquer” 

(Aurobindo 37). 

Traditional ways of religion were asserted as a non-European concept, which 

were utilized as metaphors to resist slavery and subjugation. He believed Europeanization 

would lead to the further downfall of traditional religion and suppression of culture. 

Karmayogin magazine emphasized yogic ideals such as brahmateja, a spiritual aura and 

lifestyle that comes from devotion. Sri Aurobindo viewed political actions more as moral 

and spiritual tasks, which could be accomplished through the concepts of tapasya 

(strenuous commitments), jnanam (truth study), and shakti (personal spiritual power). 

Ramachandran notes how Sri Aurobindo used shakti to represent Mother India herself, 

the native land, as well as the goddess Kali, who was used as a political symbol by the 

Benghal nationalist movement (124). British missionaries viewed Kali and tantra 

(ceremonial practices) negatively, and considered them to be “cultish” (Ramachandran 

127).   
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Sri Aurobindo emphasized that Karma Yoga should be viewed as an intrinsic part 

of the wheel of karma as well as a spiritual vehicle (Aurobindo 11). Many passages in 

Karmayogin speak to the spiritual side of “works,” and that it is not for the action alone 

in and of itself that Hindus should engage in the practice. Karma sadhana in this context 

was also to be a powerful spiritual practice to develop balance, integrity and a good work 

ethic, while pushing for the nationalist cause (17). 

Modern Yoga emerges from within this historical context, but for both Indians 

and Westerners, it was developed in conjunction with the modification of individual 

minds and bodies related to larger transformations in Western society as it has moved 

from modernity to postmodernity. At the same time that gurus began to push their 

universal spiritual ideas westward, Western philosophers influenced by Continental 

analysis of production, economics, and social relations, sought to analyze the social 

inequality and injustices of a newly industrialized era. As a foundational philosophical 

turn, Max Weber's theory of "rationalization" described how modernity, compounded 

with post-Enlightenment thinking which favored scientific thinking and the nation-state 

as governance, had started to forge what he termed a "disenchantment" amongst 

Westerners under the cultural and political influence of industrialization.  

One of the main critiques of Modern Yoga is that it suffers too much in its 

pastiche-like current incarnation. This bricolage factor, however, is what has attracted so 

many people into the fold of its particular brand of meditative living, extending the field 

of Yoga into social and political consciousness. Sarah Strauss’ research on Yoga as a 

transnational product views it as a secular practice with spiritual overtones, one that 

appeals to the educated classes in the international environments in which it is practiced. 
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Strauss also highlights the multitude of ways in which Yoga manifests as a cultural 

entity—both in India and abroad. One of Strauss’ main points is how the cultural and 

political flexibility of Yoga, as it was promoted as a universal practice during its re-

making period in the early modern era by Sivananda and Vivekananda, allowed middle-

class people to adopt it into their lives without having to compromise too much in terms 

of their bourgeois ideology. In this way, Yoga’s growth reflects Bourdieu’s “spiritual 

capital,” and is a product of modernity, wellness tourism, and cosmopolitanism (Strauss 

2002). The physical and meditative properties of Yoga were promoted as an antidote to 

the experience of stress and disenchantment under modernity, and secondly, as a spiritual 

release valve in an era of declining observance of the major religions and the 

simultaneous rise of holistic mind-body therapies and New Age spirituality. 

After the point in the early modern period at which texts codified its practices, 

Yoga began to be articulated in terms of various systems and schools, with gurus and 

writer-philosophers gravitating towards one or more of the six orthodox systems of Hindu 

philosophy. Modern Yoga in the United States as a whole does not generally distinguish 

between the finer cosmological points of disagreement between these philosophical 

systems, but is rather an amalgamation of ideas leaning heavily towards a combination of 

the two schools of Yoga and Advaita Vedanta, mostly due to the early modern gurus who 

promoted this particular blend of the orthodox schools to the West in the 18th and 19th 

century. One could, in fact, make the claim that the postmodern, postindustrial North 

Americans practicing today, are more informed and educated on what Yoga is and how it 

functions in practice, than the first Westerners who adopted the former bland and 

universalized form which was popularized at the height of modernity. Through Yoga's 
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encounter with colonialism and the nationalist movement, it becomes re-purposed into a 

cultural product with a purpose, and one that begins to be used by those gurus who 

subsequently brought it to the West, for activist purposes and because of that, at the same 

time became one in which women could participate. It is Western women’s participation 

that eventually opens the practice for other ethnicities and nationalities. 

 

American Buddhists: Whitewashing Traditional Rituals 

As we seek to explore the relationship of Western Yoga to its Indian origins, it is 

compelling to compare this relationship to how Buddhism and race have intersected in 

the United States. Joseph Cheah is a Catholic priest and theologian who analyzed this 

phenomenon in Race and Religion in American Buddhism (2011), noting “race as a 

category of analysis is still largely neglected in the academic study of Buddhism” (14). 

He examined the difference between the converts who are able to freely practice 

Buddhism under the current system of white supremacy, in contrast to immigrants who 

have less control over how Buddhism is defined in the United States. Buddhism is 

generally called “American Buddhism,” with whites claiming to own this label American 

Buddhism and labeling others “ethnic Buddhists,” while Buddhist cultures in America 

have the burden of preserving their culture within a white context. 

Cheah describes how in the late 18th and early 19th century, “the kind of 

Buddhism sought after by those who questioned or outright rejected their Protestant 

Christianity, as an effect of Darwinism and an alliance to an appropriation of the 

scientific method of late nineteenth century, was a radically ahistorical and textualized 
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Buddhism. It was a Buddhism constructed from the framework of Protestantism” (30). 

The re-shaping of Buddhism for a Western audience was an Orientalist enterprise; 

Buddhism went with the Judeo-Christian idea of what a religion was, because it had a 

founder, texts and a moral code (31). Cheah notes that this all occurred under the “racial 

ideology of white supremacy that privileges Euro-American cultures and religions over 

those of Asian” (32). 

Cheah uses Omi and Winant’s term “racial rearticulation” to describe “acquisition 

of beliefs and practices of another’s religious tradition and infusing them with new 

meanings derived from one’s own culture in ways that preserve the prevailing system of 

racial hegemony” (59-60). He quotes Jack Kornfield as saying that American Buddhists 

wanted to promote the practice of insight meditation “without the complications of 

rituals, robes, chanting and the whole religious tradition” (58). The nonsectarian approach 

is “one that is devoid of rituals and cultural accretions associated with Asian Buddhism” 

(58). The nonsectarian approach was also promoted by Asian Buddhist specialists, and 

facilitated the adaptation of vipassana meditation by Westerners. Insight meditation was 

seen as a “tool” that was to be adapted to their cultural context, and this was also done in 

conjunction with Asian traditionalists who assisted in the remaking of the practice. 

Though this strategy might be problematic to apply to the neo-Hindu gurus who 

re-organized Yoga in order to promote it to the West, the historical legacy of racism also 

influences Yoga communities in the United States. Cheah’s point about the subtraction of 

Buddhist ritual is an important hypothesis, but for Yoga it is equally valuable to consider 

that, at its point of origin, it was developed as a reaction against Vedic ceremony. Yoga, 
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though it did incorporate a belief in a personalized God (ishta devata), was seen as a 

purer, meaning simpler, path to divine realization, stripped of cultural rules, and multiple 

gods and goddesses. What is perhaps most interesting about how contemporary 

practitioners have adapted Yoga is that, unlike the Buddhists Cheah describes, Yoga 

practitioners often incorporate devotional neo-Hindu practices. Secondly, there are 

perhaps relationships that exist between Diasporic Hindu communities and those white 

Americans practicing Yoga, than in Buddhist communities; more research needs to be 

done to further delineate how the two groups manifest, exchange, and share information 

about practices as well as build hybrid social communities that may not be solely 

constructed on race, in order to more fully answer critiques about appropriation. 

The drawback of Cheah’s research is relying heavily on theory and secondary 

research; for example, he claims that Westerners use the terms of Buddhism, but that 

these terms can never be fully realized due to “Western understanding.” With such 

generalizations, similar to Sarma, contrasted against many “Western” publications which 

routinely describe the meaning and experience of contemporary practice, there needs to 

be cogent examples of practice provided in order to disprove that the concepts are not 

“meaningful” to those practicing them. In essence, the accusation is that people living 

these lives which are so heavily invested into insight practices are not, in fact, living 

through Buddhist or yogic ideals, and that this can never be possible, because of 

appropriation, racism and colonization. In The Easternization of the West (2007), Colin 

Campbell looked back to the “culture carriers” of the 1960s to make the case that 

Western civilization was permanently shifted in palpable ways by the adoption of 

Hinduism and Buddhism, through both the hippies and New Age movements. Building 
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on the Easternization hypothesis, it may be possible to consider the incorporation of these 

Eastern ideas by the dominant white culture, in relationship to pushing back against anti-

mystical theories of the scientific revolution and the rise of the modern nation-state, and 

the stark juxtaposition of yogic philosophy to the decline of Western philosophy, which 

could ultimately influence Yoga practitioners in dismantling white supremacy.  

Contemporary Yoga in the Diaspora: The South Asian Response 

Another factor in Yoga’s racial disparities today could be the decline in major 

religious affiliation, especially amongst the white population. The Pew Forum on 

Religion and Public Life has found that 1 in 5 adults in the United States stated that they 

have no religious affiliation, the highest percentage ever reported in Pew Research Center 

polling (Pew 2012). Some of theories listed for this decline are: the political backlash 

against conservatism in religion, a larger delay for marriage and having children, a 

general decline in “social capital” (living more separate lives and engaging less in 

communal activities), and the fact that more secular societies are more prosperous due to 

more relieved social pressures against individuals in highly religious societies (although 

the U.S. has always been an exception to this rule). They define a category called 

“spiritual but not religious.” Two-thirds of these “spiritual” people state a religious 

affiliation even though they do not feel “religious”. It also appears that the “spiritual” are 

much closer to the “religious” in practice than the non-religious, with 44 percent praying 

daily and 92 percent stating that believe in God. 
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Many of those Westerners who take up Yoga in a serious way choose to get more 

involved religiously with Hinduism; these people build upon their practice of what De 

Michelis (2005) deems “Modern Postural Yoga” entering into a more devotional 

engagement with Yoga, Vedanta, and Hinduism, engaging in neo-Vedanta or neo-

Hinduism. In order to fully understand the parameters of Yoga in the United States, one 

also must take into consideration the relationship of Indo-American communities with the 

mostly Caucasian Westerners who have become involved with them in a more devotional 

way since the early 20th century, but primarily since the 1960s. Diana Eck looks into what 

she dubs “a new and somehow American Hinduism” in her book A New Religious 

America, relating an array of practices that include the practice of Yoga, ayurveda, 

meditation and contemplation societies, and more prototypical Hinduism found in 

temples of Indian immigrants. She groups these practices broadly under the term 

“holistic,” which has become the common coin of what is sometimes called the New 

Age, a way of thinking and living that tries to break free of the dualistic opposition of 

science and spirit, outer and inner, body and mind. This turn of mind has gradually 

saturated the whole of American culture with essentially Hindu, more broadly Asian, 

ideas without speaking of them as such. (111) It is within Eck’s approach to this field of 

East-West convergences that I prefer to situate my studies of Yoga-oriented spiritual 

environments, rather than sectioning groups off into categories of Modern Yoga. The data 

indicates that nonconventional religious Americans tend to spread their practices out 

across cultural milieus, as indicated by the wide variety of situations in which, for 

example, Yoga and meditation pops up–for instance, at music festivals, health fairs, 

ecology events. 
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Indo-American scholars express concern over the Western freestyle adoption of 

Yoga, as an offensive example of cultural appropriation. Academic debates surrounding 

this issue exemplify the multiple racial tensions and/or relations of power surrounding 

both the study and practice of Yoga and Hinduism in the diasporic context. South Asian 

Religion professor Deepak Sarma has questioned the motives behind what he calls 

“White Hindu Converts.” While there are a range of debates on this exchange between 

Yoga’s roots and its transference to North America, and examples of these will be 

discussed throughout the dissertation, this particular labeling of the “white converts” 

highlights a racial divide that is often overlooked or unspoken of by Yoga practitioners as 

well, who unconsciously believe that practicing Yoga in the West is somehow implicitly 

acceptable without question to Indians and/or Hindus. 

Sarma addressed this in the Huffington Post online, labeling the white converts’ 

spiritual practice as mimicry, and wondered if it might also be considered mockery. He 

contrasted them with Diasporic Hindus (born Hindus living outside of India) stating that 

the converts “have a choice to believe that they can ‘reverse mimic,’ identify with the 

subaltern group and can transform from the oppressor to the oppressed, from the 

colonizer to the colonized. Surely such an imagined transformation is only available to 

those who are privileged in the first place” (Sarma 2012). 

People of Indian descent also expressed similar sentiments to me in our 

conversations about white Americans doing Yoga. The tone was a politicized one, a 

feeling that their culture is slighted and misunderstood when adopted by white 

Americans. Many feel that Yoga practitioners are wholesale copying Hindu and Indian 
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practices without understanding them in detail, that they are reducing the culture to 

spirituality alone, and that their version of it is wrong or twisted from the original 

context. In Sarma’s short piece, which stirred up debate on the Religion in South Asia 

(RISA) academic listserv, he sought to raise a critical question, which could be a very 

healthy one for the Yoga and Hindu Convert communities to take on: “the experience of 

Hinduism in America [sic] cannot be understood without taking into consideration the 

relationship between colonization and Hinduism, and that the experience of being 

colonized is not available to white Americans” (Sarma 2012). 

In Hindu groups, or amongst more spiritually-focused gatherings related to Yoga 

or gurus, there seems to be a different understanding, that because the practice is religious 

or spiritual, and therefore it is inherently “good” that a Westerner would “try” to practice 

or worship in some way. Sarma acknowledges these whites are “welcomed” by certain 

groups of Diasporic Hindus, but wonders if this is proof they “suffer from post-traumatic, 

post-colonial, servile disorder” (2012). The question does not speak to Hinduism as a 

faith, philosophy, or spiritual practice, and to produce a fuller answer, these aspects may 

need to be taken into consideration. A more nuanced discussion of the white interest in 

Hinduism might include the why of their "conversion," in the context of worship being 

both a personal and phenomenological experience, as well as changing factors in how 

religion is practiced in the United States. 

The Color Divide: Yoga and African-American Communities 
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The relationship between Caucasians practicing Yoga and other racial groups in 

the United States, especially black people, is generally removed and new inroads towards 

bringing these groups together are recent phenomena. The African-American experience 

has been characterized by slavery, racism and the struggle for civil rights. The civil rights 

movement in the 1950s and 1960s, for Chicanos and American Indians as well, was about 

exploring and establishing identity (and identity politics), and reclaiming cultural 

identities that had been lost to slavery, colonization, and genocide. Adopting the customs 

of a foreign culture, such as those of Yoga, probably did not fit into that process, owing 

one reason why these cultures have been less open to widespread adoption of Yoga. 

When Yoga became popular for whites, and specifically hippies, in the United 

States in the 1960s, the American black community reacted in a different way. I 

interviewed Paula Alderfer, an African-American woman who met a guru during her 

college years in the early 1970s. Her story explains how black Americans at this time 

perceived Yoga and gurus in a suspicious way: 

My first encounter with the Divine Light came with little fanfare except that I was with a 
group of friends that wanted to experience something different and in vogue with the 
rejection of so many other cultural traditions passed on to us through the nurturing of our 
parents. Our role models at the time were even asking questions at the time, namely The 
Beatles who had a highly publicized experience of attaining a guru. Just like the British 
music invasion that shook the United States forever more, Eastern religion was becoming 
pervasive in our culture by the early 70s. The goal of attaining a higher consciousness at 
the time was no doubt prompted by experimentation with psychedelics such as LSD and 
psilocybin mushrooms. 

 
I was in the company of my college roommates when we heard about a young boy giving 
out spiritual knowledge. We heard about this and went on this quest. They were the same 
two guys that I had stayed up all night with, rationalizing the universe after swallowing a 
tab of “window pane” to open doors of the mind. Our last trip, I still recall, we feverishly 
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debated and reasoned the entire universe to a drop of water before we finally fell asleep at 
the crack of dawn. 

We were the only African Americans in the room. Though we had become accustomed to 
this, because unlike our neighbors and close friends from our hometown of Philadelphia, 
we attended a predominantly white university. This was not the custom in our middle 
class neighborhood. Most of our friends went to historically black universities like 
Tuskegee, Howard, and Morehouse. Unlike them, we wound up in the mountains of 
Pennsylvania, surrounded by white people and where only a fraction of the campus of 
Penn State University was black. Contrary to popular opinion, we were extremely 
popular because all the white kids wanted to know a black person. 

The farmhouse that we rented in the middle of nowhere was always filled with white kids 
and we all eventually began to reject our former selves and became young hippies 
experimenting with marijuana and LSD. Our parents looked on with dismay when we 
failed to join traditional black sororities and fraternities on campus. I was perceived with 
skepticism when I brought home “white music” such as the Jefferson Airplane, The 
Beatles, and Janis Joplin. My mother proclaimed Jimi Hendrix “the ugliest black man she 
ever saw” and was appalled by the manner by which he dressed. For a time we dressed in 
feathers and beads with bell-bottom pants. 

So when we first encountered the Divine Light we were whiter than most people in 
America, the majority of whom had three pictures practically in every home on their 
walls–Jesus Christ, John F. Kennedy, and Dr. Martin Luther King. These icons were a 
part of the long legacy of slavery and racism which was deeply embedded in the culture 
of the United States. Whereas our youthful white counterparts were also changing and 
abandoning the prejudices and certain cultural values they were brought up with, our 
changes seemed more drastic because we were black. Each time we returned home to our 
middle class black neighborhood dressed flamboyantly as hippies we were perceived as 
white even though our skin color failed to change. It was under this pretense that my 
mother and father first found me sleeping on a mattress in a room filled with white people 
who all were devotees living in the Divine Light Mission. 

The first time I met our spiritual master, Guru Maharaji, he was a young teenager who 
had just came to America from India to spread “The Knowledge” to the western world. 
We had heard at the time that he was chosen to be a satguru and became enlightened as a 
young boy following the death of his father who, unknown to us, was also a Perfection 
Master to millions of people in India. I was fortunate that my early encounters with 
Maharaji were when he was humbly a new phenomenon without much of a following. He 
would eat in the kitchen with us and his evening satsangs were typically delivered in a 
living room. After listening to his truth talks about how anyone can achieve the 
realization of God through meditation, we decided to accept the Divine Light that they 
secretly wanted to share with us. The well-guarded secret was provided to us in the 
bedroom of a house of a devotee so very long ago. The word of God seemed so 
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surprisingly simple and unpretentious that we laughed at first. But it was, as they said 
“the breath of life that you recognize since birth.”  

For at least a couple of years my colleagues and I became devotees and lived in the 
ashrams of Divine Light Mission. I meditated daily for hours. I also learned how to 
become a chef of a vegetarian restaurant that became highly successful in Philadelphia. 
My diet completely changed. I abandoned the soul food of the South for a highly 
nutritious diet of vegetables and the exotic curries and ingredients that were a part of East 
Indian cuisine. I was an ambitious student. On occasion during Maharaji’s evening truth 
talks I would ask questions. But I would guess that Prem Rawat would expect nothing 
less from me. To me it is almost like people are missing the point that Jesus was telling 
them. Once you know God, you really don’t have someone else tell you how to worship; 
nor do you have to be apart of any recognized religion, or go to a fancy church. Once you 
see the Divine Light, the only place you have to go is within. 

Eventually I got totally confused by the religious trappings of White America at the time. 
I was pregnant actually from one of the guys in another ashram, a Hare Krishna type 
group, and I didn’t tell him. I feared for my baby, so I ran off to the blackest country I 
could find, to escape them. I hitchhiked south to Jamaica, where I lived for two years in 
the mountains with Rastas. Many years later I returned to meditation and no longer feared 
that I was a part of a cult listening to “the word.” Just like my spiritual guide informed 
me, I see the Divine Light in my own backyard and according to my own schedule. In 
return I receive an endless wave of peace.” (Alderfer 2012) 

 

Paula’s story of following her guru shows how Yoga has been perceived by a 

majority of black people as a practice “for” white people, but also that certain segments 

of the black community have at certain historical points chosen to take part in it. 

However, the prevailing attitude in black culture is that Yoga belongs to whites, or 

perhaps South Asians. In a YouTube video entitled “Black Folk Don’t: Do Yoga” (2011), 

a number of African Americans debate their ideas about doing Yoga. One woman 

comments, “I think most black people look at it as a hippie-weird-sort-of-white-people-

thing. Like, why would you go into a room that’s 150 degrees and stretch and bend?” 

Another woman says that black people don’t do Yoga or other forms of exercise because 

of their hair. A younger black practitioner suggests that it is a generational thing, an 
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opinion she formed after she took her mother to a Yoga class and her mother felt 

awkward, while she enjoyed the class. While most acknowledge that there are a select 

group of African Americans doing Yoga, they note that it is not readily available in their 

communities, and is primarily promoted by the media and dominant culture as a practice 

that is mostly suitable for white women. 

Another African American woman in the video said that people had told her they 

“simply did not like taking classes from skinny white teachers, maybe because of their 

body type; we have lots of different shapes and things like that.” Baratunde Thurston, a 

New York City-based comedian and American black man, noted in the video that he 

thought Yoga was originally supposed to be available for everyone, but that “with its 

institutionalization in the U.S. it has become very classist and elitist-driven.” It was also 

suggested by one person that some black people might not have the money to go to Yoga 

classes. The same interviewee “did not want to stereotype,” but she thought that most 

black people probably would not think “it was worth it to pay eighteen dollars to take a 

class.” A few interviewed said that it would be great if more black people did Yoga, for 

health reasons, such as high blood pressure, stroke, and diabetes, and also that Yoga is a 

calming practice that could be good for the stress that black people experience living in a 

racialized system. 

At the end of the video, black Yoga teacher Erica Robinson is teaching at her 

Yoga studio in Harlem on 135th Street and Frederick Douglass Boulevard. She says she 

felt like there “might be a second Renaissance, and I didn’t want to miss it.” Robinson 

wants to overcome what she believes is a misinformed stereotype, and to show that 



	   	  
	  

	   21	  

African-Americans do practice Yoga. Her studio is named Asali, which means sweet 

honey in Swahili: “The intent of Asali Yoga is to promote goodness, beauty and a high 

quality of life all over the globe, beginning with the offering of yoga classes, art exhibits 

and a variety of life-affirming workshops in the Harlem community” (Asali 2010). 

Sat Bir S. Khalsa of Harvard Medical School demonstrated that Yoga has benefits 

(e.g. overall wellness, helpfulness of breathing exercises, postures and meditation to their 

daily lives) when taught to diverse and underserved populations in a study conducted on 

220 at-risk/underprivileged respondents who studied Yoga at Kripalu Institute (Wilson, 

Marchesiello, Khalsa 2008). It was also found that ethnicities besides Caucasians 

overwhelmingly used some form of complementary medicine in the previous year, but 

that Yoga itself was inaccessible, costly and “challenging for low-income populations to 

use this health modality. Geographical access to Yoga classes may also be problematic 

for disadvantaged populations” (2008). 

Since 2001, the International Association of Black Yoga Teachers (IABYT), 

founded by Krishna Kaur (practicing since 1970), a black woman and Kundalini yoga 

teacher, has hosted an annual summit and retreat for the increasing numbers of black 

Yoga teachers and for outreach to underserved communities. At their events, traditions 

from African-American culture are incorporated and celebrated to empower black Yoga 

practitioners, artists and teachers, as well as build community amongst them. In serving 

the African Diaspora, they want to spread Yoga to more communities in the United 

States, as well as African communities in other countries, including a program in Ghana. 

The IABYT have also dedicated themselves to increasing the presence of Yoga in the 
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inner city, and supporting “each other’s ability to nurture, uplift and spread meaningful 

teaching throughout our communities” (IABYT 2013). Being “in the community” and 

promoting Yoga “for diversity” are both key components to the work of this group and its 

member teachers. 

Another group working towards racial parity is the “Race and Yoga in the U.S. 

Working Group,” which first met in Berkeley, CA in September 2012, and used texts on 

Yoga in prisons to discuss the relevance of race. The choice to equate a discussion of race 

and Yoga with the notion of prisons and incarceration signaled an acknowledgement of 

the racial hierarchy in our society which has privileged whites and ultimately ends with 

mass imprisonment of Americans of color. It also demonstrates how the issue of race 

within the Yoga community has increasingly becoming connected to social justice issues 

of poverty alleviation and community building in urban neighborhoods where the 

majority of Yoga teachers and studios are located. This group of graduate students, led by 

continues to hold annual conferences highlighting these issues and are the founders of the 

Race and Yoga journal published by the University of California starting in 2015. 

Embracing Racial Justice: Yoga Teachers Respond to Urban Violence 

A greater awareness of the importance of race is manifesting itself in the wider 

Yoga community, expressed through white Yoga teachers attempting to bring Yoga to 

these communities, more numbers of non-white practitioners, more Yoga teachers of 

other races, and the founding of organizations such as the International Association of 

Black Yoga Teachers. Another example is The Off the Mat, Into the World organization, 
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which has created the Empowered Youth Initiative focused on “exploring the dynamics 

that surround disenfranchised urban and suburban youth in the United States” (OTM 

Website 2013). While race is not mentioned as a factor, they are seeking to share Yoga 

with youth who are “at risk of engaging in criminal activity, drugs, joining gangs, violent 

behavior, or being the victims of violence” (OTM Website 2013). As “conscious 

activists” they seek to understand the “larger socio-economic and political context” 

which affects the lives of the youth. The leadership training for this program is an 

immersion program during which participants engage in a process of mutual inquiry with 

at-risk young people. 

Whereas Off the Mat, Into the World began with international aid projects, the 

organization has slowly begun shifting to focus its efforts on U.S. communities through 

initiatives such as the Empowered Youth Initiative and the Democratizing Yoga program. 

However, not all efforts at democratizing the practice in the U.S. are organization-driven. 

Many North American Yoga teachers came to the practice in conjunction with their 

progressive politics, and have sought to consciously integrate the two. Sri Louise is a 

Yoga teacher from the San Francisco Bay Area who led a group of Yoga activists “as a 

tool for compassionate dissent” at various locations around San Francisco for the two 

weeks leading up to the largest of the anti-war protests preceding the U.S. invasion of 

Iraq in 2003 (Sri Louise 2011). Five of them were arrested for doing Yoga on their mats 

in protest against the Carlyle Group. About fifty people had gathered to do Yoga at 45 

Fremont Street—where Bechtel had some offices, and protesters had formed a human 

chain around the building, so that workers could not enter at all. 
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The following week, an officer from the Oakland Police Department hit Sri 

Louise with a so-called “non-lethal” projectile by at the port of Oakland during another 

anti-war demonstration. There was a picket line, so they did not plan a Yoga action this 

time. They joined the picket line, and Sri was hit hard by lead shot fired from a 12-gauge 

shotgun. After the Occupy movement started in 2011, and Occupy Oakland fell siege to 

tear gas and projectiles from the police, Sri Louise was tagged on facebook in a 

photograph taken by an AP photographer just moments after she was hit, showing her 

face grotesquely swollen, bruised and bloodied from the impact. The photo received 

4,000 likes, 5,000 comments and 14,000 shares within just a couple of days. It was posted 

with the following caption next to her face: “Non-violent protesters do not deserve to be 

shot. Rubber bullets are considered a safe deterrent. What do you think?” The photo 

resurfaced just as she was attending general assemblies to discuss shutting down the port 

of Oakland and a citywide strike, eight years after the incident. 

The experience changed her entire life. She considered the attack to be a gross 

violation of her civil liberties and calls it “my wake up call” about violence in the country. 

She connects her experience to larger issues of violence against people of color such as 

Oscar Grant, and she notes that she often receives criticism for bringing up issues of race 

in progressive circles: 

We have a systemic problem everywhere. That is what happened to me when I was hit. I 
began to realize the depth of the problem that people in my own country face every day. 
Liberty in our country has always been a white privilege. I’m trying to change that, which 
is one of the reasons I am part of this movement. (Sri Louise, 2011) 

 

In early November 2011, Sri Louise was instrumental in organizing and 

maintaining the Interfaith Tent at the Occupy Oakland movement, to “share faith and 
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faith based practices with the Occupation” and to support “the workers and students who 

are the heart of the strike.” Over the ensuing few months, the city shut down their 

endeavor many times and turned down for many permits to hold an open prayer tent in 

public. In response to the Oakland leaders’ opposition to their presence in a religious 

multi-faith tent, Sri Louise organized an “Umbrella Insurrection,” a public parade with 

people on bicycles, dressed in Mary Poppins-type attire, and of course, many umbrellas.  

In addition to looking at the effects of Yoga as public protest, it is critical to 

observe how Yoga does not just pop up in public, but also sustains activists over time, so 

that they may sustain the capacity for longer political struggles. Sri Louise incorporates 

ideals of compassionate social justice into her Yoga teacher training modules, requiring 

her teacher trainees to conduct selfless service in the community, as well as her Yoga 

classes in Oakland, which she called “The Underground Yoga Parlour for Self-

Knowledge and Social Justice.” In February 2012, she began the Free Trauma Release 

Clinic, running alongside the Oakland General Assembly (GA) every Sunday. In this 

space, different mind-body healers gather to offer their services to the activists attending 

the GA. Sri Louise envisions falls more into the mold of social justice activist, who is 

also a Yoga teacher, than perhaps the other way around. She is also very active in animal 

rights work, rescuing abused animals and advocating on their behalf. What from the 

outside looks like very powerful activist work, she feels is disparate, due to the lack of 

most Yoga teachers to come out to become involved in the Occupy movement. While it 

seemed popular and vocal when it first started, the general Yoga community’s interest 

seemed to wane by early 2012, while Sri Louise has gotten more deeply committed to 
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what she calls “Oakland Commune,” by occupying buildings, getting arrested, and 

staying in jail for almost three days in late January. 

The dialogic process used by Yoga teachers such as Sri Louise and Off the Mat, 

Into the World to address and respond to the ramifications of racialized poverty has much 

potential for building long-term community change, and mirrors the ways in which 

women have engaged with Yoga to overcome gender oppression and violence over the 

past forty years and become empowered as leaders in their communities. While Yoga 

may not be a complete solution for challenges faced by African-Americans and other 

communities confronting poverty and violence, speaking to the issues that confront these 

communities is continuing to grow and build in the holistic health sector. In conclusion, I 

would like to explore how Yoga may have even broader effectiveness as a paradigm for 

“social care,” an aspect of Yoga which will prove useful as we begin to consider more 

deeply how Yoga may assist communities of need in the future. 

The Public Politics of Private Caring: Yoga as an Answer to Social Crisis 

The moral imperative of Yoga to answer social ills as an outgrowth of personal 

development can be seen as part of a proposed feminist transition within economics–

Eisler forecasts “the caring revolution” which incorporates partnership, as opposed to 

domination, and that will forge “a caring economics” (2007). The idea of caring is also 

present in the nonprofit sector, which is moving away from depersonalized transactional 

programs, and towards a more feminist epistemology of caring which is based on ideas 

concerning feminist ethics that have been produced by women and/or feminists over the 

past forty years. Mahon and Robinson (2011) look at two aspects of care, one being those 
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activities and labor associated with child care, elder care, care for the sick and those with 

disabilities, and other forms of household and domestic labor. 

The second meaning of care is that in which care is the basis for a system of 

ethics, including nurturance as well as other “socially reproductive activities” which may 

not be face-to-face caring practices. There is a connection to the ethics of Yoga and 

compassionate care with which teachers use Yoga as a base to build caring relations with 

students and community members with whom they have regular contact, both inside class 

and at outside social activities. The authors believe “an ethics of care that is political and 

critical must be grounded in the concrete activities of real people in the context of webs 

of social relations. In turn, these webs are affected by politics and the structure of social 

policies” (2). Yoga in the community is a form of meeting the needs of individuals, 

transitioning to a future care-based economy and sustainable communities. 

Mahon and Robinson cite a growth in what they term “global care chains” due to 

the “defamilialization” of care. There is a growing care crisis “arising from inadequate 

political responses to the defamilialization of care” (11), meaning less family input and 

cooperation and more professionalized understanding of who does care work. They cite 

the flow of women from poorer countries to fulfill this gap: “The flow of (mainly 

women) caregivers from poorer countries to wealthier countries offers a low-wage 

solution to the dilemma posed by the trade-off between affordability and fair wages for 

caregivers and the failure to get men to share care responsibilities” (11). 
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This leads to another question: Are we failing as communities to care for one 

another? If we are in agreement that the hopes of “the welfare state” are very difficult to 

achieve in reality, then what are our options? What does self-care have to do with this? Is 

there a role for communal self-care, including medical and psychosocial? And if so, what 

does that look like? Yoga and other complementary and alternative medicines could be 

one of the missing links for communities seeking to re-establish routines of care. Mahon 

and Robinson describe what this scenario might look like: 

Rather than idealizing caring relations, a contemporary political ethics of care must 
address the moral and political implications of the global care crises as they are 
manifested both globally and locally. Ad hoc, exploitative crises as they are manifested 
both globally and locally, and excessively privatized solutions to the question of how we 
will care for each other are woefully inadequate in the current social, economic, and 
demographic contexts. Care ethics can serve as a lens through which to focus and 
organize our thinking about ways in which care is delivered at the local, national, and 
global levels. To do so effectively, however, it must confront head on the realities of 
human vulnerability and dependence, and of our embodied, fragile, interdependent selves 
(16). 

The ultimate premise of “Yoga as liberation” is blatantly utopian in the sense that 

the possibility of peace, coexistence, and tolerance across human society is just another 

social proposition. Through its very disciplined and ritualized practices, the rhetoric of 

Yoga promises the individual to overcome social and mental constraints. Yoga functions 

as a social tool, claiming to liberate both minds and bodies. What Yoga is, and how it 

operates firstly allows women to have greater awareness about themselves. This is done 

through cultivating an awareness of the body, which is a prerequisite to developing 

realization of one’s own mental and emotional states.  

But in Modern Yoga, these values are turned upon the self first, which makes it an 

interesting model for how social change incorporating contemplative practices can occur. 
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By empowering the individual woman to be physically and mentally healthy, Yoga 

creates “pillars of caring” which can further be relied upon for families and communities. 

Contemporary women Yoga practitioners have been able to push past the older 2nd and 

3rd wave feminisms, that had been reduced to sets of slogans upholding these differences 

between men and women, toward a more flexible idea of a feminism in process. They’ve 

done this partly because Yoga practices have a spiritual base that fits well with ideas of 

performativity, and also that feminism is now an ongoing process rooted in community, 

not only the individual woman seeking for more rights and responsibilities. And they’ve 

also done this, because feminism as a political practice has been moving beyond the 

“private personal is the political” toward the “communal personal is the political.” 

In looking at the values of Yoga communities such as studios and festivals, we 

can not only see that the ethical values–of nonviolence, non-possessiveness, and truth-

seeking–are there, but that a core group of several thousand Yoga teachers spread 

throughout the culture are struggling with, and activating, these principles as health 

markers not only in their own lives, but in communities that form around them and that 

connect as bridges to larger groups within the culture. 

The way that Yoga teachers articulate their ethics in conjunction with larger social 

systems is both customized and complex, due to the depth of global problems, and their 

tending to focus on personal and local problems. But, understood within the context of 

the decline of religion and social capital in the US, there is a certain robust force of 

contemplative resiliency operating in the skills of this community. Yoga teachers have 

disciplined their bodies, befriended their minds, and opened their hearts to persons and 
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communities of need in ways that institutions may be having more trouble doing on a 

practical level. Through the locus of local, hands-on practice, they have reprised Yoga’s 

classical values in a systematic way, slowly building a foundation for activating these 

principles in a small-group setting. Not only have individual lives changed, but this 

should be seen as part of a larger movement of robust changes in U.S. society since the 

1970s to bolster healthy, ethical ideals which can assist survival in post-industrial 

civilization. 

In this article, I have attempted to demonstrate a connection between individual 

stories such as that of Paula Alderfer, the African-American woman who tried Yoga in 

the 1960s, teachers of color working in their communities, and the much larger narrative 

arc concerning white people who practice Yoga as a progressive activity in the context of 

contemporary history, how social change will function in the future of post-industrial 

societies, and how yoga practitioners conceive of ourselves yogically in terms of identity 

and our relationships. The larger story of my first book (Feminism From the Inside Out: 

Women and Yoga in the United States) is about the intersections of Yoga and leftist 

politics (feminism, ecology, activism, and healthy responses to the postindustrial 

predicament) and those things cannot be discussed without exploring the kinds of 

psychological and spiritual ruptures that Yoga does offer to our current social paradigms 

in the United States, even as we remain honest about the ways it reinforces current power 

structures.  

As a vital segment of our culture, Yoga now intersects with the arts, politics and 

science in increasingly remarkable ways. In our practice and theorizing of Yoga, we will 
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sometimes need to walk through an at-times uncomfortable space, to travel the not-so-

light-and-pretty back alleys of Yoga as it manifests in contemporary culture. 

Communities of Yoga practitioners are spreading in new arenas–growing in churches, art 

centers, and community clubs across our country, and Yoga’s deeper cultural influence 

on us as people located in the United States is still largely untapped and unrecognized. 

We must continue to unwrap our assumptions about the perfections of practice, and to 

problematize the allure of Yoga in numerous, critical ways. Since I started to look closely 

at these developments, I propose to present a new mapping of Yoga as it has began to 

permeate society: that its growth may continue to occur in alignment with a progressive 

social consciousness, specifically in people of color and women’s lives across the United 

States in ways that are unique to our historical moment, and that Modern Yoga will 

continue to be a dynamic, evolving cultural tool for transformation. 
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