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6 Empowerment and Using
the Body in Modern
Postural Yoga

rclas Nevrin

In this chapter, I examine a few of the ways in which the body is used and
experienced in Modern postural yoga (hereafter vey).r particularly, I
argue that taking bodily experience into account is essential to the study of
contemporary yoga, especially when attempting to understand the effects of
yoga practice and to explain its increasing popularity. Moreover, a requirement
for fully understanding bodily experience is a problematization of the
relationships between body techniques and the contexts within which these
are performed and interpreted. to that end, r highlight the importance of the
practice environment in an individual's experience and understanding of yoga.
Finally, in light of this analysis, my suggestion is that Mpy very often works to
empower the practitioner, even if in a variety of ways and for a diverse range
ofpurposes.

In the first section, I give a brief presentation of some uses of the body in
MPY and then proceed to mention a few of the challenges that have to be met
if we are to understand what these do and mean to the people using them.
The second section analyzes the ways in which yoga may be seen as involving
processes of rehabituation (i.e., how experience is changedwhen practit ioners
learn new ways of making sense of and using their bodies). The effectiveness of
these techniques, however, also depends on intersubjective relations and on a
host of context-specific circumstances that need to be considered as well. the
relationships between these various aspects are analyzed by acknowledging
both the so-called lived body and the importance of the environment. In the
third section, I critically discuss the notion of empowerment, which offers one
way of summarizing how many practitioners experience and interpret their
yoga practice.

It should be stated at the outset that the position adopted here takes a critical
slitnd against the ways in which many explanations ofyoga rely on psychologized
ttroclc' ls of the human being. In my understanding, these models wil l tend tt see
l l r t ' indiv idLral  (and the psyche) as somehow apart  f rom the environment (and
t l re Lrocly) ,  wl tct ' t ' ; ts  t ' r 'o lor l ic i t l ly  or iented models emphasize the intcrdcpcndcncc
l)( ' lw( ' ( ' l l  i r r r l iv i t l r r , r l , rnr l t ' r rv i lonrrrort  i r r  w;rys th;r l  r l i f fcr f ' rorn thc f r l rnrcr( lngold
. l t t t t t t ) .  l ,vr 'n l l r , r r r r ' l t  ; ' , ,y ,  l ro lor '1r , ' ,1 rrr , r t l t ' ls  r t r , ry l t , tvr , ; t  s l r t tnr l t ,xPl , r r r . r l ( )1y l ) ( )w(,1.
l r r t  1 l ' , 'y()11,1 l ) ! .1( l ! l l { r l l . t  ' r l , t t l l l r , r l ,o l  ( ( ) rn ' , ( ' , r t r ' t ' t ls lo l ) ( , t ( ' : ,Dt , t l r , r l , r r r . l l . t l . , 'n
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into account-l consider them limited when attempting a more comprehensive

understanding of yoga.For example, I argue that empowerment depends on

social situations and shared discursive practices in ways that typically remain

unacknowledged from a psychol ogized viewpoint. Given these limitations, I

attempt to further our understanding of experience in MPY through analytically
including the practice environment in ways that go beyond individualistic
models. However, this should not prevent us from taking a closer look at the

role played by individual experience. We do not have to throw the baby out
with the bathwater. Indeed, it seems that without taking embodied experience
into consideration, one cannot do fulljustice to the nature and significance of

contemporary yoga (Coney 1999).Another issue concerns the assumptions that
psychologization often rely on, particularly when the person is assumed to be

a "distinct unit" or "isolated self," in effect offering an ideology of separation
(Carrette & fing 2005:57,80). In such cases, psychologization not only serves
pragmatic and purportedly "private" purposes but works to reproduce views

that involve highly questionable normative claims. I mention and discuss a few

of these assumptions in the final section.

Using the Body in MPY

My research has mainly been conducted with people doing yoga in practice

environments inspired by Tirumalai Krishnamacharya (raga-Lqag). His

followers have played a huge role in popularizing yoga in the West, the most
famous being PattabhiJois (b. 1915), teaching in the style of Ashtanga (vinyasa)

Yoga; B.K.S. lyengar (b. rgrg), who developed what is known as Iyengar Yoga,

and t.r.v. Desikachar (b. 1938), teaching in the style of Viniyoga.2 Many

contemporary MPY teachers have trained in the Iyengar, Ashtanga, or Viniyoga

styles before developing their own method or have simply borrowed from them.
Krishnamacharya's influence can be seen, among other things, in the emphasis
on and development of postures (asana), particularly by sequencing them and

ascribing them specific therapeutic values.' My research material consists

of interviews, participant observation, and publications from these schools,
primarily in Sweden but also in India.

Postures (asana),attentive breathing (pranayama),andchant (svadhyaya,japa)

aregenerallythe mostimpo rtantpractices andare typically combinedin different
ways. Most often the novice will begin with learning breathing techniques as

an aspect of sequenced postures, but they can also be taught separately. Thc
physical training is usually experienced as arduous and challenging for most

beginners. It consists of learning sets of postures (whether sequenced or not)

in which the body is stretched, softened, relaxed, and strengthened to diffcrort

degrees and in var ious ways. Most important,  howcvcr,  is  that  thc pt tst t r rcs

are performed with a part icrr lar  qual i ty ol ' ; r11t ' r t l iot t  : t t t t l  pt ' t ' t ' is iot t .  l 'ost t t t . ; t l

t ra in ing can thtrs t lc  sccn l ts i r  l i r r r r t  o1-rrr t ' t l i l ; t l ior t  in , t t  l iot t  l r t ' t ; t t ts t '  I l t t '  t t t , t t ty

r le l i t i ls t l r r r l  l l rcpr ' ; r t t i l ior tc l l t , ts to lotusrt t t  : , r t .  l t , t ' ,  l t t t tpo;  , t l t l t t i t t l ' l l r r ' l r r r ' , r l l r

wi l l t  Po:, l r r r ( , : , ;  ( 'x l t ' t t : , ion: , ,nr( l  , l r r . ' ,  I iot t ' , .  I l t r ' , , t r l l t  , ,1 ' , { ' ( l l l ( ' l l (  ( " , ;  l l , l l l l ( " ' , r l  I l t , '
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postures; where to fix one's gaze;precise muscle use; and so on-often keep the
practitioner particularly focused and attentive.a Postural training ends with a
relaxation practice, in which the practitioner lies on the back, usually taking
directions from the teacher how to relax the body completely (see singleton
2005).

over time, the practit ioner wil l sometimes be encouraged to practice chanting.
For example, in Viniyoga, an integrated sequence might consist of a flow of

(or both). Examples include the Gayatrtmantraand the Yogasitratext, the latter
generally considered highly important to most MPY practitioners (see Mark
Singleton's contribution to this volume), being employed both as a reference
for practical and intellectual guidanc e andbeing chanted.5

When attempting to understand the experiential effects of these practices,
I think it is helpful to distinguish between various styles of Irrtpy because
similar practices may be interpreted and experienced differently, depending
on the context in which they are performed. As I attempt to show, stylistii
differences are not only a matter of holding different beliefs but incluJe the
way in which a practitioner will feel in a particular practice environment.
Many practitioners will, for example, emphasize the ways in which a particular
practice environment might induce a sense of stillness or calm; a sense of
belonging; an energized motivation; or a "spiritual atmosphere." Sometimes
practitioners will prefer a style that is explicitly connected to what is perceived
as "traditional Indian yoga:' for example, through the use of Sanskrit names,
recitation of mantras, the presence of icons, the use of incense , andthe study of
yoga texts. By contrast, in other practice environments, these features will be
more or less absent. The stylistic differences will be import ant for whether the
practitioner feels at home, for whether he or she has a sense of the atmosphere
being right for him or her.

When we enter a Yogashala(aplaceforyogaclasses), we encounter a number

way to everything we meet. Thus, if we are to encounter, say, a symmetrically
arranged row of nightlights that are placed in holders madeof glass and shaped
l ike lotus f lowers;a smel lof  sweet incense;the sound of  sof t ,  melodious Sanslr i t
chanI f rom Lhe stereo; a group of  smi l ing,  pregnant women si t t ing on cushions
;rrorrnd iur  iur l i t l r r t ' ,  woot l t -n table;  and, on the wal l ,  a large pictr . r re of  a yogi
rr t t ' t l i t ; r l i r r r ' , i r r l t r l l  l t t l r ts l r , ,w1,v; l l r r l l  th ismirkcrrs lccl?Wil lwcfccl  cornf i r r r : rb i t .
. t t t t l  t , t l t t r ' / l ' . ' r l t , t1, ' ,y" , , 'wr l l l l r ' ls1l l t ' r r t l i ly ' / ( ) r ' t ' r r ; ipsi ty/ t l r .pt , r ' l r ; r 's l l t t ,s i l r r ; r l i . r r

wi l l  t 'v . r I r ,  t r r r .nt{r t  t r , ,  l r  lnt  l ) . r . ,1 l  r , tvt ' l r ,  i r r  l r r , l r , t  l
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Any reactions will probably be mediated in terms of socioculturally acquired
habits. That is to say, nightlights and lotuses will mean something because of
past experiences involving similar images, situations, and objects. We will also
respond to the environment in terms of felt qualities that provide us with some
prereflective sense of ourselves and the atmosphere in which we find ourselves.
My point is that both reflective and prereflective responses are crucially
important for how a practitioner will understand the nature and effects of yoga
practice.

It should, then, be helpful to thematizethevarious elements thatare involved
in a person's experience of yoga. First, artefacts and social atmospheres are
likely to initiate certain responses. This will include any conversations taking
place between people being present-perhaps people from an earlier session
exchanging and sharing experiences of their practice. The environment will
function as a setting that shapes and contextualizes experiences that will arise
in the practice session proper. Thus, prior to actually performing any specific
yogatechniques, there are a host of things that provide an interpretive context.
Second, "the practice" itself-as it is called by most practitioners-is a highly
structured routine consisting of a variety of body techniques. These uses of the
body, too, will create certain reactions, both physiological and emotional, which
are then contextualized by being related to pre- and post-session contexts, to
previous experience, and to any acquired knowledge about yoga.ln other words,
contextualizationwill involve adapting to a practice environment that supplies
both articulate concepts and vaguely felt meanings that will influence the ways
in which aparticular individual will interpret the experiences that arise owing to
performing certain body techniques. The precise elements that constitute these
processes of contextualization will differ between practice environments, even
depending on the pedagogical style of a specific teacher. As we have seen, some
teachers will encourage what they consider to be a more "spiritual" atmosphere
(then adopting culturally relevant artifacts, forms of sociality, and discourses to
that intention), which might, say, induce a sense of solemnity, or encourage a
behavior that is understood to be "yogic." Other practice environments will, by
contrast, emphasize a more "athletic" style of practice,perhaps by encouraging
more sports-like attitudes and by avoiding specific uses of music, chant, and
imagery associated with Hinduism or India.

Yoga and Embodied Experience

How are we to understand uses of the body in MPY and the experiences that
they may involve? To fully understand embodiment, as Merleau-Ponty (tqoz)

argued, i t  is  necessary to include the " l ived body."  This means not only looking
at the body from the outside-as an object  being talked abor-r t  in discotrrsc or i rs
behavioral ly conducted in social  and matcr iu l  splct 's-brr t  r r r t t l t ' rst : tnt l inr i  l l r t '
body i tsel f  as a locrrs oIexpt ' r i t - t tcc.  l t t  l l t r ' l i r l lowirrr ' , ,  I  l i r t 'us ()n i t  l i 'w o1' l l t t 'w, tys
irr  whic l t  l l r t 'bot ly is t 'xpt ' t ' i t 'nt i , r l ly  i t tv , r lv, ' r l ,  l l r . ' r ' . ' l ry; r t t i t t l i t t r ' ,  orr l  l l r ( 'nr()r ' ( '
(  ( )n lnt()n 1() l 'nt \  t i l  r 'x | t ' t i t ' t t r  i t t r '  l l t , t l  : , r ' r ' t t t  l . r  l l r '  (  ( ' t r t r , r l  l , t  l l t . '  ln() l tv, l l i ( )n: ,  ( ) l
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many practitioners. This is an attempt to understand why yoga is considered to
be ameaningful and rewarding activity by those involved with it. We might say
that the challenge lies in understanding why yoga is claimed to work against a
depersonalization of the body, involving the practitioner in "modes of refined
self-presencing" that make it possible to "(re)negotiate the terms and quality
of engagement of the l ived bodymind in its encounter with itself in the world"
(zarrilli 2004:66r). In an attempt to shed some light on this, I will distinguish
between three overlapping aspects: (1) attending to movement, (z) heightened
sensitivity, and (:) emotion.

Attending to Movement

A highly important aspect of contemporary yoga practice is learning to feel
the body move and to move the body dffirently. MPY in particular enhances a
direct involvement with and focused attention toward movement, thus being
related to other movement studies such as the Alexander Technique, the
Feldenkrais Method, Authentic Movement, or Body-Mind Centering. It is also,
perhaps, related to various forms of sport, dance, and martial arts that involve
a restructuring of movement. In my view, differences between these various
types of activities consist not only in the learning of diverse movement patterns
but in the dissimilar contexts within which they are performed, thus implying
experiential variations as well. For example, the purpo.ses for learning new
behavioral routines are crucially important for the ways in which individuals
will be affected, especially in their everyday life. Moreover, the fact that Mpy
involves the training of specific attentional techniques can hardly be overstated
when comparing it to other movement studies.

One aspect of attending to movement is learning to intensify the experience
of proprioception in general and kinesthesia in particular.6 This may be
compared to rituals that direct the focus toward the phenomenality of the
body itself, thus "targeting the sensorium of the participant," as Judith Kovach
(zooz) puts it. In this function of ritual, the "natural attitudes" of the human
body-its everyday postures, bearings, gestures and movements-are changed
to produce different modalities of awareness, intensifying what is sometimes
referred to as "the bodily felt sense" (Levin 2OO3: 1s0-1). These modalities of
body-awareness are then dffirent as compared to the everyday.lndeed, immersing
oneself in movement can under certain circumstances, not least through
diligent training, take the form of a sustained dynamic flow that is normally
not experienced in everyday forms of body performance: "Experienced as an
elongated or ongoing present, it is a world in which there are no befores or
hereafters, no sooner-or-laters, no definit ively expected endings or placcs of
arr ival"  (Shccts lohnstone 1999a 4gO-1).  At tending to movcnrcnf i r r  th is wi ty
is to i r ) l r l l ( ' t 's( ' t ) l t t 'sc l l - i r r  k inr ' I ic  expc.r icn(-( 's  lh i r t  i r r t ' f i ' l t  lo l r i rv, ' r r , ' ,  rp i r l  or '
l ) r . l r l ) ( )s( ' I r t ,yt , r r , l  l l r . .nr : i ( ' lv( 's ,  in whic l r  " t l r t '  r r r t ' r r r r i r r l ' ,  o1' t l r t '  l i i r r t ' l i t  ( 'x l ) ( ' l . i ( 'n(  ( ,
is  i r r  l l t r . 'nt , r \ / r ' tn( ' r r l  t l ' , r ' l l ' '  ( : ' l r t ' t ' l : ;  fo lnt : . lou(,  l ( ) ( ) ( ) , t :  l ' r l ) .  Mt, t l , , : ,  t , l  t l t , t ' l r r , r ' , r r r r l

s t t : ' l , t i r r t ' t l  l lotd t ,vr l l  ly1,r ,  , r l lV I t r '  , t ,  l t i t 'v t ' t l  , r r r ly  l ry l l rp: , r '  wlr . r  l l l , r t  l r r  r .  t ( ,1 ' l r l , r r lv
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and for a long time. Nevertheless, many practitioners will approximate such
experiences in nondramatic ways, and as such they seem to constitute an
important motivational factor for continuing to practic e yoga.'

Maxine Sheets-Johnstone's work (tggga; I999b;1998) on kinesthesia and its
relation to affectivity is particularly helpful for our purposes. She emphasizes
that kinesthesia is, strictly speaking, not an object of consciousness or
perception (cf. Gallagher 2oO2) but more accurately "afelt unfolding dynamic
and, in virtue of that dynamic, a felt overall kinetic quality" (tggga tsz).
Kinesthesia is fundamentally a nonverbal experience because movement has
a distinctive spatiotemporal dynamic coincident with the manner or style in
which we are moving and not primarily with the way we reflect on it. Moreover,
intensely attending to movement for some people seems to offer more "plural

self-identities" by producing heightened forms of multisensory awareness and
a less stressed sense of identity (Smith 2002; Ness 1992)-a less rigid sense of
oneself and the body, as it were. To learn how to move in ways that are not
intended to accomplish something in "the outer world" will have the effect that
movement has a less literal or tangible quality, not so much associated with
"action" as with affect or mood (Bartenieff 1980: sg). This means that attending
to movementmay be a "liberating" experience. Whether this is articulated in
terms of a "profound selfhood" or an "existentially absolute self' (Kov ach zooz)
seems to depend primarily on the practice environment and on the individual
practitioner's background and interests.

Learning new styles of moving can also bring about transformed affectivities,
depending on the particular qualitative, kinetic dynamic involved (Sheets-

Johnstone I999a: 158-9; f999b). Approaching movement in this way is
consistent with Laban Movement Analysis, a system devised for observing and
analyzing movement that draws on theories originally innovated by Rudolf
Laban (see e.g,, Hankin 1,984) and that offers important ways of understanding
the interrelation between body performance and affectivity. That is to say,
changing one's way of using the body can have a significant impact on how
we feel about ourselves and the environment. In certain cases of depressed
patients, for example, physiotherapist Irmgard Bartenieff (rgao: 157-8) argues
that when body performance is changed, it may have a considerable effect on
the person involved:

A person in a deep depression often has a quality of great heaviness
resulting from an almost total-a passive-giving into body weight. When
the slightest attitude toward the use of that body weight can be activated,
a move that may lead out of the depression has been init iated. [...] whaf is
important is i ts indicat ion of  part ic ipat ion rather than passiv i ty and t l rc
diminut ion of  heaviness and immobi l i ty  in tht ' t 'x1)cr icncc of  lhc rk 'prcsst ' t l
person (Rartenicf f  tqgo: t r , ) .

I l r is isnot,ol ' t 'out 'st ' , los, t ! l l r , r t  r l r '1) t ' ( 's : . i ( ) t ror  ' , i r r t i l , r r  ( ( )n( l i l iotr ' , ,1( ' r ' ( ' r l t t r i l r l . ' lo

l r , r r ly  l ) ( ' t  l ( ) l  nt ,ut t  r '  Nr 'vr ' r I l r , '1," , ' , ,  i l  r , r ' , ' t t t ' ,  inrplr l1. t t t l  lo. t r  l .nrrwlcr l r i , '  I l r . t l  I l t r ' t t '
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are complex links between movement and affectivity that canbe influenced
by sustained involvement with MPY practices-though certainlf in various
ways and to different degrees.s In summary, then, postural p.u.ti.. in Mpy
may allow the practitioner to change his oiher quaiitative .ri. of movement:
weight distribu.tio n,.effort,temporality, the coordinated use of parts, and so on.
This also includes a heightened attention to feeling movement itself, which will
typically alter the practitioner's sense of self and Ulay and invite for avariety of
reflections regarding the nature and signifi cance of ihis change.

Finally, it must also be mentione d, yoga training will geierally boost the
individual's health, for example by increasing the ability to pursue dailyactivities
wjthout feeling fatigued and wiih reduced"risk for dir.ui. o. puirr. Beneficial
effects due to yoga are often claimed to range from increased relaxation to
enhanced 

-ut.r[. 
strength, f.o- cardiorespi ratory fitness to changed body

composition, all of which will typic ally havi.o.rrid.ruble consequences for
anxiety levels, stress resistance, u{ rlo".Though I do not deal with this aspect
here-and there are literally hundreds of ..r.L.h projects being conducted
in this area-it is certainly important to how yoga practice is perceived and
explained by most practitioners. lndeed, it is-pr"oUaUty the most frequently
voiced reason for attend rngyoga classes in the fi.st placl , and, for many people
fitness and health are what yogais all about.

Though transformed body performance and, heightened attention to
movement will occur.in highly individual combinations utrd rith agreatvariety
of results, not least depending on the practitioner's level of commitment and
motivation, it is nevertheless very common that even novice practitioners will
experience these changes as beinghighlypositive. Moreover, the transformations
might even be interpreted as tein g- ir u "spiritual,, character. To give an
example, one of the very common ways that practitioners have of deiribing
the effects of a yoga session, especially in the relaxation phase at the end, is
to talk about being immersed in "awhole different world.,, The experience of
attending to movement will thus be understood as highly significant, compared
to what one is used to, and the step toward talkin; utotrt this as being of a"spiritual" nature-not least because interpreted as a more "authentic,, way of
being-is not a big one to take. Though this is, of course, only one way inwhich
talk about spirituality might occur in specific Mpy practice environments, it is
nevertheless an important one.

H e ight en e d S ensitiv ity

The results of yoga practice are often claimed to involve a "heightened
sensitiviLy" oI the body and a "heightened richness" of sensory experience. For
exarnplc,  rnany long-t ime pract i t ioners wi l l  feel  that  they have b. .or l ' .  more
st ' t ts i l iv t '1o l l t t ' i l  sr t r r ( )unt l ings l r r rc l  to tht . i r  6w1 boc. l ic ,s.  T,o mal<e sensc ofr thetsct
t ' l . l i t t ts ,  I r l r ' , tw orr  t l tc  wor '1, .  o1' l ) r ' t ,w I t , t l t , r . (1, l , l t t ) .  l t . t l t , r . t ,xpl ; r i ls  t l r ; t l  l l r t , r . t ,  is ; t
j ' , ( ' i l ( ' l , t l  l lorrr  lo: , l r r r t l r l { ' , l l ( l , r  l i r i r l ( ,  j , , t ,o lnt l torr l i r i t r r . , r t iorr l l r , t l  r l r . r r , , r ,  l t , t . t ,zt , : .
' r l l  lo | r t l "  o l  t ' \ l ) ( ' l  l { ' l l t  r ' .  l t t  t r l l l r ' !  w(}r . l ' , ,  r , , l r  r . , r r ' ,  r , l r ' i l r t , r t l : ,  r r l  ( ,x l ) ( , r r r , l r {  ( ,wi l l  1, , .
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relatively tacit in different ways and to different degrees; as when something is

only maiginally present to us in experience, or when we have an awareness of

something in a more obscure or vague fashion. This is so because when we direct

our attention somewhere, we simultaneously direct rtaway from something else.

And attentional skills are essentially habit-dependent. Moreover, says Leder,

most everyday actions will be directed away fromthebody in that one "acts from

the here-and-now body to spatially or temporally noncoincident objects" (Leder

1990: 1S). This means that one's body is normally rendered subsidiary, not only

as a physical means to an end but within the structure of attention as well. Most

of the time, then, entire corporeal regions and powers are "absenced" by being

being "actualized" or "differentiated" as it were. In other words, we under-

exploit the potential for sensory experience to the extent that we narrow our

perceptual skills to a relatively restricted range. This might happen owing to

habitual (culturally conditioned) over-reliance on vision and thought and

owing to inattentiveness to kinesthesia, smell, taste, and sound (Ciassen 1997).

The overall result is that everyday uses of the body will tend to involve a f orm

of "surface awareness" in which one is typically more dimly aware of certain

sights, sounds, movements, and so on.

Arguably, experience will take on something of a continuous character

owing to habit and, as such, wil l involve more or less persistent qualit ies being

afforded to the world, to other people, and to oneself. Thus, for example, when

the body is habitually used as a neutral background to goal-oriented thoughts

and actions, the body is not experienced as "alive" in itself. This may even

produce an excessive disconnection of ourselves (i.e., our bodies) from the

environment in which one might feel alienated and emotionally disconnected

from "the world." And, as Matthew Ratcliffe argues, "if one's sense of the world

is tainted by a'feeling of unre ality,'this will affect how all objects of perception

appear. They are distant, removed, not quite'there"'(Ratcliffe 2Oo5:45;cf . Mazis

1,g%).ln these hyper-detached forms of experience, we might say, perceptual

and imaginative skills are habitually set on producing an affectively neutral and

nondynamic experience of ourselves and the world.

However, habits canbe changed.lfwe can \earnhowto uti l ize bodily capacitic's

and powers differently, this may result in a form of heightened sensitivity in

which additional sensory detail is differentiated. Moreover, as Phillip Zarrilli

shows (zOOq), experiential skil ls can be acquired that involve a heighLcrrctl

awareness of  the body (e.g. ,  movement,  breathing, and the l ike) e 'ven wltct t  ot t t '

at tent ion is directed toward something othcr fhan thc bocly i tsc ' l l - .  Signi l ' ic ; r r r t ly ,

Zarr i l l i  c la ims that th is "al lows [or a shi [ l  i r t  ot t t "s cxpt ' r ic t tce ol ' l l tc  l rot ly ; t r r t l

mind aspccts l ronr lhcir  r i ross st 'p; t t ' ; t l iot t ,  t t t ; t t l i t ' ,1 l ry I l t t ' l ror ly 's tot ts[ , t t t t

r l  is t tp l t t ' ; t r ' ;11( ' ( . ,  l ( )  i t  l r r r t ' l t  r1() l ( ' : i r r I r l l t , ,  t l i , t l , ' ,  l i , , r l  , ' l t t l , l r ' , ( ' l t t r ' t t l  o l  I rot ly i t t  t t t i t t , l

, t r t , f  r l i r r t l  l r r  l r r r r lV" ( t ,n rr l l i  , lOt l , l : ( ' ( ,1) .  l ' , r ' r 'n l t ( )nr , t t to l  l t t ' t  l ) r ' l ' ,1)r ' t  l tvr ' ,  t l ,  l l t t . "" ,
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of sensory detail andaheightened sense ofbodily involveme ntmayalso work to
disrupt the experience of the environment ("the world") as consi"sting of static:
objects and discrete events. When compared to situations in which we relate tc-r
things and events in a relatively detached way, certain experiential skills may
enable us to experience our surroundirrg. ,ni our bodies in a more dynamic,
animated, andrllational mode.

Experiential skil ls that involve a higher degree of perceptual differentiatiorr
also seem to overlap with how r. f*1, thinf, and, imagine. rndeed, the yogrr
practit ioner learns to attend to movement, breath, and sound in ways thrrt
depend not only on body usage and heightened forms of awareness but, ftrr.
example, on learning a specificlanguage of the body (such as distinguishirl i
between different-kinds of pain or different body pu.ir) and the acquiring ol ;r
historical sense of bodily movements (reigh rori.. 7gg7),both of which entrri l
the implementation of specific imaginatiu.-dir.u.rive registers.

zarri l l i  especially emphasizes "attentiveness to the bieath" (zoo+:661) ;rs ;r
technique for movin gaway from detached modes of experience and toward nror.(,
relationalmodes. similarly, sundar sarukkai views breathing primarily in tr.rrrrs
of-ay engagement with the "inner body" that makes possible the "experi,rt.t,
of the dimensionality that 'f i l ls'our bidy" (sarukkai 2002: 47r).James Mor.lt,y
a-lso argues that experience of breath control "is the concrete ."f". i.n." ,,t
the body as a relation between inside and outside" (Morle y 2007: zi-; 

"rpl,,,r i.in original). Rccording to these authors, the cultivation oiattentive breltlr irrri
make possible modes of experiencing in which "inner" and "oute r', are p()l ,r..
dualistically opposed. However, attentive breathing, too, wil l depend orr t lrt,
adoption of various nomenclatures and forms of imaginalion within a partit.rrl,rr
practice environment. This means that any "dimensio nality" or "relat iprr,, wil l
be experienced somewhat differently, depending on the precise nalurc 6l 't lr.,
breathing technique and on the purpor. fo. which it is used. Differcncc,s ,r,rv
consist in whether attentive breathing is accomplished simultaneously witlr
movement and in a variety of elements, places, o. 

-orn.nts 
of breathirir i t lr,rt

can be accentuated differently. Also relevant are the precise ways irr wlri. lr
particular breathing techniques are related to dealing with eriotiorrs ,rrrrl
thoughts and how or to what extent they are uti l ized iI everyday sitrrirt i.rr:.
Breathing techniques may also include ihe making of sound (such irs ,f/rr/r
pranayama).ln fact, the use of sound and chant has oiten been claimcci u r.t,ntr.,rl
place within the history of yoga(geck 1g%) and has sometimes bcgr cxplir ir ly
connected to attentive breathing (Carpenter 2003).

Postural  t ra in ing and at tent ive breathing may also enhance f  he prac, t i t i . r r r , r  , : ,
sensi t iv i ty toward the body by improving awareness of  parLicrr l l r  b6t l i ly  st ; r t t ,s
and feel ings.  Richard shusterman propoies that certain somir t ic.  p l r t - t i t . t ,s  t , r r ,
besides makine " thc qt ta l i ty  of  our exper iencc morc s;r l is fy ing, ly r i t  l r , "  w.r . l .  l t ,"  im provc I  l t t '  ; t t ' r  r i l  y ,  l r t ' ; t  l l  h,  a nd cont rc l l  of  orrr  sclrs( ,s L. ,y .  , i l t  iu. , i i , r r i  l r t , i r i l r l  t , r r r , t  I
; t t t0 l t i t t t t  lo, l t l r l  t t t , t ' , l t ' ty  o l  l l t t ' i r  sornlr t i t '1 ' r r r r t ' l iorr i r r r i ,  wlr i l t , , r l , , . ,  l r . , , , , r r l  . . . ,
I | t l r r t  l r0, l i lV l r . r l ' r1. ,  , r r r r l  r l r , l | r  l : .  t l r l r t  i l l t l ) , i l t .s( , i l : , ( ) t  y l ) ( ,1 10r,111,, i l (  ( . , , ( : ) l t i l : , lcr , r r r , r r r
l ( ) ( ) ( ) '  l ( ) ' f  )  n ' , ' , r l ,  l t ,  r . r l , t t t t  l t , , ,  lV l . r  l r t r i t l i l { , . ,  nr , rv ' l ( 'v{ , , r l  , t t r , l  rnr I l1yy1, , , t rnr , r l r t
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malfunctionings that normally go undetected even though they impair our well-
being and performance," thus providing for a "psychosomatic management of
pain" (teo7: 302-3). Shusterman gives us two examples of how this may work:

We rarely notice our breathing, but its rhythm and depth provide rapid,
reliable evidence of our emotional state. Consciousness of breathing can
therefore make us aware that we are angry, tense, or anxious when we
might otherwise remain unaware of these feelings and thus vulnerable
to their misdirection. Similarly, a chronic muscular contraction that not
only constrains movement but results in tension and pain may nonetheless
go unnoticed because it has become habitual. As unnoticed, this chronic
contraction cannot be relieved, nor can its resultant disability and
discomfort. Yet, once such somatic functioning is brought to clear attention,
there is a chance to modify it and avoid its unhealthy consequences, which
include not only pain but a dulling of the senses, a diminution of aesthetic
sensitivity and pleasure (Shuste rman 1999: 3024).

l:motion

M I'}Y wil l also involve a spectrum of emotionalit ies, even if this fact is typically
irirrored inmany accounts of yoga.lndeed, emotion is generally mentioned only
irr passing, often with a pejorative undertone (e.g., as "passions" to be overcome).
I lowever, I argue that emotionality is involved in a variety of ways, for example,
l lrrough identif ication and belonging; through the sharing of experiences
[rt 'tween practit ioners, what we might view as the production of "emotional
Iristories"; through the use of artifacts (e.g.,particular l ighting, icons of uindu
rlt ' i t ics, incense, music, and so on, which invite for certain emotional responses);
,rt t lrrough specific affective-imaginative engagements in yoga practice. In the
I t ' l lowing paragraphs, I  g ive a few examples.

Itcrr Malbo n (tooo: 72-4) argues that group activit ies wil l typically involve a
"rrrl lcctive sensibil i ty" or "being-togetherness" that can, temporarily at least
.trtt l  r i ivcn the right circumstances, unload the burden of individuality. Thus, by
tttovinp irrnong and being in proximity to others ands identifying with others in
,l 1',r()tr1; itnd with a collective focus (such as a particular music, yoga practice,
,  t t t t  I  so ot t ) ,  ot te can sl ip between consciousness of  sel  f  andconsciousness of  being
lr,trt tr l 'sorncLhing larger, between anonymizing and individualizing. Moreover,
' , r 'n\ , r l iot ts of  bclonging can be prolonged, as when one ident i f ies wi th certer i r r
' , r l t 's ,  t i t t t t 's ,  tncmories,  paraphernal ia or others not physical ly presen[. ' l -he'sc
, t tc lont ts t t l .c ' tnot ional  involvcmcnt that  seem Lo bc qrr i tc common in rnirrry
M l 'Y t ' r  rv i  r r r r t r t t t ' r t l  s .

l , tkr ' ,  lo l  r 'X;rrrrPlc,  I l rc rrsc of-rnrrs ic '  i r r r t l  sorrrr , l .  n l r ' , r r , r [ r ly ,  rnrrs i r .  wi l l  i r rst i l l
t  t ' r  l . r i  |  |  r ' ( ' : i l  ) ( ) t  ls( 's , . rs l r  l rot l i ly  st ' r rsr ' t l1 'P;r l t  i t  i  | , r l  i , ,1 1, , ,  I  r . r l  I  r ' r  r  r i  r  t r 'o[  |  iv t ' t l  t  int t ' ; r r r t l
' ,1) , t t  r '  ( l . l  l i l r  l ' ) ' ) t l ) .  I  l t totrr i l r  l l t ( '  us( ' t t l  sr t rnt l  | r '1 ' l '1, '  , r  ( '  r r ( rvt ' r1,"  l l r , 'y  l ) ( , (  ( ) tn( ,

{ . t t to l  i t t r r , t l lV , i l t ( l  i t t t , t t ' i t r , r l iv t ' lV ( ' i l I ' . tJ ' ( ' (1.  l r r , l , ' , ' ,1,  , r ' .  [ \1 , r l l ' , ) i l  | ( , (  ( ) i ,n i . / ( , : , ,  i l r r r : , i t
,  
' l l , ' t t  l , l , ry. ,  , t  (  ( ' t t l  t , t l  r , t l , '  i r r  I  l t , '  .  , , t r ' ,1 i l  r r l  r r r r  u l  . r  r  u l l rn l l r r l  1 ' .  . r11, ,1171,, , '  | t 'oI l t ,  lo
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situate themselves historically, culturally, politically, and stylistically. As such,
it can transform or c-reate social spaces, providing both aural backdrops and foci
for many aspects of social interaction, not leasiby articulating identities and
developing a sense of belonging. Music can also intensify shui.d experiences
by evoking similar emotional and physical responses amonga group of people
(Malbon 1999:77-80).lndeed, within manyMPY practice environments, music is
a highly important resource for identificition, extending far beyond the actual
yoga practice. Examples range from yoga teacher Shiva Rea's use of "trance
dance" and music, to the popularity enjoyed by the so-called "chant masters,,
Krishna Das, Jai uttal, and Deva premil, among many Mpy practitioners.
The chanting of mantras and texts may also ,..u-. simultaneoui pu.poses of
identification, contemplatio n, and demonstration of expertise isee Nevrin
forthcoming).

Yoga practices may also be accompanied by a particular emotional and
tmaginative poise, performatively enacted and feli by the person involved
(crouch 2003). This means. that yogapractitioners not only learn new ways of
moving and sensing.with the body but they will be emotionally involved in and
through the particular action. one source for emotion is the bodily techniques
themselves, as certain bodily performances, such as kneeling, ,lo'* b..uthing,
and so on, will involve affective associations (Hollow ay zo$)l qua " emotionall-y
marked actions" (Leavitt 1996). Affective associationt d.p.,td, of course, on
cultural stereotyping but also to a certain degree on kinetic qualities involved
in the action itself because our "bodily feelings of move-.nt have a certain
dynamic. we feel, for example, the swiftness or slowness of our movement,
its constrictedness or openness, its tensional t ightness or looseness, and
more" (Sheets-Johnstone 1998:272). As such, bodily actions entail structures
of experience that invite for affectrve and imaginative elaboration in certain
directions, even if never mandating these elaboiations as invariants.e

An example is that sun salutations are sometimes performed in a devotional
style, directed toward an imagined other, such as ,,t-he 

sun', or .,God.,,10 
These

styles of performance will draw on the prostration-like form ofthe sun salutation,
directing the emotionally marked character toward something or someone
beyond the individual, perhaps as a form of dedication. This .un b. compared
to when sun salutations are performed in practice environments where the
emphasis lies on, say, correct physical execution, and when the qualitv of
attention is oriented more directly toward experiencing the body itseif. Simply
put, the affective-imaginative engagement will be q,rit. different between
these various styles of performing, though the body techniques themselves
are roughly similar. This difference is not peripheral io the practice but rather
qr-rite fundamental. In fact, many practit ioners have repeaiedly informed me
how thcy i lc f ivc ly scc'k ouL a part icular pract ice environment that  " f i ts  them,, ,
wl t t ' r t ' l I l t 's ly l t 'o1'pt ' t ' l i r r t rutncc r t r rc l  thc;r tnrosphcrc.  were cxpcr ic.nced as
t 'ot t t l t t t  iv t ' lo l l tc i l  ( )wl l  l ) ( ' r 's() t r ; r l i ty ,  l , rs l t ' , , r r r t l  . rsI i r ' ; r l i r l r rs.  ( ) r r i l t , r l l ' l t 'n ,  

Pt .oPl t ,
wi l l  i r t r l . ' , , .1r  r ) i l i l t r . r r l  r ) l t , ,u(  l t  t l r i r t r ,s, t : ,  l l r . . , r l l l ro: . ; r l l t , r . t ,o l  , r  : , t . l tool  or ,  l l r , , : ; ly l r ,
, r f  , t  ; r t , l t  l t t  r '  N1 or. , \ . r . t ,  i l l l l , , r , , i l (  ( , . ,  i r t t , r t t , r l i r r t r . r l  . rn, l i l r r , t t l i r r . t l ivr ,  l t \ / , lv( , l l t ( ,n l
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will have considerable consequences for how a practitioner might change his or
her attitudes toward various issues in everyday life.

Empowerment: A Critical Analysis

MPY practices of attending to and with the body can be said to existentially
empower the practit ioner by making him or her feel more "whole," "alive," and
so on. This empowering effect is achieved through the learning of a variety of
skills and techniques and by taking part in an emotionally invigorating social
space. MPY practice environments also offer ways of increasing self-confidence
by socially empowering the individual, which serves to establish attitudes and
choices vis-)-vis some issue that is of concern to the individual. For example,
life style changes are typically initiated by the ways in which a particular
practice environment may offer emotional support and encourage specific
forms of behavior understood to be "yogic" (as opposed to, say, "egoistic,"
"weak," "addicted," or "unhealthy"). In the following, I discuss these two forms
of empowerment in more detail, showing both how they are intimately related
to each other and how thev involve problematic issues.

Exis t ent i al Emp ow erm ent

The attentional skills and the nonordinary uses of the body that one acquires
through yoga practice can be said to counteract detached and inflexible modes
of experiencing. However, it is often taken for granted that these skills are
also fully transposable to other situations, thus ignoring the fact that they are
rather purpose-specific and therefore limited. though many practitioners may
recognize this, they rarely discuss it openly, and some yoga discourses do in
fact insinuate that mastering yoga means having achieved authentic access
to "reality" or "the realization of one's true nature" (fois 2oo2:5), regardless
of specific situational circumstances. However, such an assumption may give
rise to arrogance when denying the infinitely many ways in which one might
attend differently to the world. It also suggests that the individual (whether as
"worldly" or "pure" consciousness) is (or can be) a more or less independent
entity, disconnected from the environment. The question then arises whethcr
this assumption is not evidence of a utopian dream. Indeed, many yopil
discourses do seem to support a concept of self-re alizatronthat emphasizes "tht'

complete freedom of the mind" (Strauss 1997: 16), thus propagating a hil i lr ly
individualistic view of the human being that, in my opinion, disregarcls l lrt '
many ways in which we are dependent on one another and on thc cnvironrnt 'n l .
Indeed, such a v iew wi l l  a lso tend to dichotomiz.e" inward frccclorrr"  ovt ' r ' ; r r r t l
against  "outward conformity" (Gcndl in I987).

Acquired ski l ls  may oIcoursc bc l r ; t r ts l los;r [ r l t ' lo sorrr t ' t l t ' r ' r ' t ' t '  ; rnt l  r 'x l t ' r r l .  I  or
example,  ski l ls  of  cortr ' t ' r t l l i t t ior t  l t ' ; r rnt ' ,1 in ort t ' torr t t 'x l  nr , ry [ , t ' r rst ' l r r l  in ol l r t ' r '
si l r t ; t t i t t t ts , ; t t t t l  l t ; tv i t r r ' , :onr( ' , t (  (1r t , r i t t l , l r (  ( 'wr l l r  l l r r ' ( ' \ l ) ( ' r ' i t ' r r t  col  tn()v( ' l r r t ' r r l  l low
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will surely have repercussions in many situations in everyd ay life,And to theextent that yoga makes it possible to achieve relatively relaxed and matu rized,

i?::t 
of body performance, this will most certainly haie ramir,.ulion, for daily

However, as I have argued throughout this chapter, we need also to take intoaccount the importance of social, discursive, and material environments. Thismeans that experiential freedom and authenticity, say, cannot depend solelyon the individual's skills and abilities bur alr,t'uy, ulr"u,ay involves constantlychanging circumstances. For example, in some'situations, detached modes ofexperienc e may arise because of circumstances that to some extent lie beyondthe individual's intentional powers, incruding the foilowing: how we areexpected to emotionally relate to one another in e ., jtt,.n cnriot c;+,,^+:^-^ t^ -
many social contexts establish the pri<
against emotional, or hierarchically valu
the emphasis on individualistic self_nan
education; regulation and commodification of the body in modern consumer-oriented settings, including "emotional control " and"eiperientiui.onru ming,,istressful living-conditions, not least an achievement-related production ol:anxiety and stress; the influence of technologies and architectures on socialinteractions and on individuul 

::f.^.ience of"space and time (e.g., increasecJsocial isolation and "disembodied"life styles); uii 
^unyother 

things.,, so longas we are involved in social interactions with other human beings, circumstanccssuch as these are bound to influence usto r*. a"g..., not lelst by restrictirrl l

r change a person, because he or shc is
'cumstances, including the presencc ol
i ing conditions. The neglect to adcjrcss
im that yoga has a dimension of  t r r r l l r
rther activit ies. This rhetoric is clost,ly
which is of ten used to c la im status.rrr t l
s  to establ ish mot ivat ional  incenl ivt ,s.
)r  an exper ience) is termed , ,spir i t  

r  r ; r1, , ,
>n wants to c la im i ts importancc to l r is
iv.es. Though these purposes rnay s(.(,nl
:ally establishes and reinforces a slirt rrs

r l rur l icat ion and di i r lo{rrc.  Mor. t , ( )v( , r . ,
,o1 j .11 s i l t r ; t l i t ) l tS,  t . tn( ,  w()ul t l  , r lso l r , rv, ,
v( ' t  , , l r r r r  l i l t ( ,s , t r r r l  l iv i l t j ,  ( ( ) l r r l i l iot t : , .
r  o l  l l t { '  , ,o(  i , r l ,  r rp l  , , r r lV , , l l t r , , r l ly  l , r r l

. l \  l l l l  , . t ! t i '  i l t  i l t , i l t !  \ ro1, , t  r l t , , r  r )ut , . r , , .
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A final issue concerns the fact that reflection and thought are often seen
as being opposed to yogic practice. However, this seems counterproductive to
some of the professed aims of yoga,such as enhancing experiential freedom
and authenticity. The emphasis on "practice" approaches yoga as a form of
de-habituation and de-identification, and polarizes the alleged authority of
"personal experience" over and against "language" or "theory," as if the latter
were somehow outside the field of experience (and despite the fact that they
are,in my view, heavily involved inyoga practice). This polarization makes it
very difficult to critically assess the ways in which particular discourses might
involve naive attitudes toward society's influence on the individual. tt also acts as
a defense for a lack of training one's ability to reflect, which in turn might result
in inflexible action.lndeed, ttmay wellbe argued that freedom is dependent also
on our capacity to break out of and carry forward the language we inherit and
find ourselves already using, which requires that one learns how to think more
creatively with words (Levin 1997). There are many examples of innovation
within yoga,for example, the conception of new vocabularies of the body and of
emotions. Yet, these instances of reflection typically remain unacknowledged.
Finally, developing self-reflexivity, as in exposing prejudgments, is of course
a highly important point of departure for communicating with others and for
making possible mutual understanding and respect. When neglected, this means
one runs the risk of adopting chauvinistic or naive attitudes toward others. A
depreciation of reflection and thought may thus serve to cement , and even veil,
highiy questionable and disconcerting stereotypes (such as racism, sexism,
beautism, and healthism). In summary, then, psychologized and individualistic
models, accompanied by a rhetoric of truth, make difficult the recognition that
yoga is also a social practice. In the following section, I attempt to show how
MPY creates social spaces in which people engage with one another in various
ways.

Social Empowerment

MPY practice environments also provide for trust and solidarity, as a form ol
social empowerment. Through various social interactions, the practitioner
might be encouraged to "be oneself," to avoid drugs and other bad habits,
such as unhealthy diets or relationships, even to resist consumerist attitudes.
Moreover, to relax into an emotionally supportive atmosphere may enable thc
person to more openly express emotion and to feel"at home" with others.

A common example is the overcoming of resistance, pain, and fear whor
pursuing challenging postures. This works to empower the practit ioncr',
by enhancing his or her wi l lpower and sel f -conf idence. I le or shc thrrs gt ' ts
acquainted with the feel ing of  overcoming d i f f icrr  l t ics,  wh ich rnrry o1'r 'orrrst ' r r  l l t ' r ' l
dai ly l i fe as wel l .  However,  a l l  th is happcns nol  lc ; tst  [ r t ' t ' ; r r rsc ol  soci i r l  srrp;ror l
and teacher gtr idancc. Mlt t ty pt- ; t t ' t i l iot t r ' r 's  wi l l  i r t t l t ' r ' t l  , r t lcs l  lo l l t t '  i r t t l ror l . rnr  t '

oIhavinr i  [ r t ' t ' t t  i t t : t  1r t ' ; t t  I i r t ' t ' t tv i t 'onnr( 'nt  t l r , r l  i t t ' , ; r i i , ' ,1. t t t , l ,  l r , r l l , ' t t r i , ' ,1 I l t t ' tn i t t
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As Randall collins (zoo+) has argue

participate in a collective action_wh
produce a powerful emotional stimulr
sensitive to each other's bodilv pres(
bodily expressions, entering intl shared rhythms, being caught by eachother,s
movements and emotions. coll ins's point is that the more participints focus on a
common activity and the more they attune to each other, to *hut everyone else
is doing and feeling, the more intense the experience. This is aformof emotional
energy, which will typically take the form of exhilaration, confidence, trust,
enthusiasm, and a strengthened sense of initiative. Individuals who are full of
emotional energy feel "good" and "valuable." These empowering experiences
can then also be evoked in situations when one is ,,alone.,,

I argue that this form of emotio nality is an important aspect of social
empowerment, particularly in those MPY practice environments in which
collectivity is accentuated. Indeed, in Malbon's analysis, empowerme't-o.
playful vitality, as he calls it-is largely emotional in constitution and arises
partly through the flux between self and collectivity and through the prioritizing
of the affectual, ofproximity and tacti l i ty, and ofihe,,here urrd.,or".,,As such,
it is "partly a celebration of the 

"n"tgy 
and euphoria that can be generated

through being together, playing togetlrer u.rd ."p..iencing 'others' together.
Yet vitality is also partly an escape attempt, u i.-po.ary relief from other
facets and identifications" of anindividual's'own life: irom *o.k, from the past
or the future, from worries, and so on. In situations wherein playful vitality is
cultivated, it is primarily a construction in which "the everyiuy i, dir.,rpted,
the mundane is forgotten and the ecstatic becomes possible" (vtalbon 7999:
164).For my part, r would not want to view this in terms of an.,escape,,, as that
seems to value the everyday and the mundane as somehow beinjmore true
or real' Nevertheless, coli in's and Malbon's analyses of interaction rituals and
playful vitality are pertinent to an understanding of the ,o.iui urp..r, of vpy
practice environments.lndeed, social empowerment seems both necessary and
desirable, perhaps even an unavoidable aspect of situations in which people get
together and do something.

Moreover, social empowerment in MPY is probably to some extent related
to sociopolitical changes in late modernity. Foi exampie, lack of por.. in areas

rd trust will likely produce reactions
failure, insufficien cy, alienation, and
;hreatened or insecure social ties and
Jy common in many modern settings.
gues, the establishment of ,,emotional

communities" is essential for the vitalization of social interactions and for
saf isfy ing a need for emot ional  int ima cy andnearness. Mel lor  and shi l l in g(tggl)
s i r r l i lar ly c l i t i r r l  lhr t l  conlcmporary forms of  social  bonding are of ten based on
t ' t t to l iot t l t l ,  l " ' , l i ly , , r r t r l  s t ' t lsr t ; t l  inte 'nrct ions lhrr t  r i i f ' f , ' r  l - ro,rr  o l t i t , r ,  l r : r r l i l i . r r i r l
I . t  t t ls '  l t t t l t " ' '1 ,  I  w. ' r t l , l  , t t t ' t t .  l l r ; r l  Ml)Y t ' . r r r  1, , 's1,1 '1r  , rs , r l ' l i , r ' i t t r , ,  t l isr  ( )u ls( ,s ; l l r ( l
; r r  ' r r  l  i t  t ' : '  l  l r ' r l  '  

r f  i '1r  r I  l  r ' ;  r ' r r  
" r ) , r (  
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of the body can be explored, simultaneously offering opportunities for social
empowerment and the formation of alternative social interactions (Turner
1994; Burkitt 1999: 7a5)-a resistance against conventional forms of sociality,
as it were. Paradoxi cally, however, many MPY practitioners are playing on both
sides: on the one hand constructing social alternatives, yet on the other hand
reinforcing an ideology of separation, at least to the extent that the importance
of the social is underrated.

Also relevant is the fact that social situations consist of micro-polit ical
dimensions such as struggles for authority and symbolic capital (Bourdieu
1977); that is, the accumulation of status or recognition that constrain or
make possible a person's actions within a specific social context. An important
variant is physical capital, a notion coined by Chris Shilling (tqqt) to analyze
the increasing commodification of the body and the important links between
identit ies and the social values accorded to bodies. However, these facets of the
social are typically unreco gnized rn many yoga communities. For example, in
MPY, accumulation of symbolic and physi caI capital often involves the use of
the designations "spiritual" and "healthy." More overtly polit ical uses might
include the construction of emotional identities that provide for confrontational
attitudes (McKean 1996), mobilized against competing schools by proclaiming
;r lineage-holder's higher degree of "spiritual authenticity," or by declaring a
lcacher's legitimacy in terms of his or her adherence to a "spiritual tradition."
I 'he epithet "spiritual" also tends to conflate the difference between, on the one
hand, the sense of self-ease that can arise due to certain bodily practices and, on
t he other hand, the self-confidence that arises due to accumulation of svmbolic
capi ta l .

Coll ins (zooq) shows that individuals wil l typically acquire or lose emotional
('lrc'rgy in interactions that are characterizedby power and status. For example,
t lrc f celing ofbelonging to a group wil l significantly increase a person's emotional
('ncrgy. Moreover, the "sociometric star" wil l tend to receive the most emotional
('rrcrgy and affection, whereas the outsider or novice receives much less (Freund
l()()0). In other words, a teacher or advanced practit ioner-stated bluntly, those
wlro bc.long to the elite ofthe in-group-wil l feel confident, strong, and successful
tttt l  on ly because he or she has acquired "yogic skil ls" but owing to being at thc
(('nlcr of attention and having acquired symbolic capital. This wil l even have
r(' l)( 'rcussions on the abil ity to be attentively involved because achieving flow
i ' ,  r r t t tch casier when a person feels conf ident,  enthusiast ic,  and emot ional ly
crr t ' t ' r i izcd.  Indeed, many pract i t ioners have at tested to the inspirat ional  ancl
rrrrr l iv i r f  ional  s igni f icance of  being inan"energized" environment,  of ten opcnly
r l is t  t tssing thc di [ [erences beLween teachers in terms of  the Ievel  of  "encruy"
I l r , r t  t l rcy "r i rc l i i r lc"  or  " inspire."

l l t t 's t ' ; tspt 'cts o1'r t  t roulJ r lynrnr ic,  cvcn i l - r r r r l t ' tor ' , r r iz t ' t l  by i ls  p l r r l i t - i l t . r r r ls ,
r , t i : ' t '  i t t tpt t t ' l ;ut t  t l t t t 's t iot ts ( ' ( )n( ' ( ' l ' r r i r r r i  t l r t 'n()r  nrs.rn, l  i , l t ' , r ls  I l r ; r l  ; r r t ' i r rvolvt ' r l .  l r r
Ml'Y, lot  t 'x ,urr I l t ' ,  l l t . ' t ts , ' , r l ' "1r , ' , t l l l t inr 's: . "  lo i r r , l r . , r l r ' : , l , r t r rs,rrr t l  ; r t  l r i t .v t , r r r , ' r r l

' ' '  l t , , t l l r  t t l , r r ly  ; t t t 'v , t l , ' t r l .  l l t ' , r l l l r  i : ,  l l r , ' r r  , r l l r ' r r  r r ' . r ' t l  , r ' ,  . ru , r l l  i r r r  l r r : . iv t .  , r r r , l

V, l i ' l l ( ' t . t l r  l lWol(1,  r , l ty ln i '  u!  nt( ' ,nt t t t r '  l t ( ) l l  l t l r r , " , , ,  l r r  , , r . l l  r , ' . r l t , , . t l t ( ) t r  (N,.vr ' t r r
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2004). Many practitioners also tend to assume that everything that has to do
with health is somehow good. In MPY, however, this wil l sorietimes involve
the naturalization of an idealized, aestheticized body (Glassner 1989)-the
so-called "body beautiful"-which involves highly questionable norms. This
becomes even more problematic when "healthin.rr" und "spiritual insight" are
associated. The problem is not necessarily that someone feels or looks strong,
healthy and confident, say, but when associated with "spiritual progress" this
may consolidate an unquestionable status and legiti macy to certain normative
ideals.

There are, of course, MPY practice environments that constitute clear
exceptions. For example, some teachers wil l explicit ly emphasize the uniqueness
of a person's body. However, the general tendency is ior practit ioners to be
influenced by largely unconscious ideals concerning the individual's possibility
of living a healthy life without addressing sociopolitical issues. Mo..ou..,
because the precise meaning of being healthy is rarely discussed explicitly
by MPY practitioners, its meaning is simply assumed. riris will then have the
consequence that normative ideals are reproduced and presented in ways that
effectively hinder their reflexive assessment.

In my view, it is important to recognize the ways in which Mpy address
alternatives to mainstream medical care. This recognition includes identifying
the employment of attentional techniques that prove useful for a vatieiy of
purposes, not least for counteracting a detachment that negatively afiects
people's l ives. We have also seen how yoga communities may meet a particular
individual's need for alternative forms of emotional solidaiity Uy cieating an
arena for vitalized social interactions. Yet, many MPY practice environments
are uncritically involved in a development that attempts to "locate meaning
within the individual according to a selective valuing of intense experiences
within the self and a closed system of cognition" (Carrette & King 2005: az). The
challenge, it seems to me, lies in being able to recognizeboth the beneficial and
empowering effects of yoga practice and the limitations and any questionable
norms that may be involved.
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Notes

I  l l r , ' l t ' t  t t rAlrr ict t t  I ' t l , l l r r r /  Ytrr , r r  is  r r : - r , t l l ry I  l rz,r l r t , l  l r  l ) r 'Mi i - l r r , l is  (Zt fOl) .  Ml)y s l  r ( ,sscs
l l t r ' r r t  l l t , , l t , , t l r , rnr . r l iv , , , t , ,p, ' t l : , r r l  Vor i . r . l l r r r . , r , , , . r r r l i t r r , " l6Vr, t .Vlr , rs i r , r r r t lgr t t lyv, t l t , r r l

" t t i " , ' , " ,1 l r t1 l ' , , ( r l l r ( ' t t r r r r ' , ' I l t ' '  I r ' l t r ' t ( , I ' l t t l , , , , , l ' l r , . r l  r t t t , l r ' r ; r i111t i r r t i . , " , ,1 i l , ,  
' t , t r I i t r , : ,
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more often than not grounded in the highly popular Ashtanga Yoga.

3 Though he has not, of course, been alone in this development (Alter 2004). In

anoth"er article,l discuss Krishnamacharya's influence and the importance of his Sri

Vaisnava heritage (Nevrin 2005).
4 See lyengar (rggs), Desikachar (rqgs), and lois (zooz) for descriptions of Yoga

practices by leading MPY teachers.
s When the Yogaslra is chanted, this is typically done by using techniques of vedic

chant.o-.on in South India, which considerably elevates the status of the text by

treating it as if it were a Vedic or Tantric text with mantras to be chanted and not

sr-rtras to be mem orized (see Nevrin forthcoming)'
6 "Proprioception refers generally to a sense of movement and position. It thus

includes an awareness of movement and position through tactility as well as

kinesthesia, that is, through surface as well as internal events, including also a sense

of gravitational orientation through vestibular sensory organs. Kinesthesia refers

specifically to a sense of movement through muscular effort" (Sheets-Johnstone

7998:272,n.13).
7 The term flow has been popularized by Csikszentmih|lyi (tqqo). In my reading,

however, his understanding of flow does not include an adequate account of

embodiment. As such, it foiuses on "consciousness flow" or "altered states of

consciousness," thus underemph asizing the role played by emotionality, sociality

intensify self-assertive attitudes.
9 Here I have benefited from Leder's notion of "phenomenological vectors" (rggo:
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