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Praise for Yoga as Embodied Resistance


“Anjali Rao’s Yoga as Embodied Resistance is like a map to the hidden terrain of yoga’s history. She offers us an eagle-eye view that lifts us above the clouds so we can see the rolling hills and endless ocean of yoga as it stretches far back in time and into the distant future. This perspective is a gift beyond measure, and I’m so grateful to Anjali for taking the time to do the research and reflection that is so needed.

As I traveled through this book, I not only found a way through the dark passages of yoga’s history, I also had the privilege of meeting some incredible—and long-forgotten—figures who have helped to make yoga the powerful and transformational practice it is. I feel like this book is like a map back to the heart of yoga. A map that always leads me back to myself.”

—Jivana Heyman, author and founder of Accessible Yoga




“Anjali Rao’s Yoga as Embodied Resistance introduces us to four often-overlooked feminist icons whose very presence troubles mainstream narratives. Rao’s storytelling weaves the deeper meaning and history of yogic tradition with important corrections. We learn that transcending the self also means actively challenging social hierarchies. That spiritual devotion can be an experience of embodied pleasure or radical expression. That practice, like reality itself, always demands a play of sameness and difference, synthesis and identity.”

—Dr. Anya Foxen, associate professor at California Polytechnic State University




“Yoga as Embodied Resistance is a book I have long awaited. It conducts an exploratory historical analysis of yoga that contextualizes yoga’s cultural power over the modern world, providing an important component in understanding the true layers of both what yoga has meant and what it can mean for us in the future. This ancient Vedic teaching has the power to transform us into being. It is a revolutionary tool, and Rao deftly takes us through its layers of history and resistance.

In times of such dissonance, people need connection to the power of radical thought, ancient teaching, and wisdom. This book is a template for self-actualization, asking important questions about who we are and where we can go collectively.”

—Fariha Róisín, author of Who Is Wellness For? 




“Let the unlearning begin. Anjali provides a brilliant intersection where all practitioners of yoga can meet and evolve.”

—Kathryn Budig, founder of Haus of Phoenix




“Yoga as Embodied Resistance offers a critical analysis of how we cannot separate practice from history or the current context. It calls attention to the sordid history of yoga and begs us not to believe we can transcend that history or how it ties to the current social, political, and cultural context. Rao acknowledges the need for us to contextualize the patterns of oppression that continue to replicate themselves within yoga and beyond. This book calls us into deeper awareness and action, and it will disrupt, in the best way, how we think of and practice yoga.”

—Michelle Cassandra Johnson, author of Skill in Action, Finding Refuge, and We Heal Together




“Fierce voices like Anjali Rao’s show us what’s possible when writers are courageous enough to contend with yoga’s entangled origins in Hindu and caste-based oppression while simultaneously politicizing its potential toward embodied resistance. Like the metaphorical quilt she references, Rao’s text weaves critical analysis of historic texts, compelling storytelling, and reflective narrative toward a dismantling of neoliberal and Hindutva control over yoga’s transnational circulation. May more yogis read it and politicize their practice toward interconnected freedom!”

—Sheena Sood, PhD, assistant professor of sociology at Delaware Valley University




“Anjali provides an intricate landscape of stories, complex history, and invitations to challenge one’s assumptions in her book. Her evocative writing brings layers of emotions to the surface for me as I continue to explore my own relationship to yoga, my lineages, and what it means to be a steward of these practices. I’ve been waiting a long time to have a trusted resource on the history of yoga and resistance, one that is far from simple and pushes modern day approaches to yoga into necessary examination.”

—Melissa Shah, yoga therapist
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Foreword

Thenmozhi Soundararajan

Breathe.

Will you settle in with me as we prepare to dive into Anjali’s loving journey of yoga resistance?

There is a part of me that feels discomfort. I worry for Anjali’s safety. I worry for the fragility of those who would weaponize our right as humans to engage in somatic practice, and who would twist the unknown diverse histories of yoga in service of global right-wing movements.

It makes my breath shallow, and it catches in my chest. But I remember to ground. 

For breath is the foundation of consent. It is the connection between conscious and unconscious thought. And as long as we have breath, we can choose our response and the action that comes forward. 

But I still have breath, and so do you. So maybe we can breathe again. And be here. Right now.

And remember, the path for integration is also the path for freedom. Anjali’s book is a beautiful and necessary reconciliation of yoga’s history and a fertile ground for all of us to reimagine what our practice can grow into today.

This book will provoke you.

It might challenge what you’ve learned from yoga lineages, your family, or even your country.

But it is important to free yoga from the shackles of ideological history and the dogmatism of Brahminism.

We stretch to release our fascia, settle our nervous systems, and heighten our consciousness.

So too must we stretch and reach for reconciliation of historical harms and generations of caste, religious, and gender violence. As Anjali says, “If we study those who have defied caste and religious norms throughout the history of yoga, we can derive inspiration, healing, and confidence in the changes we must enact as we work to build an inclusive vision of yoga that centers caste abolition, gender equity, and racial justice. . .Knowing about ourselves as human beings who are capable of great love, but who can also inflict great harm on each other, is even more important—and the dire need of our times—when there is war and violence in the name of religion.”

This book is doing many things, but two of the most important are: deauthorizing the harmful ideology of Brahminism, which has attempted to appropriate centuries of interfaith and diverse yoga practices; and helping us open a dialogue with members of communities harmed by Brahminism, to cocreate new, shared visions of a liberatory yoga practice rooted in a new understanding of yoga’s complex history.

This is not easy. 

Dogmatism and orthodoxy are a cancer in yoga training. But I want to ask us: How can there be one way when there are infinite types of bodies, minds, and spirits?

If yoga has many meanings across its schools and lineages, then perhaps the definition I would like to offer is that yoga is a form of knowing—knowing how your body, mind, and spirit integrate.

Say this with me, and then breathe:

Yoga does not belong to one religion, one body type, one language, or one people. Rather, integrative practice is our birthright, and we must lean into inclusion and repair.

I believe you may read this book many times—once to absorb the knowledge intellectually, and again to consider how to incorporate its lessons into your own yoga practice.

This book offers a departure from the typical structure of most yoga teacher trainings, which often reinforce a dominant-caste cis-het male lineage holder who asserts authority without fostering spaces for inquiry, discussion, or dissent. Instead, it presents a gentle, engaging conversation, inviting you as the reader to be an active participant in the exploration Anjali lays out. It revisits traditional ideas while opening pathways for complex, contradictory discourse—not to make proclamations, but to encourage critical inquiry. Ultimately, it is a loving conversation that leaves us better for having engaged with it.

This is how good books work. 

This is also how good yoga practice works: revisiting old positions and continually exploring what must be released, reconsidered, and opened. Use that same philosophy with what you learn here. 

Read with an open mind and heart. It’s okay to disagree, but commit to the discourse. There were moments in the text that created significant dissonance for me. Consider the challenge of engaging with some of the texts discussed in the book. These works are beloved by some, including Anjali, yet they are also responsible for the dehumanization of millions across history. How do we reconcile this? How can we, in our differing experiences, find the regulation and understanding needed to share space, share breath, and ultimately share the world with one another? 

This may be the greatest challenge of our generation. It’s not unique to yoga communities, but we have the potential to model how to navigate this for others. In moments of dissonance, I found that using my breath to slow down, listen, and seek a shared perspective helped me engage more fully. I hope you will do the same. We can disagree and still learn from one another, remaining in dialogue and connection.

Has yoga always embodied resistance? No. In fact, it has often been stolen from oppressed communities, used to exclude many, and weaponized to support nationalist agendas. But does it have to be this? Absolutely not. 

It is our work now to build the practice and the sanghas we need. If extremists try to weaponize yoga, let us liberate it. And liberate ourselves. Let us bring everyone home. And let us heal together. 

With deep bows. 

Thank you, and let us begin.




Introduction

The past is not static, that which happened long ago; rather, the past carries into the present and shapes our inner and outer lives. It lives on in the air we breathe, the light we carry, and the shadows we bury within. It forms the foundation of policies, the framework of institutions, and the moral fabric of society. From curricula to policy making, national constitutions to popular culture, yoga to religious identity, our narratives of who we are now are based on what we think we know of the past. We learn our values and beliefs from what we have been taught by our parents, teachers, peers, and community. The constructs of what we consider good and bad, right and wrong, failure and success, beautiful and ugly are animated by what is valued, preserved, and mythologized by history. These values in turn form and inform institutions. Thus, history is a dynamic process of rememberings that surface again and again in our conscious and subconscious self. 

The past is present.1 There is a reconstruction or manipulation of past events and texts to lend credence to contemporary dynamics of power and to legitimize ownership of land and culture. The meaning of a word like dharma, for instance, has been used, misused, and abused in myriad ways throughout history. A text such as the Bhagavad Gita is used to motivate ancient warriors, inspire anticolonial revolutionaries, uphold the caste system, offer solace to Robert Oppenheimer (the maker of the atomic bomb),2 and move the everyday practitioner to bhakti. Thus, language, texts, religions, and yoga emerge from specific sociopolitical contexts, meander and shift shapes to suit worldly desires as well as to inform the pursuit of spiritual liberation. 

Yoga history is a composite of numerous histories, rooted in a civilization preceding recorded history. There are many approaches to studying yoga history, which spans (arguably and approximately) 2,500 years. During this time there have been tremendous changes in cultures, economies, and politics. Yoga has veritably been a part of the formation of nation-states and the dissolution of civilizations. One could present facts, figures, and periods, or one could delve into texts, art, or archaeology for information on yoga. While scholars have paved inroads into a dense corpus of yoga history, the scholarship has been largely academic and hence daunting for the everyday practitioner.

History is not a presentation of neutral and objective information. It is more than people, dates, and places; it is who gets to record the events and how that information is explained by the historians (historiography). Historical data is influenced by the historian’s sociocultural-political background. History often has an embedded bias. The ones who record and inscribe are the ones who have the power and resources to do so. Since it was mostly cis men who had access to writing and recording events, there was a “serious distortion of the record of civilization” and a perception that “men devised theories and explanatory systems of thought; women took care of the rearing of children, domestic production, and the maintenance of daily life. These false assertions led to the equally erroneous claim that women had no history, or at least no history worth recording.”3

This book crystallizes invisible interstices of power, often unnamed or unspoken in yoga spaces. There is a need not only to understand the historical and sociological contexts of the texts and teachings, but also to study how yoga has been and is being co-opted by orthodoxy and nationalism. Insight into these complexities can be integral to building solidarity with folks who are actively encountering these harmful systems. If we study those who have defied caste and religious norms throughout the history of yoga, we can derive inspiration, healing, and confidence in the changes we must enact as we work to build an inclusive vision of yoga that centers caste abolition, gender equity, and racial justice. If we study those who challenged the construct of gender two thousand years ago, we may feel less alone today in fighting regulations birthed in misogyny, transphobia, and homophobia. The endeavor is to sift through yoga history with the objective of contextualizing some of the integral developments in yoga and to reclaim the echoes of resistance from those in the past who confronted formidable personal and systemic obstacles with ingenuity, grace, and resilience. 

I have a quilt with hand-sewn, raggedy stitches in which deep reds wriggle next to mossy greens. This godhadi, made from patches of old sarees and leftover fabric, is a warm riot of colors and scraps of different hues and textures. Some of these pieces are rough to the touch, made of hardy cottons, while others are bright, satiny silks. On its own, each scrap does not make much of a statement; nor does it have much functionality. What can one do with a small, square piece of cloth? However, when the scraps are sewn together we get a vibrant, homey comforter and a keepsake of moments represented by beloved sarees. The quilt is an apt metaphor for yoga. Just like the quilt has different colors and textures, some bright and smooth, others dull and rough, yoga has dimensions that illuminate one’s potential for liberation and also oppress many. As yoga practitioners, we need to know the many roots of yoga as well as the shadows that conceal the unsavoriness of the past. 

Yoga is regarded as a spiritual practice and is not often looked at with a critical lens on the dynamics of power and privilege within the system. From the rather mysterious Patanjali, the composer of the Yoga Sutras, to the more ubiquitous figure of Krishna on a battlefield, we learn about the paths and the practices to expand our awareness of who we are: sovereign and interconnected embodiments of consciousness. Yoga has traversed many winding by-lanes through centuries to be where it is today. Yoga is and always has been embedded within the social context of the times. For some, yoga is a practice of liberation from suffering, of solace and rest, of enlightenment and self-realization. For others, such as those impacted by the caste system or religious fundamentalism, much of yoga is oppressive and harmful because they have been willfully excluded and violently kept away from accessing many of the teachings. The long arms of yoga history also have embraced movements of resistance against oppression. A remembrance of these rebellious, resilient voices can inform and inspire our own endeavors of resistance against contemporary dominant cultures. Learning about our history is critical if we want to learn about ourselves. Knowing about ourselves as human beings who are capable of great love, but who can also inflict great harm on each other, is even more important—and the dire need of our times—when there is war and violence in the name of religion.

Reexamining Yoga’s History

A reclamation of yoga histories is important, especially as yoga is subsumed by the interplay of a few -isms, primarily neoliberal spiritual capitalism, which I define here as a system that emphasizes individual responsibility for one’s own health, happiness, and well-being while ignoring systemic inequities of class, gender, race, caste, and ability. This individualistic orientation of self-care ensures the preservation of the status quo through “applications of spirituality that concentrate on healing the broken person rather than undermining the system that broke that person in the first place.”4 According to this paradigm, the onus is on the individual to self-regulate and self-govern to optimize performance, participation, and consumption in a capitalistic economy. Neoliberal spiritual industries sell goods and practices that offer quick Band-Aid solutions to systemic and institutional problems. They do not empower individuals in any democratic sense but impose new modes of governance. According to Andrea Jain, professor of religious studies, they maintain “social hierarchies in which those who attain perfection through these modes are and remain at the top.”5 

Neoliberal spiritual capitalism facilitates a concerted consumption of goods and practices framed as conscious and righteous self-care. It soothes a harrowed twenty-first-century society on the precipice of climate crises, ongoing wars and genocides, and the glaring disparities of wealth without challenging the inequities created by race, class, gender, ability, and caste. Yoga has been a prominent component in popular self-care culture since the latter part of the twentieth century due to a variety of reasons, including the great successes of yoga gurus, exoticization of “Eastern spirituality,” and emphasis on Euro-patriarchal beauty ideals of thinness. Yoga’s popularity grew with burgeoning middle- and urban-class elites and is now mostly known as a health and fitness modality. It has become big business: “American yoga practitioners alone reported spending over $16 billion on yoga apparel, equipment, classes, and other accoutrements in 2016.”6 Most practitioners of yoga do not know of its long history, or that it even has a history. The distinct traditions of yoga have been hybridized and reduced to a mostly physical practice on the mat, undermining its multidimensional, pluralistic, and sometimes countercultural histories. Reductiveness ensures a pseudouniformity, making capitalistic manipulations easier—it is easier to sell simple things and practices rather than to delve into cultural complexities.

Neoliberal spirituality is prevalent across the globe. Baba Ramdev, India’s most well-known yoga guru, is the cofounder and CEO of a company named Patanjali Ayurved that has over two hundred thousand outlets and grossed over $1.5 billion in 2017.7 Patanjali Ayurved sells a wide range of products—such as toothpaste, atta (wheat flour) noodles, breakfast cereals, and many other items—that they advertise as “natural food products,” “natural health care,” and “natural personal care.” Their vision statement says they aim to keep “Nationalism, Ayurved and Yog[a] as our pillars,” thus blending a heady smorgasbord of patriotism, health, and consumerism.8 Ramdev has also touted yoga as a “cure for homosexuality”9 and campaigned for criminalizing homosexuality in 2009 after the Delhi High Court ruled in favor of decriminalization. He is a close advisor of India’s prime minister, Narendra Modi, and this brings us to the other -ism in yoga: religious nationalism, or Hindutva, translated as the essence of Hindu or Hinduness. 

Hindutva and Yoga

Hindutva is premised on otherization10 in which all entities, particularly Muslims, are framed as antagonistic to the Hindus, whom Hindutva adherents believe are the original inhabitants of India. This communal worldview privileges a dominant caste and hypermasculine ideology. It was first developed by Savarkar as a nationalist anticolonial resistance and developed by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, a paramilitary anticolonial voluntary organization founded by K. B. Hedgewar in 1925 on the premise that “Hindu culture is the life-breath of Hindusthan,”11 another name for India. The Hindutva ideology imposes a homogeneity upon a historically profusely diverse land of cultures, languages, religions, and belief systems, and it centers the idea of a modern India as a Hindu rashtra (nation). It is an inherently exclusionary process that endorsed violent resistance against British colonialism, and in the context of contemporary India it “indicates the extent to which patriarchy, gendered ideologies . . . as well as the sacredness of Sanskrit define the predominant understanding of the identity of a Hindu.”12 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi is the current face of the Hindutva movement. He is also a self-professed yoga enthusiast whose first official act after taking office in 2014 was to propose to the United Nations that the world should observe an International Day of Yoga. In his petition to the UN, he said: “Yoga embodies unity of mind and body; thought and action; restraint and fulfillment; harmony between man and nature; a holistic approach to health and well-being. It is not about exercise, but discover[ing] the sense of oneness with yourself, the world and nature.”13

Modi’s petition was signed by 175 countries,14 and the first International Day of Yoga was held in 2015. In New Delhi Modi led a televised practice for thirty-nine thousand people from eighty-four countries, which set two Guinness world records. Modi’s image of a peace-loving yoga practitioner is in sharp contrast to the anti-Muslim rhetoric of his campaign speeches, where he often calls Muslims “infiltrators,”15 as well as the decline of the rights of women and gender, caste, and religious minorities in India.16 India’s ranking in the Human Freedom Index is 110 out of 165 countries.17 Under the government’s strict sedition and counterterrorism laws, such as the Public Safety Act and the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act,18 dissenters, protesting farmers, marginalized groups such as the Dalits, and minority religions such as Sikhs, Muslims, and others have been threatened, arrested, and harmed when speaking out against the government’s actions. The co-optation of yoga as a soft power is a political tool to strategically homogenize a diverse culture and is part of the “om-washing” of “a radical agenda of ethno-nationalist state violence,” according to sociologist and yoga teacher Dr. Sheena Sood.19 

“Hindu nationalists reduce yoga’s complex formative history to promote the ideals of Brahminical Hinduism, appropriating and erasing yoga’s connections to Buddhist, Sufi, Jain, and Tantric traditions in South Asia,” says Angana Chatterji, a human rights activist and scholar at the University of California, Berkeley, who has written extensively on Hindu nationalism.20 The Hindutva’s notion of yoga is cisheteronormative and amplifies casteist hierarchies without an acknowledgement of the diverse and pluralistic streams in yoga history. 

Religious nationalism is rooted in communal and colonial understandings of history that necessitate categorization of peoples with rigid boundaries, creating an “us” versus “them.” It is important to note that all major religions and traditions—Islam, Christianity, Judaism—have extremist elements and essentialist tendencies. The scope of this book and my expertise is limited to unraveling a few of the threads as it pertains to yoga. In the context of yoga, the communal interpretation of history underlines Sanskrit as the root language of Indic thought and that yoga is a Hindu practice. These are interrelated claims and stem from a particular orthodox narrative that does not consider (or has subsumed) heterodoxical traditions and praxis. In reality, and as we’ll see in the coming chapters, Hinduism is a composite of many sociocultural-political elements. Yoga overlaps and interacts with this composite in many ways. The intersections are not very clear to the modern yoga practitioner, who is taught that yoga comes from India, and India is conflated with Hindu, thus yoga is Hindu. 

Yoga is not a singular practice; rather, it is an amalgamation of many often-divergent philosophies, traditions, and cultures. The development of yoga stems from an intermingling of different threads. Some of these strands, like caste, are invisible, and others are more visible. Yoga has adapted and mutated in complex ways from its ascetic roots to the householder traditions to incorporation of devotional movements to the transnational body-centric phenomenon it is today. 

Hindutva claims that yoga is a Hindu practice. The Take Back Yoga campaign, organized by the Hindu American Foundation, emphasized that “yoga is a spiritual discipline rooted in Hindu philosophy and is universally available to anyone without any coercion, pressure, or requirement to change one’s religion.”21 The organization further shares references about yoga from the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Yoga Sutras, along with quotes from teachers like Swami Vivekananda, B. K. S. Iyengar, and Pattabhi Jois. The campaign was a response to a 2013 lawsuit filed by parents in Encinitas, California, to stop yoga in the schools because they believed that yoga had religious overtones and it was promoting Hinduism.22 While it is important to call out the lawsuit’s undercurrents of xenophobia, it is also imperative to explicate the central discourse of the response. There is a conflation of yoga with one stream of “Hindu” philosophy. The multidimensional tapestry of yoga includes many other threads from different religious, philosophical, and cultural sources. 

History teaches us that truths are many, contradictions and paradoxes abound, and past relationships between religions, castes, ethnicities, genders, and nations were far more dynamic and fluid than what we know today. Knowing about these pluralistic and synergistic roots is especially important when there is an imposition of reductive versions of both yoga and Hinduism. While many in the West are perhaps more aware about cultural appropriation, we are less cognizant of the heterodoxical traditions and resistance movements that are a part of the evolution of yoga. The umbrella of yoga also includes the historical appropriation and absorption of varied cultural beliefs, traditions, ideologies, and religions. Thus, we need to move beyond the binaries of appropriation versus appreciation and situate the discussion within the dynamics of power, historical context, cultural understandings, and socioeconomic realities. 

Ethnonationalist ideologies homogenize even where heterogeneity thrives, a stark contradiction to the deep heterodoxy of diverse thought traditions and philosophical systems that in turn shaped the container of yoga. In the first millennium BCE, Buddhists, Jains, agnostics, and atheists competed with adherents of what we now call Hinduism.23 The renunciate sramanas rejected the ritualistic rigidity and hierarchy of Vedic religion, and in its stead they emphasized self-realization and ahimsa, the principle of the nonharming of all beings, human and nonhuman. The Charvakas were materialists who challenged both the sramanic belief in rebirth and the Vedic appeasement of gods. The Bhakti movement consisted of spontaneous and radical uprisings that disrupted caste, patriarchy, and rigidity of religious affiliations. Heterodoxy was generative and produced a rich and dynamic repertoire of values, traditions, and cultures that have shaped yoga. 

Yoga is situated in the larger Indic culture and is not a monolith. Cultures are never homogenous, unalloyed, or static; there is no pristine, pure culture that continues as such throughout history.24 Since we will be exploring the impact of orthodoxy, it is important to define the term more explicitly. Orthodoxy in this context is an acceptance and regard of the centrality of Vedic literature and Brahmanic religion as a “standard against which all other traditions and orientations are measured.”25 Vedic literature was composed in Sanskrit, a language accessible mostly to Brahmin men, encapsulating what they deemed important. Thus, the Vedic canon elucidates philosophies and histories from a particular worldview, but it certainly does not include all other positionalities. Colonial scholars and lawmakers amplified some of these texts and further institutionalized caste-based stratifications. Over the centuries, Brahmanical orthodoxy—sometimes also referred to as Vedic Brahmanism—emerged as the dominant religion and impacted spiritual and religious phenomena, including yoga. We will explore some of the main constituents of Vedic literature and Brahmanic religion in the next chapter. 

The roots of yoga were birthed in orthodoxy as well as its opposite paradigm, heterodoxy. Heterodoxy is deviation from orthodoxy, and yet these radical aspects of yoga got absorbed by dominant Brahmanical traditions. Deviation from normative orthodoxy also generated new religious and spiritual traditions. These movements—some huge, moving and impacting millions, and some tiny, creating ripples of change in their communities—were mostly led or created by marginalized people who discarded repressive threads such as caste, patriarchy, and dogma. Some crossed boundaries of gender, geography, and religion, while others attempted to innovate and fuse ideas and praxis. Contrary to the trope of yoga as a peaceful “Zen” practice unperturbed by the trials and tribulations of the world, the traditions of yoga included vociferous debate, radical dissent, loving devotion, and violent and nonviolent resistance as direct and bold confrontations of orthodoxy. Each of the four stories shared in the upcoming chapters will highlight these different pathways—voices of the ancients that we need to heed today in our courageous work of challenging oppression. 

The chapters ahead will first define some key terms like yoga and Hindu and will contextualize orthodoxy. Each of these claims will be unpacked with insight into heterodoxy as resistance by uplifting radical feminist narratives. We will chisel away at hierarchical categories as we delve into questions regarding the constructs of caste and gender in yoga and the coexistence of sexuality, sensuality, and spirituality. These issues are often refracted through a Brahmanical lens, left unsaid or considered unimportant in orthodox narratives. We blur these rigid boundaries not to confound and confuse, but to clarify that all of us are not one or the other; we are instead both wildly, imperfectly human and deeply sacred beings. 

Yoga is the science and the art of seeking liberation. While radical asceticism was a part of the practices of ancient seekers (known as rishis), there are other pathways. These traditions are often embodied by practitioners who challenge dominant narratives, and yoga scholars haven’t delved into them with as much rigor and gusto for many reasons—mostly the dominance of patriarchy. Many of the nonconformist, subversive elements of varied yoga traditions have been lost, erased, or greatly diminished. It is my humble hope that these narratives of resistance will lead to more curiosity about the past and how the present is shaped by the foibles as well as the epiphanies of our ancestors. 

A Note on Method, Scope, Positionality, and Language

As a yoga practitioner who grew up in India in a Hindu family, I studied the Bhagavad Gita in a community center under the tutelage of a young priest who impressed his teenage students with his charm and devotion. My mother often told us that a prayer was a conversation with God. It does not have to be an elaborate display; rather, it is a heartfelt connection. I believed her. Faith was a soothing salve during turbulent times, and an anchor for community, celebration, and joy during others. The deepest visceral connection to the divine was through dance expressed through abhinaya (facial expression) and mudras (gestures) accompanied by songs composed by seekers of truth and liberation. I found solace in chanting the one thousand names of Devi and Vishnu when I was undergoing surgery for early-stage breast cancer. I loved (and still love) going to old temples and marveling at the intricate architecture. Bhakti was my way of naming and remembering the sacred, seeking connections, inside and out. I was not particularly ritualistic. Like so many of us who grew up in the 1980 and 1990s in larger Indian metropolitan cities, I was educated in Catholic institutions that were informed and influenced by the British. There was always a struggle to determine what it means to be a Hindu and an Indian in postcolonial India. However, there was not much understanding of caste privilege. 

While I rebelled against prevalent societal taboos against intercaste marriages, rejected the implicit and explicit patriarchy of the upanayam (a Brahmin ritual of initiation with a thread that was for boys only), and questioned the depictions and predicaments of folks like Shumbaka, Shurpanaka, and Ekalavya in epic literature, my deconstruction of what it means to be a Hindu has been gradual—and yes, even painful. As my own study and practice of yoga deepened, I began to see the interweaving threads of Brahminism and patriarchy that course through some of the teachings. I became more aware of the range of variants of a text like the Ramayana or the different portrayals of Radha. I studied the works of Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar, Jyotirao Phule, and Gail Omvedt, and of historians such as Uma Chakravarti and Romila Thapar, and I followed the work of caste abolitionists based in the United States like Thenmozhi Soundararajan and Prachi Patankar. It dawned on me that Hindu teachings were not universally liberatory, that there were dimensions that were oppressive, and that caste discrimination and violence is very much alive in the diaspora.

I began to inquire into the histories of texts. Who were the people who composed and narrated these different retellings? What were their positionalities of caste and gender? What were their motivations and aspirations? What messages about social obligations and gender norms are embedded within the texts? How was the “other” constructed in the great epics? How do these constructions inform and form past and present sociopolitical discourse? In yoga spaces I have often witnessed many shades of silence, diffidence, and defiance among yoga practitioners and educators when there is a mention of caste and religion, or when someone discusses how some of the teachings of yoga texts, such as Hatha Yoga Pradipika, are blatantly misogynistic by modern standards. The responses run the gamut of either quoting other caste-privileged pandits or asserting that mentions of varna-jaatis (i.e., class and caste) in the Bhagavad Gita are symbolic representations of esoteric concepts. There is a denial that such teachings have resonance and impact in the material and socioemotional lives of many who are caste oppressed. 

Yoga today is perceived mostly as a fitness and wellness modality, targeted toward the elite, white, and able-bodied cis woman. From goat yoga to paddleboard yoga to hot yoga and power yoga, there is a reductionism of the liberatory potential of yoga in the modern world. I witness this in India too, in the burgeoning numbers of gymnasiums that offer yoga as a fitness modality; the reductive version of yoga has been exported back to the roots of its origins. From bookshelves to conferences, from teaching jobs to access to yoga classes, there is an exclusion of marginalized communities, including the erasure of South Asian teachers. This is one of the many reasons that there is a diffidence and silence about caste oppression among South Asian practitioners. 

Another reason needs a more thorough unpacking and stems from a long history of institutional sanctioning of caste, patriarchy, and their intersections. Yoga texts and practices either deny, gloss over, or are ignorant of the implications of caste narratives. Therefore, discernment is critical, with an acknowledgement that the teachings are embedded in the context of the times, reflecting values, norms, and hierarchies, with a plethora of interpretations and retellings. There are also multiple dimensions of meaning in a myth, epic, or text. Some of







Radical Storytelling as a Disruptive Practice 







Embodied Resistance, Sacred Resilience 














OPS/image_fi/book_art/NABmark_stacked.png
North Atlantic Books

Huichin, unceded Ohlone land
Berkeley, California





OPS/image_fi/book_art/cover.png
A Feminist Lens on Caste, Gender,
and Sacred Resilience in Yoga History





