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Praise for the first edition 
Practice and All Is Coming


“With interviews and real stories of recovery, Remski presents us an authoritative guide on the effects of sexual abuse, misconduct, and trauma in the modern, globalized yoga world as well as an analysis that invites the possibility of change to this culture of abuse. This book offers hope and practical solutions for those who seek—and I do hope this is all of us—an end to the cycle of trauma, abuse of power, and sexual violence in yoga culture today.”

—Susanna Barkataki, founder and director of education at Ignite Yoga and Wellness Institute




“This text centers the voices of the female victims of serial abuser Pattabhi Jois, and it illuminates the wider psychoanalytic and structural conditions that enabled such abuse. . . . Remski has established himself as one of the most perspicacious and important scholar-practitioners of contemporary transnational yoga.”

—Ann Gleig, associate professor of religion and cultural studies at the University of Central Florida




“Matthew Remski opens a window into a part of the yoga world most people have never seen, a world where trusting seekers with open minds and full hearts are cruelly betrayed. By interviewing many former followers and experts in the field, Matthew offers the reader a wonderfully rich and up-to-date synthesis of data and practical information. I will certainly be recommending this book to my clients and colleagues.”

—Rachel Bernstein, LMFT, educator and therapist, cult specialist, and host of the IndoctriNation podcast




“Matthew Remski was one of the first teachers to speak out on social media about physical and emotional injury and trauma in yoga. In doing so, he created a safe space for people to connect with each other over shared experiences and ultimately heal their own trauma.”

—Trina Altman, BA, E-RYT 500, PMA-CPT, creator of Yoga Deconstructed and Pilates Deconstructed




“The future of yoga depends on our ability to reconcile a past fraught with abuse and injury. The first step in healing is acknowledging that there is a problem, and that is what Matthew Remski so powerfully demonstrates. This is a text that can heal the wounds of yoga and allow us to reimagine it as a safe practice for everyone, free from abuse and injury.”

—Jivana Heyman, founder and director of Accessible Yoga




“This is a potent treatise, bringing well-needed, thoughtful, and measured scrutiny to a controversial subject. . . . This book should be considered required reading for all those involved in yoga therapy training, and I strongly recommend it to all yoga professionals as well.”

—Cassi Kit, director, faculty, and administrative coordinator at the School of Embodied Yoga Therapy and yoga therapist (C-IAYT, PYT)




“Starting with the first principle of yoga, which is non-harming (ahimsa), and applying the clear seeing of meditation (dhyana), Remski offers us a framework for understanding how confusion and messiness around lineage and power has led to so much pain and suffering inside the world of yoga. This is also a guidebook in the yogic principle of self-study (svadyaya), helping us all look honestly at ourselves and our community. I am so grateful that, finally, Remski offers us a way forward—with both practical means and inspiration—to remind us that yoga is a living practice and, in the end, always about relationship.”

—Cyndi Lee, author of Yoga Body, Buddha Mind; OM Yoga Today; and many more




“Remski centers the voices of women, using his position to witness and amplify their narratives in their own words. Few other books from within the convert yoga community ask so fluently and humbly how sincere non-Indian practitioners might be in wise relationship with the ancient lineages of yoga, and the culture that developed them. Few outside it describe a tragedy of the modern colonial encounter with such an intimate and heart-rending precision.”

—Sean Feit Oakes, PhD




“ . . . a remarkable book. [Remski’s] fair examination of some of the cultish and dogmatic elements in yogic culture—and the impact they’ve had on women, in particular—is erudite, well-researched, and engaging. But what’s of particular note in his work is the empathy, sensitivity, and respect he takes in addressing the abuse inherent in authoritarian systems. In doing so, he’s created a testament to those whose lives have been directly impacted by such abuses of power.”

—Carrie Owerko, senior-level Iyengar yoga teacher, Laban Movement analyst, and functional range conditioning mobility specialist 




“Informative, challenging, and thought-provoking, a foray into the difficult topics of personal agency, spirituality authority, and cult dynamics. . . . If you practice or teach yoga, please consider this book an essential companion on your path.”

—Christina Sell, author of Yoga from the Inside Out, My Body Is a Temple, and A Deeper Yoga




“This is a horrifying and necessary tale that all current yoga practitioners and teachers need to know and reckon with. Jois and ashtanga had a significant influence on what yoga is today in the US and worldwide. . . . We need to face and discuss this history and that of any harm in order to move into the true promise of living out yogic teachings—harmlessness, integrity, generosity, non-attachment, and the wise use of sexual energies.”

—Jacoby Ballard, yoga teacher, social justice educator, and author of A Queer Dharma




“Through compassionate inquiry, Remski provides a platform for honest discourse into cult dynamics, power imbalances, and why as humans we might trade autonomy and authenticity for acceptance under the guise of healing and community. To the women who courageously shared your stories: May you continue to feel heard, respected, and supported.”

—Michele Theoret, MACP, president and lead facilitator at Empowered Yoga, Mindfulness, and Lifestyle and director of BEology Project Foundation 




“This book is the result of a herculean effort by Matthew Remski in giving a voice to and unearthing the rampant, darkest, dirtiest, disturbing open secret in the yoga world. The painstaking research and interviews [in this book], all of which have helped open the floodgates, are truly commendable and will serve as a foundation for setting better mechanisms for prevention of abuse in the name of spiritual practices and even in other walks of life.”

—Dr. Nivedita Pingle, MBBS, Yoga Vidnyan Visharad




“Thank you, Matthew Remski and the courageous women who have stepped forward to offer this pivotal work, a service to humanity, to the yoga world at large, to long-time practitioners, and to future generations so that we can evolve into cultivating a safe space that all beings deserve.”

—Shiva Rea, author of Tending the Heart Fire and founder of the Samudra Global School for Living Yoga 




“I welcome the powerful voices of the courageous, truth-speaking women that are heard so clearly in this valuable study. I applaud Matthew’s sensitive and subtle exposure of power imbalance, and his impeccable intentions to bring the voices from the margins to the center. I give thanks that his moral compass guided him to reveal a crucial issue at the heart of modern yoga, and I hope that everyone who has ever shown up to a yoga class reads this book.”

—Uma Dinsmore-Tuli, PhD, author of Yoni Shakti




“Matthew Remski has done us a great service by applying intellectual rigor to help us see how destructive power dynamics can set in and fester, and then by suggesting how we can make yoga practice a safe, respectful, and empowering experience for all who show up.”

—David Emerson, YACEP, TCTSY-F, director of the Center for Trauma and Embodiment at JRI and author of Overcoming Trauma through Yoga




“This is a vital read that highlights the courage of the women who came forward within a culture of cognitive dissonance, unquestioning obedience, and magical thinking, in which pain is relabeled as healing, injury as opening, and isolation as enlightenment. . . . A heartbreaking and illuminating read.”

—Sarah Court, PT, DPT, e-RYT
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In fact, it is in the nature of the Indian tradition that the student should strive to understand the teacher, for in striving, and not from being spoon-fed, is knowledge revealed. 

—Eddie Stern, Guruji: A Portrait of Sri K. Pattabhi Jois through the Eyes of His Students






Content Notice

This book records the graphic testimonies of women who describe being sexually assaulted by an acclaimed yoga master while practicing in his classes. It also documents the ways in which their experiences were denied, rationalized, or spiritualized by fellow practitioners, some of whom knew full well what was occurring. The testimonies are arranged to preserve accuracy while minimizing gratuitous detail and repetition. 

There are descriptions of intergenerational physical abuse, corporal punishment, and several graphic descriptions of video and pictorial evidence that depict assault. 

This material is presented here with context, analysis, and calls-to-action, in the hope of building safer spaces for the practice of yoga, Buddhism, mindfulness, eco-spirituality, and other forms of self-help, self-inquiry, and healing. 

For some thoughts on self-care while reading, please see page 21. 




Foreword

Back in 2012, Elephant Journal published an article by Katy Poole about the growing evidence for unethical behaviors at the heart of John Friend’s market-dominating Anusara yoga. In it, Poole made a startling prediction: that the “age of the sage on the stage of yoga” was over.1 

Looking back, she was at least a decade too early. 

Matthew and I met just a few years later, as part of our own diverse entanglements with contemporary yoga culture—as practitioners, as educators, as researchers, as activists, and as survivors. When new cases of abuse broke, when I needed to talk theory through with someone who knows how I think, and when I needed to vent with someone safe, Matthew was, and still is, one of the people that I text or get on a call with. We aren’t people who do much small talk, but our somewhat erratic friendship is no less important for that. His allies have often been mine. He is good to think with, and a researcher can give little praise that is higher than that.

I know that he doesn’t publish everything he hears any more than I do. But as an academic, my path is more cautious than his. As a journalist and podcaster, he gets his work out when I’m still searching for data, and therefore what he brings to the table is always contingent, imperfect, but timely and vital. The publication of the first edition of this book marked a high-water line in the pressure to call specific charismatic yoga teachers to account for multiple crimes, across multiple jurisdictions. 

This second edition is also important for marking the still-evolving moment where the culture, the media, and even the research of modern yoga moves: from deliberate ignorance, to case studies, to systemic thinking, not just about abuse, but about misinformation, colonialism, gender-based violence, and neoliberalism. This book centered the voices of survivors at a time when their stories were largely unheard. But it also begins the work of centering people other than charismatic community “leaders” in the process of practical solutions. My own doctoral research is in many ways a hymn to the grassroots communities of teachers and practitioners who are the true heart and real value of most modern yoga schools.

But the hard work goes on, as Matthew’s new preface details. What we do now is less about crusading against our self-appointed gods, and more about navigating accountability for a fiercely independent, transnational community of practice, some of whom see their work as a profession, others as a spiritual calling, and many of them both. Threading the needle of activist and commentator, scholar and survivor, hasn’t got any easier. Just this week, a yoga teacher close to me left a training retreat early, having been subjected to an undeclared “master class” in how to teach hot yoga according to the original Bikram script. 

As Hélène Cixous warns us, there is “always one god or other, lying in ambush at the right place, with his reassuring look of an enigma personified.”2 

May this book serve, then, not just as a way marker on the path to justice, not just as witness to the stories of survivors, but also a reminder that gods, like sages and statues, can be toppled when we work together, with the kind of courage and compassion that this book strives to embody.

Theo Wildcroft, PhD




Preface to the Second Edition

Origin Story

The first edition of this book was a small part of a swelling wave of resistance against exploitation and patriarchal cruelty in global yoga, modern convert Buddhism, and spiritual communities throughout the Global North. 

It opens with the story of how my reporting on abuse in ashtanga yoga began in 2016. My late friend Diane Bruni told me shocking facts about Pattabhi Jois, the founder of ashtanga yoga. But I didn’t quite want to believe what she was saying. It all resonated too closely with my own unresolved experience in abusive spiritual groups. I wanted the yoga world, into which I had professionalized, and through which I had repaired some of my self-esteem, to be safer than it was. 

That resistance gave way under the pressure of several waves. First, I recognized that the physical and sexual violence Diane and other women were describing was not some aberration in an otherwise functional patriarchy. The most cursory look at the origins of modern yoga show that its earliest entrepreneurs had graduated through systems of spiritualized male dominance and corporal punishment. 

This scene was familiar to me. Like Pattabhi Jois, I too had grown up in an all-boys school, with authoritarian priests at the top of the hierarchy. I could recall the cruel logic of spiritualized discipline that prevented me from clearly naming it as abuse. If you were beaten or manhandled, it was by someone who was correcting you for your own good. 

I can still feel that confusion vibrating within me. If a teacher or priest hit me, of course it hurt. But if I believed it was necessary, and that the authority had my ultimate interests in mind, it was easy to reframe that pain as a sign of care. Strangely, pain could mingle with relief, or even pleasure—not just when it paused temporarily, and not just because it was ennobling. There was a more cursed implication as well: painful physical discipline was a form of intimate attention that could feel like love in the absence of any other real contact. 

Integrating these memories with what I was hearing from Diane and others made the chronic and rationalized patterns of Jois’s abuse more understandable, less taboo. I felt a new permission to lean into disillusionment. I could look more directly at the facts passed over by popular books on yoga, most of which are written in a two-faced mode of self-help and marketing. I became less of a seeker, and more of an investigator.

As I learned about the sadistic schooling that gave modern yoga its shape, and its masters their manners, I could see that its roots reached back into early twentieth-century fascism. I learned that the forms of yoga I’d learned were not ancient, time-tested, and validated by the sages. In reality, the romantic and Orientalist ideas I’d absorbed from the aspirational marketing obscured something much more immediate and mundane. 

The 1920s rise of yoga as an Indian healthist practice drew from and mirrored the physical cultures—gymnastics, calisthenics, harmonial dance—developed by the original colonial gym bros who strived to cleanse the blood and soil of Europe. Echoing their colonizers, and finding their own medieval sources of support, many of India’s modern yoga innovators were obsessed with bodily purity and sexual control. The “Mysore Asana Revival”—as dubbed by yoga scholar Mark Singleton1—mingled spiritual aspirations with soft eugenics, insisting that stringent discipline would eliminate all corruption and effeminacy, and build a brave new body politic for a postcolonial nation. 

Through this lens, the strange politics of the modern yoga world—and my white Gen-X place in it—began to make more sense to me. From the 1960s onward, yoga had been marketed as progressive and countercultural. But this concealed some deeply anxious and reactionary ideas about the body, the sacrificial necessity of pain, and the rigid binary of gender. It was sold mainly to women mainly by men who were fixated on bodily domination. As these influences routinized into the wellness industries of the globalization period, yoga began to function as a religion for a neoliberal culture that glorifies personal merit and outsources systemic harms. And its unregulated economy remained rooted in charismatic authority, which naturally tends to generate cultic dynamics. As I will explore in a moment, this is the political zeitgeist that mounts the stiffest resistance to the justice aims of this book.

Getting “yoga-woke” alleviated some of the shame that inhibited my will to look more deeply at what Diane was telling me. After all, no one chooses to be unconsciously complicit with an abusive system, generated by a century or more of complicated history. And if there really was so much daylight between the progressive—even feminist—veneer of yoga marketing and its reactionary history, it wasn’t surprising it was difficult for the yoga world to see it. The difference between how Pattabhi Jois was presented to that market and what he was really up to was shameful. 

But the final straw had nothing to do with all this more abstract stuff. It simply became impossible to hang out with Diane, to go to modern dance classes at her home studio, to know some of the stories she was holding, and to still look her in the eye. I had privilege and capital as a writer. I had a big-shot literary agent. I had no excuse to hang back. I apologized to Diane, started following her leads and sources, and it all came together quickly.

Selling the book, however, was another matter. Sometimes, the talents of the best literary agent in the world are reduced to reciting the cynical reasons why the market conditions aren’t right, no matter how solid the book is. 

I heard it all. Nobody really knows what ashtanga yoga is. Jois’s crimes are in the past. None of the survivors have significant social media footprints. The market is oversaturated with #MeToo stories. 

After several months of dead ends, I gave up on mainstream nonfiction houses and turned to yoga and wellness media. Yoga Journal, the flagship trade magazine, turned down several pitches of the material. Perhaps the editors didn’t like my angle, or politics, or my tone. Perhaps they were wary of my meager experience in investigating. They didn’t say. What was clear was that, like most other platforms in the industry, Yoga Journal was running ads for yoga schools and influencers who claimed Jois or other known abusers as authority figures. 

In mainstream terms, ashtanga yoga was too obscure to catch readerly attention. But in industry terms, it was too influential and lucrative to interrogate. The attitude of commercial yoga publishing to this material was like mine had been to Diane years before—sympathetic, but not to the extent of really believing it, let alone putting in the work to bring it to light.

It took the instinct and drive of Donna Farhi to thread the needle between mainstream and industry publishing and bring the first edition to print. Farhi is thirteen years older than me, and alongside building an independent—or to use Dr. Theo Wildcroft’s term, post-lineage2—career as a yoga educator, she had worked behind the scenes for decades to hold abusive teachers to account. And she had receipts. One day she mailed me a box of correspondence from her home in New Zealand: letters from yoga abuse survivors trying to find their way clear, letters detailing how she pressured event hosts and even Yoga Journal to take action. 

This part of Farhi’s work was personal. She had told me via Skype that Jois’s fellow student and rival entrepreneur B. K. S. Iyengar had physically and verbally assaulted her during a conference in 1983.3 In sync with the history I’ve just summarized, Iyengar bizarrely zeroed in on Farhi’s sexuality. He shouted, as he wrenched her spine, that she would become infertile because of her poor yoga technique. He’d never met her before. 

The attack left her with trauma symptoms and a life path in disarray. So none of the Jois story surprised her when we started to discuss it. What was new was that, in me, she’d found an obsessive ally with a drive to understand how these dynamics emerge and are sustained. Farhi also co-owned a small publishing house in New Zealand with her partner Nick Lyttle.

When the time came, Lyttle was able to hire my friend Maitripushpa Bois to edit. I’d first met Bois through her partner Norman Blair, with whom I’d discussed the strange politics and group dynamics of the yoga world for years. He is a rare friend in the yoga world: a well-read anarchist who protested during the Thatcher years and now organizes for labor justice for his fellow teachers. It was with Blair, who had practiced ashtanga for years, that I had my first conversations about the lingering influence of fascism in modern yoga. He had a deep political morality, galvanized in his youth. He hadn’t used yoga to defang his politics—as so many in our generation did—but to make it more generous and sustainable.

Bois researches and translates Renaissance-era dialogues between Jesuit missionaries and Chinese Buddhists about meditation. So I knew she had a scholarly eye for issues of cultural sensitivity and colonial distortion. But I also knew, from long afternoons over tea in the North London home and yoga studio she shared with Blair, that she had her own experience in a religious group hobbled by yet another decades-long crisis involving an abusive founder. I knew her editing would be meticulous, and I also knew she would help me develop a value I was not strong in: empathy in relation to all of the figures mired in a tightly bound group dynamic.

So, the basics of the origin story are: The first edition of this book emerged through the support, trust, and education of my elders, in whose stories I came to recognize my own—once I started listening. Prior to #MeToo, they had not had enough freedom, nor sometimes enough language, to fully express their experiences. Speaking out always jeopardized relationships and professional stability. 

Our paths converged around the time the Weinstein story broke, which was around the same time I was transitioning out of yoga teaching. Many of the kind reviewers of the first edition rightly applauded the bravery of the interviewees, but also implied that I was brave. But the truth is that the culture was already changing, and I was leaving it to pursue journalism. That meant I had less to lose than Donna Farhi or Diane, or Norman Blair. Diane has since died, but Farhi and Blair have maintained their commitment to improving yoga culture, continuing to teach, and to constructively criticize it from within. That’s a type of patience—and generosity—I don’t have. 

This brings up something that’s best to be transparent about, before I survey recent history and muse on future directions. For good or ill, and for reasons I only partially understand, it is in my nature in professional life to be an aggressive critic and deconstructionist. It’s served me well in some ways. But socially it makes me more of a leaver than a joiner, and this has left me with little experience in community building or care. Reporting these stories with good supervision mitigated these impulses, but I can’t deny the anger and even bitterness that often drove me, and in some cases narrowed my reach and clarity. As I’ll unpack, some of this comes from the vigilante register of cult discourse, which is more useful in breaking patterns than it is in healing relationships. 

The anger was warranted from the perspective of Jois’s crimes and the self-serving complicity of his senior students. It was warranted from the perspective of betrayal trauma, or realizing that the place or person you went to for relief could not be trusted. But anger also isolated me from those who would continue to work within ashtanga yoga, or any group with an abuse problem, to improve its culture. Accordingly, I’ve circled back for this preface and reached out to people still practicing ashtanga yoga to see how things are going for them in the world they call home. It’s one way I see this second edition as an opportunity to turn around, retrace my steps, and hand off an improved book to younger folks who will continue to do this work, and use it to help imagine and build healthy spiritual communities in yoga and beyond.

⁓

Revelations and Small Victories

This book has a backstory, but it points forward as well. After Practice and All Is Coming was published in March 2019, the justice movement it supported continued to grow through a series of revelations, partial reforms, and survivor victories. It has also crashed into several breakwaters. 

In April 2019, Manouso Manos, Iyengar’s protegee and senior representative in the US, was stripped of certification by the Iyengar Yoga National Association of the United States (IYNAUS), and by the children of the late B. K. S. Iyengar himself, after an independent investigation found it probable that he had sexually assaulted students.4 This book tracks the events leading up to the investigation on p. 234. 

It took fierce online activism to force IYNAUS to launch the investigation, winning Manos’s survivors a rare moment of limited accountability. I say “limited” because the investigation restricted its scope to what could be corroborated about only some of Manos’s specific behaviors. There was no probe into allegations that were decades old, nor into how many high-level people within Iyengar yoga globally knew about the abuse and either turned a blind eye or rationalized it. It was a Bad Apple operation (p. 233): running on the hope that if the bad apple was thrown out, the apple bucket would right itself, and the healing could begin. It doesn’t work that way, and abuse survivors know ass-covering when they see it. 

In July 2019, the wave of spiritual abuse discourse gained more traction by moving offline and into academic and organizing spaces. After publishing their white paper “How to Respond to Sexual Abuse within a Yoga or Spiritual Community” in Yoga International,5 Karen Rain and Jubilee Cooke—both central to this book—were featured guests in a panel discussion at the Brighton Yoga Festival in the UK. “Silent Voices” also included abuse investigator Josna Pakhania and yoga researcher Jacqueline Hargreaves. It was moderated by yoga scholar Dr. Theo Wildcroft. 

That same July saw religious studies scholars Dr. Ann Gleig and Dr. Amy Langenberg awarded a grant to fund a research project in spiritual abuse.6 Their ongoing work helped catalyze a rich conversation about the intersectional nature of spiritual abuse: how gender, sexual identity, race, ethnicity, class, and late capitalism combine to produce diverse outcomes. In-depth interviews are at the heart of their method, and reveal extremely nuanced data that I believe will help raise the standards of cult journalism. 

In October that year, the intersectional nature of justice work became evident in the labor organizing led by leading voices in the yoga #MeToo movement, as they voted to unionize in the State of New York.7 This may seem unrelated to the challenge of ending sexual violence, but it’s not. There’s an eerie symmetry between being a gig worker and being in a cultic group, between providing freelance services and being on-call for the man in power. When yoga teachers begin to think of themselves as people with the right to bargain together for living wages, health care, childcare, sick days, and vacation days, they are far less likely to fawn before an authority figure, or some mythic social-spiritual project that outshines their needs. The UK-based Yoga Teachers Union, a branch of Independent Workers of Great Britain, says exactly this in their mission materials. Casual yoga workers, they argue, have very few legal protections and often work in isolation, with no avenues for reporting wage theft or abuse.8 

January 2020 brought yet more yoga abuse history to light. Pamela Dyson published Premka: White Bird in a Golden Cage, her memoir about surviving the abuse of being Yogi Bhajan’s “personal secretary” for more than a decade in the 1970s. That same month, GEN published my eight-month investigation into how Swami Vishnudevananda abused his “personal secretary,” Julie Salter, over two decades, as he built Sivananda Yoga into an international brand. Two months later, GEN published my follow-up,9 which tracked the abusive legacy of Vishnudevananda’s senior students and broke accusations of child sexual abuse against Sivananda Yoga’s top trainer, Thamatam Reddy. Reddy was subsequently banned from teaching in Sivananda centers in Europe and North America but has since returned to work in India. 

The qualified success of the campaign that sanctioned Manouso Manos encouraged survivor groups, formed from the ex-members of Sivananda Yoga and Kundalini Yoga, to intensify their own lobbying for accountability. They pressured both corporations to fund independent investigations. In Kundalini Yoga, the basic facts of the founder’s abuse, already widely known, were simply confirmed.10 Sivananda Yoga hired an investigator, but scuttled the process when critics pressed them to expand the scope to include how the organization’s board members covered up institutional abuses for years. This turnaround was shameful, but it fed into something extraordinary: the formation of Project Satya, an investigative network of ex-Sivananda members. Project Satya (the Sanskrit term for “truth”) crowdfunded its own investigation to interview survivors and corroborate their stories. Project lead Carol Merchasin, a retired lawyer, has since gone on to consult on other cases involving spiritual abuse.

On the academic front, survivor advocate Dr. Theo Wildcroft earned her doctorate in November of 2020 with the publication of Post-Lineage Yoga: From Guru to #MeToo, featuring extensive fieldwork within spiritual groups negotiating changing relationships to charisma, power, authority, and authenticity. Amelia Wood, a graduate student at the School of Oriental and African Studies at the University of London, began presenting an undergrad seminar called “Spiritual Abuse in Modern Yoga.”11 That course is now online. 

There are many more examples of justice and survival testimonies making their way into institutional discourse, legal investigations, and street-level action—all to challenge the power dynamics of spirituality cultures. I’ll end this section by noting two that on the surface are unrelated, but are proximal because justice is intersectional, and because they both crossed through my sphere. 

When North Atlantic Books first reached out to me, it wasn’t about this book. It was to see if I would interview Thenmozhi Soundararajan about her 2022 book, The Trauma of Caste: A Dalit Feminist Meditation on Survivorship, Healing, and Abolition. In our pre-interview, we spoke about the racialized dimension of yoga abuse and its relationship to colonization. I had some questions about whether my coverage of Jois, an Indian person, was sensitive enough to these politics. Soundararajan acknowledged the complexity, but also said something revelatory. “It’s not enough to decolonize yoga. We must also debrahminize yoga.” 

By this she meant that we must study and subvert the ways in which the religiously based xenophobia of India’s caste system casts a long shadow over every postcolonial discussion and justice movement. The conversation broadened my own view, showing that the spiritual authority wielded by Jois, who was part of the priestly Brahmin caste—like Yogi Bhajan, Swami Vishnudevananda, and many others—is not simply toxic in relation to their students. Brahminism is part of an oppressive hierarchy that has impacts far beyond the yoga world, even as it remains invisible to white progressives. 

“One of the further ways that Brahminism is perpetuated,” Soundararajan writes,

is the widespread belief across the West that South Asia, in particular India, is the home of ancient wisdom and mystical experience. Under the hypnotic influence of Orientalism in the 1800s there was a valorization of Sanskrit by renowned authors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, and later in the twentieth century Aldous Huxley, J. D. Salinger, and Joseph Campbell all reflected Hindu philosophy in their work. The fascination led to Harvard University offering a degree in Sanskrit Studies and the founding of an elite society, the Boston Brahmins. Everyone from the Beatles to Steve Jobs to Gloria Steinem famously went on pilgrimages to India, inspiring millions of other Western seekers. Yoga, ayurveda, kirtan: in wanting to escape the rat race of superficial capitalist lifestyles, people have widely embraced these spiritual and somatic practices. Terms like “karma” and “dharma,” as well as the concept of reincarnation, have become commonplace in the West—ideas that have been used to enslave millions of my people.12 

In a single paragraph, Soundararajan was able to sum up, from a Dalit perspective, how the mythic idealization of yoga—which I had studied only in relation to its function in covering up cultic abuse—was actually a symptom of a much larger, and now global, injustice. And she wasn’t just writing a book. Her analysis was active and functional, and ready for the streets. Within a year of publication, Soundararajan and her activist colleagues had won a legislative victory in Washington State that added caste to its list of categories protected from the discrimination that remains rampant in South Asian diaspora communities. She’s worked on a similar campaign in California. Soundararajan’s message to would-be allies who are interested in and love Indian culture and wisdom traditions is that they realize that solidarity requires a cultural sobriety that knows there is nothing sacred about injustice.

Second example: In February 2023, the yoga community of British Columbia, and other parts of Canada, came together to protest the upcoming Vancouver visit of yoga tycoon Bikram Choudhury to a training event.13 They were led by Jill Lawler, one of his alleged rape survivors,14 who launched a media campaign to remind the public about who Choudhury is. Choudhury, who has been sued by multiple women who allege he sexually assaulted them, had been absent from the US after running out on a multimillion dollar judgment against him in a harassment suit brought by his former manager. 

Choudhury’s plan was to enter Canada from Mexico or South America, but the very resourceful Canadian anti-yoga-abuse posse alerted Border Services and the Canada Revenue Agency, and slammed every social media advertisement of the event with protest comments. They were also successful in lobbying the event venue, the JM Marriott Hotel, to drop the reservation.15 It was a pretty satisfying story for those of us unfamiliar with the feeling of accountability.

The Vancouver Bikram incident opened uncomfortable questions. Who in their right mind, after all of the abuse revelations rattling the yoga world, would want to host a credibly accused rapist at a tony downtown hotel? Had they simply missed the extensive media coverage of Choudhury’s gangsterism? How disconnected from the rest of the forward-moving yoga world could they be? 

Cultic devotion explains only some of Choudhury’s support. Some people not only cannot believe their leader could do wrong, but they must advocate for him against all evidence to beat down a terrible truth. The more ambivalent principle of “I’ve-got-mineism” (described on p. 237) adds additional explanatory weight. In a high-demand group, there will always be loyalists who benefit from the group socially or financially. With their empathy in free-fall, they can measure their gains versus the losses of others by means of a cynical cost-benefit analysis. 

But beyond these dynamics, the Choudhury event organizers were also affiliated with a much broader reactionary movement that, catalyzed by the pandemic, disrupted a lot of the justice momentum I’ve detailed so far. That disruption exposed how vulnerable the yoga and spirituality worlds will continue to be to the same magical thinking and spiritual bypassing that allowed the students of Jois to regard him as nearly divine, to believe that his yoga would cure them of all physical and moral disease, and to distrust any secular interventions that would prevent abuse.

A Viral Backslide

One of Choudhury’s Vancouver fail-hosts was Eva Chipiuk, a Calgary lawyer and Bikram Yoga teacher. Chipiuk says that Bikram’s hot yoga helped her survive pancreatic cancer,16 while showing her what she feels is the disconnected negligence and impersonality of conventional medical treatment. After having a portion of her pancreas removed, she says, her doctors offered her no dietary or holistic advice. They sent her coldly on her way with a pat on the head and a “hope we don’t see you again.”17 This is an unfortunate and not-uncommon experience for many cancer patients. For Chipiuk, as with so many others who gravitate toward alternative health practices, it fed a deep antipathy toward evidence-based medicine. 

She carried that antipathy into her public role as a legal representative of the antivax “Freedom Convoy,” the mob of truckers who illegally occupied downtown Ottawa for several weeks in February 2022. Chipiuk supported the occupation, posted to social media from it, and helped present the legal arguments the movement used to justify blaring air horns all night, urinating in the streets, harassing residents, and preventing disabled people from accessing services. Her most prominent client was convoy leader and right-wing antivax activist Tamara Lich, who has spent years campaigning alongside white supremacists for the independence of Alberta.18 During a public inquiry in November 2022, Chipiuk was given fifteen minutes to cross-examine Prime Minister Justin Trudeau on the question of whether his invocation of the Emergencies Act, and the resulting temporary suspension of certain rights, was justified in the attempt to end the occupation. Chipiuk wasted most of her question time reading COVID-skeptical and anti-mandate talking points into the record.19

A Bikram yoga teacher agitating against public health measures while trying to rehabilitate her criminal guru is on the far end of yogaworld insanity. But she wasn’t alone there. The first person reported to break the COVID-mitigation bylaws passed in Vancouver in March of 2020 was Mak Parhar, another Bikram teacher, who insisted on keeping his hot yoga studio open and his classes mask-free. Inspired by Choudhury’s boasts about his method, Parhar falsely claimed that the heat in the studio would kill the virus and boost the immune system. City officials closed his studio down. Months later, he was fined for violating quarantine rules after flying back to Canada from a flat earth conference in the US. He died of fentanyl poisoning in November 2021. The coroner’s report showed that Parhar had COVID at the time of death.20

While their actions were extreme, Chipiuk and Parhar had values in alignment with many mainstream yoga and wellness-world beliefs that make justice work in spiritual spaces extremely difficult: hyperindividualism, medical libertarianism, purity fetishes, snake oil pyramid schemes, and the conviction that spirituality resolves every material problem on some cosmic plane. These are all elements of a phenomenon called conspirituality, to which I turned my research attention during the pandemic. Conspirituality is basically a form of anxious religious commitment to transcendental hopes, accelerated by social stress and an intensifying belief that dark forces in the world are working to suppress the human spirit. The answer, proponents claim, is to use personal spiritual practice to help usher in a new golden age. The most cynical and concentrated form of conspirituality is QAnon, the moral panic and conspiracy theory that broke into the online yoga world at the beginning of the pandemic, tearing communities apart and disrupting fragile justice movements. 

Organizing against systemic, intergenerational, patriarchal abuse requires everything that a moral panic erodes: cooperation, solidarity, access to journalistic, legal, and academic support, and the ability to manage targeted and sustained educational campaigns. The leaders of Project Satya—graduate students in religion and gender studies—were up for it. They moderated a Facebook group where former Sivananda students could share stories, recovery resources, and emotional processing. They networked with the media and legal advisors. They issued press releases and position statements; they presented their findings at academic conferences (see www.projectsatya.org/about).

Justice work mirrors the content and function of good public health. It mobilizes multiple skills, democratic values, evidentiary standards, and the good-faith belief that no one is harmed or helped in a vacuum. It treats systemic abuse as an epidemiological problem requiring many approaches, and treats well-being as a social project. Unfortunately, and as the pandemic showed, the yoga and wellness worlds are not generally equipped for the task. Leaders such as Pattabhi Jois, Yogi Bhajan, Swami Vishnudevananda, and many of their white inheritors spent decades promoting the false idea that their reductive, simplistic, magical practices could heal all ills, that worldly endeavors were futile, and that devotion to religious authority would bring safety. In the worst cases—as with Jois—some students wound up believing that being touched by the holy man himself would jolt their bodies and souls toward enlightenment. 

All three leaders (and many others) were ambivalent toward politics and actively dismissive of modern medicine. Pattabhi Jois dismissed the x-ray images that an injured student brought him, implying that the holy energy of his yoga would rebuild their joints (p. 115). Yogi Bhajan said that Indians don’t get cancer because they eat raw onion.21 Bikram Choudhury claimed that practicing his twenty-six postures would prevent all illnesses, and that he couldn’t be a rapist because women were lined up around the block to beg for his semen.22 Swami Vishnudevananda thought that UFOs carried airborne Hindu deities, and that scattering flower petals from his tie-dyed Piper airplane over the Berlin Wall, or Belfast, or the Gaza Strip would bring about world peace.23 

These and other deeply wounded megalomaniacs were at the center of the 1960–1990 global yoga expansion period, and its professionalization. They set up schools, often pyramidal in structure, that minted thousands of teachers. The lucrative programs functioned like Dunning-Kruger machines, empowering waves of gig workers who swore by the magic of the charismatic men they were trained to not question. Graduates with independent wealth or access to credit went on to renovate gentrified warehouse spaces into pseudo-clinics called yoga studios, where many of them taught that twists “remove toxins from the liver,” or that mantra or meditation could cure alcoholism or clinical depression.

In the professional realm, the zeitgeist was libertarian. In response to abuse and injury stories trickling out over the years, some yoga progressives would occasionally float the idea of following acupuncturists and massage therapists into the regulated world of colleges and licensing. Yoga influencers who were less interested in public service remained resolutely anti-regulation, reciting variations of “You cannot regulate an ancient spiritual practice, or the relationship between teacher and student.” I remember arguing with colleagues about that second point, saying that licensed psychotherapy, for example, did in fact regulate a learning relationship. That argument always fell on deaf ears, often because the person had never been to therapy. Yoga had always been enough for them, or so they thought.

This libertarian default made sense for those who grew up in the shadow of charismatic leaders whose brilliance could not be restricted by guardrails or accountability structures. In addition to all of the cultic pressures they were under, the senior students of Pattabhi Jois had heavy sunk costs invested in the question of whether their discipline should be regulated. Had ashtanga yoga been administered through licensing and accountability tools, there’s a much lower chance that Jois would have gotten away with decades of sexual predation. If he had been responsible to a college of his peers, they might also have questioned the safety and health claims associated with his spiritual gymnastics. And if that happened, his students might wind up questioning their most significant life choices and deepest values: how they made their money, and where they thought their sources of health and support really came from. Were they healthy and successful because of the personal merit they won through yoga practice and the blessing of their guru? Or were they healthy and successful because they were white and privileged? Because they were genetically gifted in ways that allowed them to perform elite postures? Was it because they had access to evidence-based health care when they needed it? Were they blessed by Jois’s grace only to the extent they ignored his behavior?

In America especially, freelance yoga teachers swelled the ranks of self-help workers serving and enabling an increasingly pervasive neoliberal status quo: a society no longer focused on the commons, and losing interest in public health. In 1962 John F. Kennedy had stood on stage in Madison Square Garden and argued passionately for a federal universal health care plan. But “by the early 1970s,” writes sociologist Sam Binkley in Getting Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 1970s, “it was clear that sweeping social changes were not going to materialize. . . . A whole generation’s trust in leadership had virtually collapsed, and the sense of national integrity and purpose had been shaken to the core. Not surprisingly, the national mood turned inward.”24 

On cue, Sivananda Yoga offered its students and graduates the mantra of the Self Project Age: “Health is wealth, peace of mind is happiness, yoga shows the way.” “Do your practice, and all is coming” was Jois’s pat answer to every question. “Self-reliance conquers any difficulty,” as Yogi Bhajan liked to say. Today, the word sovereignty regularly appears in yoga spaces as a description of an ideal spiritual state. The phrase mutual aid rarely if ever appears.

By the time I was teaching yoga in Wisconsin in the early 2000s, I believed that the benefits of the practice would substitute for not being able to afford health insurance or psychotherapy. I knew many teachers who—misguidedly, but without any other choice—relied on yoga in lieu of primary health care. Many of them eschewed anger at their condition, opting instead for sour grapes. If labor dignity and health care were unattainable, they couldn’t be that desirable, right? Why should good yoga people debase themselves pleading for living wages when freelance work offered the promise of limitless freedom? Why should they campaign for expanded health care if conventional doctors were overpaid predatory capitalists, didn’t understand energy-healing, and were in the pockets of Big Pharma? These self-protective attitudes, developed in response to state neglect, coalesced into a double allergy for political organizing and evidence-based medicine. 

⁓

The sexual, physical, and financial abuse documented in this book played out within a deracinated, depoliticized, and responsibilist subculture that seeks all answers in the project of the self. These factors had always protected leaders like Jois, Yogi Bhajan, and Vishnudevananda from scrutiny and made resistance to cultic dynamics difficult to muster. When faced with reports of a pandemic of abuse, the subculture ignored external analyses from feminist thinkers and cult theorists; it resisted the most basic remedies enacted in other industries to protect workers and the public: regulation, licensing, and collegial accountability. 

It is no surprise then, that when confronted in the spring of 2020 with a terrifying viral pandemic that forced studios and healing centers to close, a significant portion of its influencers also resisted the basic remedies of public health. They adopted the libertarian view that yoga studios should be open because people are adults and can take responsibility for getting sick. This echoed the Jois-apologist position that injured or assaulted students were not the concern of the group, and that the needs of the vulnerable should not inconvenience the needs of devoted spiritual practitioners. 

A significant chunk of the yoga world, now claustrophobically trapped online, went further, pilled by the paranoid fantasy that governments were out to ruin their practice and faith. It insulted their core values to hear medical professionals say that safety would come not from energetic healing or their guru’s portrait on their altar, but from cooperation on things like masks and signing up for a 0.5 ml injection of a mysterious new liquid. Guru Jagat, the late leader of an offshoot Kundalini Yoga cult, went so far as to paint reporting on the abuses of Yogi Bhajan and reporting on COVID-19 with the same brush. She sermonized that both Pamela Dyson’s book and the warnings of public health officials were part of the same fake-news plot to denigrate enlightened leadership and invalidate spiritual techniques.25 

Jagat’s self-serving rejection of Pamela Dyson’s survivor testimony allowed her to keep Yogi Bhajan at the top of her authority fantasy. As she did, she joined a broader backlash against the #MeToo movement—but went further, eliding it with QAnon propaganda, which soon began to win fans in abuse-survivor networks. The abject but mundane idea that Pattabhi Jois, Yogi Bhajan, Manouso Manos, and Bikram Choudhury were common sexual offenders protected by the well-known and predictable structures of patriarchy was, in some sectors, overshadowed and weaponized by fever dreams of a global cabal of sexual deviants. 

Given the breadth and scope of abuse in yoga communities, it made sense that some survivors, teachers, and influencers were attracted to the totalizing thought of “abuse is everywhere, and it’s intentional.” Unfortunately, this put many of them on a collision course with reactionary moral panics that weaponize the reality of institutional abuse to ultimately scapegoat queer and trans people, and their allies.26

Gamification and Carceral Logic

When yoga in the Global North was forced online in the spring of 2020, the in-studio abuse dangers at the heart of this book went on pause. If there are no studios where people physically gather, there would be no teachers to physically dominate them. 

In some quarters, the online quarantine exposed a shared body-memory of power dynamics in studios. Posts from people who felt sad about suddenly practicing at home in front of a screen also indicated that they welcomed the deeper comfort of a more private practice—and the reduced risk of injury. While many teachers lamented not being able to clearly see students so they could correct them, some students expressed relief that they were no longer being closely monitored. For some, this was revelatory. It was the first moment that the element of performance—for the teacher and for fellow students—was stripped away from the raw sensory experience of posture and breath.

But that single flattened access point to the world—the screen that brought people their Zoomed yoga classes, meditation sessions, and kirtan parties—was also a Pandora’s box of intoxicating conspiracy theories and alternative health cures, accelerated by marketing algorithms. This firestorm spotlighted the cultural vulnerabilities I’ve described, but it also revealed something unstable about the communications space in which this book had taken shape over the preceding years. It showed me how thin the online boundaries can be between recovery and vengeance, activism and vigilantism—how justice work can be both facilitated and wounded by claustrophobic, two-dimensional networks. Along with some poignant feedback, it helped me reflect on how I had participated in all of these streams.

The doorway into the reporting for this book was virtual. Anneke Lucas posted her blog in 2010. Karen Rain posted her #MeToo statement in October 2018. The difference in online responses to the two posts—Lucas’s virtually invisible, Rain’s going viral—was like night and day, and served as a bellwether for the zeitgeist. The subsequent online networking allowed me to connect survivor stories together, and sometimes the survivors themselves. In a pre-internet world, this book would have taken five years instead of eighteen months, if it had been possible at all. But with a little academic training in the emerging discipline of digital ethnography, and all its ethics and boundaries, this book could have found a sweeter spot in that publishing schedule. It would have been fine to take three years on it. But I am a college dropout, and I was on an urgent justice crusade. I worked very fast, perhaps too fast, accelerated by online interactions that crossed lines between reporting and advocacy. 

I did not grasp during this time that social media algorithms privilege conflict to drive engagement and further monetize attention. What this means is that posting as a justice advocate can easily become too dependent on a feedback loop that rewards rage as a precious commodity. The process is called gamification, whereby the platform allows the user to “win” at the engagement economy by encouraging a competition in inflammatory takes. Ironically, this can entrap users who aren’t even emotionally committed to the actual content. When I tried to interview several yoga influencers in 2020 about why they had been actively promoting QAnon content in yoga spaces, their responses showed that they didn’t really understand what they were posting, but they knew it had driven viewers to their accounts.

As an anti-cult activist on Facebook, I doubtlessly won engagement and followers through my searing posts and articles, and by following and amplifying every abuse revelation with my branded takes. I wasn’t consciously attempting to stir up attention and anger, but at times that’s what I did. I didn’t mean to deepen wounds and depress hope, but I know that at times I did. I was earnest in my altruism. I wasn’t trying to manipulate emotions. But some of my activity attracted people more invested in the rage than in the policy issues at stake. And there were costs for that. 

Philosophers T. Nguyen and Becca Williams describe how this process, when zealously pursued in justice spaces, can veer into a form of “moral outrage porn,” or 

representations of moral outrage engaged with primarily for the sake of the resulting gratification, freed from the usual costs and consequences of engaging with morally outrageous content. The gratifications might include, among other things, a sense of moral superiority or smugness, the comforting sense of clarity that arises from moral certainty, and the sheer pleasure of the feeling of outrage itself. We suspect that a significant amount of the activity on Facebook, Twitter, and other forms of social media might plausibly count as moral outrage porn.

Nguyen and Williams do not condemn moral outrage when it leads to moral action, but rather point out that the frictionless nature of gamification easily leads to participants indulging “simplified moral representations of the world, and to simplify their own moral beliefs in order to maximize the gratifications of outrage.”27

And here’s where I come to the main piece I could have executed with more self-awareness and kindness. To explore it briefly, I’ll quote from an Amazon review of the first edition written by certified ashtanga teacher Magnolia Zuniga, from San Francisco. She studied with Jois directly from 2004 to 2009. Early on in the research process for this book, I had interviewed Zuniga by Skype. At that point, she declined to go on record about what she knew of Jois’s abuse. 

“I’ve always known this story needed to be told,” Zuniga writes. 

It’s been a dark cloud hanging over the community. After decades of silence, I am very happy these women’s voices are finally being heard. Many Ashtanga practitioners will completely dismiss this book, not only because denial runs deep but also because of the intensity and fervor with which Remski targeted some in the community over the past few years. His “research” felt personal, predatory and vengeful. He seemed to relish getting into word wars with community members who were clearly confused and suffering. Instead of building bridges in order to help facilitate healing he created more and more divisions.28 

Turning specifically to the book, Zuniga goes on to criticize what she reads as leading questions in the transcript with Tracy Hodgeman (p. 67), and how I referred too often to my own cult experiences.

I’ve had four years to think about this review. As time has passed, I’ve found its words increasingly valuable—as have other readers. The majority of reviews—83 percent—awarded the book five stars. Zuniga gave the book three stars, but her review was rated the most useful among them all. Perhaps because it’s simply interesting: Zuniga spends more words on my online persona than on the content of the book. She uses the word predatory, which is projective when the subject matter is her own in-real-life predatory guru. But combined with “vengeful,” I understand the feeling. 

The heaviest line in the review is “Instead of building bridges in order to help facilitate healing he created more and more divisions.” It’s heavy not for what it says so much as what it shows. 

Is it reasonable to expect a journalist and anti-cult activist to be responsible for community care within the organization they’re exposing? Zuniga’s understandable bias is that anyone investigating abuse in ashtanga yoga should be focused on trying to rehabilitate its culture. But if Zuniga or anyone had tried to rehabilitate the culture, she would have had to contend with many survivors who did not have that aim at all, or, more frankly, would have been elated to see the community implode and dissolve forever. But what Zuniga’s comment constructively shows is that the online activism in the background of how this book came together constricted my access in an overly polarized way. 

I don’t regret the alliances I formed with survivors and other activists through my articles and social media presence. But I must acknowledge what I sacrificed in exchange for my hand in stirring up moral outrage: the appearance of neutrality that would have given me access to “the other side,” to better understand—as opposed to speculating on—why it was so important for group members to protect their practice and their leader. Because we have to understand that as well. 

And it was not just apologists I closed the door to: It was also more moderate voices, who rejected the implication that their practice and its community were entirely corrupt. People who could have added to the rich tapestry of why and how people carve out safety and even community within oppressive systems. Because: don’t we all have to do that? And if we don’t currently, shouldn’t we learn?

If we do learn, it probably won’t be online. Our social media overlords encourage our reactions to be fast and inflammatory, and our justice to be punitive and carceral. This does not help us understand cults, or recover from them. 

How Has Ashtanga Yoga Responded? 

I should temper all the mea culpa by noting that as soon as I began supporting Jois survivor testimonies on social media, ashtanga loyalists mounted passionate opposition to the very idea that Jois’s name could be tarnished. A lot of their engagement was ad hominem. It rolled out in ashtanga yoga Facebook groups, where I was regularly dragged for being an atheist, materialist, virtue signaler, cultural Marxist, a thief of women’s stories, and so on. The most noxious responses and personal trolling came from Eastern European practitioners. One Russia-based group even launched a strangely titled campaign on change.org called “Let us defend our right to the loving memory of Guruji Sri K Pattabhi Jois.”29

To date, the ashtanga yoga world has not undertaken any organization-level reflection, beyond the mixed-messaging conference detailed in this book (p. 201). There have been progressive responses, but they remain localized. The Amayu project (p. 211) had a promising start, but is now on pause. Ann Arbor Ashtanga remained open through the pandemic, meeting daily via Zoom, and their website features an acknowledgment of Jois’s crimes, along with a commitment to care for the most vulnerable. “Over the past 20 years,” the statement optimistically reads, “Ashtanga has grown from a guru-based culture to one of self-care, autonomy and inner reflection.”30

I asked Jess Glenny, a London-based ashtanga-inspired teacher, how they thought the crisis had landed. Glenny had never been to Mysore, and the news had come out of the blue. “I consider myself to be really on the margins,” they wrote, “and always a bit at a tangent to the mainstream. It’s also an Autistic position for me—outsider.” 

Glenny had been unaware of the allegations of sexual assault. But they always had major concerns about the “adjustments in Mysore from a physical safety point of view, especially as a hypermobile person, and if someone asked me whether they should go to Mysore, I would always mention that.”

When I asked Glenny how they thought the community had responded, they described a slow process. “Lots of talking to each other. Questioning about future directions. Debate between those who wanted to continue to have some allegiance to Jois and those who didn’t. Debate between those who wanted to continue to have some allegiance to Sharath and those who didn’t. Questions about the dynamics of what had happened—how it had been able to go on in plain sight.” 

Glenny also pointed out that identifying with ashtanga yoga or not was a career-defining choice, now more than ever. They noted the “gradual democratization” of the practice, or an increase in self-authority for individual teachers and individual practitioners.” But they also noted that “authorization became a disrecommendation for some people, and continued to be a recommendation for others.”

For Wambui Njuguna-Räisänen, the story is more complicated. As a multiracial Kenyan-American born in Nairobi, she shares some of Glenny’s outsider perspective. But as the life-partner of Petri Räisänen, a senior ashtanga teacher from Finland, she’s also deeply enmeshed in the network left by Jois’s legacy. 

“It was traumatizing,” she told me via Zoom from Tenerife, Spain, when I asked about the impact of the Jois abuse revelations on her community. “It was heartbreaking. Confusing, chaotic.”

Njuguna-Räisänen started practicing in 2008 but never met Pattabhi Jois, who died in 2009. She saw the evidence of his abuse in the videos. “I felt like I inherited that shadow side of the lineage,” she said. Petri had written books with Jois. It was very entangled. When the revelations were unleashed in 2018, she watched her community “go into freefall. It was a moment of collective trauma, witnessing rape culture at play.”

Failed leadership was a core issue, in her view—a lack of guidance and resources from senior leaders, who were ill equipped to address the pain being passed around on social media. The result was a gradual deadening of the discourse. “It just kind of stopped being talked about on online, and pictures were taken down.” She was referring to the photographs of Jois that adorned every studio wall. 

“You know the saying, ‘Never let an obstacle go to waste?’ Well, we did.”

The silver lining for Njuguna-Räisänen and her part of the ashtanga world was that she was motivated to pause her practice for the time it took to learn some new things. “I stopped for a while. I needed that distance, to really read, to grieve, to mourn, to feel angry, to hit the bottom. And I took on studying trauma-informed yoga, understanding how these patterns happened in our small community, and how they’re being
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