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ABSTRACT

In an increasingly globalized world, yoga has become widespread, continuously transferred,
translated, and reinterpreted across diverse cultural and economic contexts. It now encompasses a
broad range of meanings, from union with the divine and a state of being to a way of life, a
philosophical system of values, and a form of health-oriented physical exercise. Across yoga
studios, apparel, retreats, and the marketing of wellness and spiritual tourism destinations, yoga is

embedded with layered meanings—personal, spiritual, cultural, and political.

To develop a more holistic understanding of yoga and its influence on individuals’ daily choices,
behaviours, and the expanding wellness and spiritual tourism industries, this study engages with a
range of interdisciplinary literature. It seeks to explore how yoga can be represented and practiced
in ways that foster inclusivity and a sense of oneness within a global system often characterized by
capitalism, division, and inequality. In doing so, the study examines the intersection of key
concepts, including authenticity, nationalism, capitalism, colonialism, cultural representation, and
ways toward cultivating a more inclusive and sustainable yoga environments and communities.
These perspectives provide critical insight into how contemporary representations of yoga may

reproduce or challenge existing social hierarchies and divisions.

Complementing the literature review, the study draws on the lived experiences of practitioners and
teachers to investigate how individuals navigate the tensions between yoga’s spiritual foundations
and its commodified expressions within a capitalist framework. The research aims to contribute to a
more ethical, inclusive, and culturally sensitive understanding of yoga that supports not only
individual well-being but also social equity and a broader sense of interconnectedness across

cultures and communities.
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relationality, reciprocity



INTRODUCTION

Yoga has become deeply embedded in mainstream health and wellness culture, particularly in
Western contexts. It is widely promoted through studios, digital media, retreats, and the expanding
wellness and tourism industries, where it is often associated with physical fitness, stress reduction,
and mental well-being. Many contemporary representations of yoga differ significantly from its
historical, philosophical, and spiritual origins. However, rather than viewing yoga as a singular or
static tradition, this study approaches it as a historically situated and continuously evolving practice
shaped by shifting cultural, social, and economic forces. It further explores how individuals make
sense of yoga and navigate the tensions between its diverse traditions and modern interpretations

and forms of practices.

The term “yoga,” derived from the Sanskrit root yuj (to yoke or unite), has long been associated
with a wide range of meanings, including union with the divine, a state of being, and a path toward
liberation (Mallinson & Singleton, 2017). Its development spans multiple historical periods and
philosophical traditions, from early references in the Vedic texts and Upanishads to later
formulations such as the Bhagavad Gita and the Yoga Sutras of Patafjali. Across these traditions,
diverse approaches to yoga have been practiced by various yoga practitioners who find their ways
to yoga differently through multiple disciplines of yoga, including rdja yoga (meditation), karma
yoga (action), bhakti yoga (devotion), jiana yoga (knowledge), and so forth. For instance, in the
Yoga Sutras of Patafijali, yoga is described as yogas-citta-vrtti-nirodhah, often translated as the
cessation of the fluctuations of the mind. This framework outlines the astanga (eight-limbed) path,
encompassing ethical principles (vama and niyama), physical postures (asana), breath regulation
(prandayama), sensory withdrawal (pratyahara), concentration (dharand), meditation (dhyana), and
unification of mind (samadhi). However, rather than representing a singular or definitive model of
yoga, this study tries to understand yoga as one among many philosophical expressions that have

shaped how yoga is practiced and interpreted over time.

In contrast, contemporary mainstream yoga often emphasizes a narrower set of practices, primarily
focusing on d@sana, sometimes accompanied by elements of breathwork and meditation. These
forms are frequently reframed through biomedical and psychological discourses that highlight their
benefits for physical and mental wellbeing (Askegaard & Eckhardt, 2012, p. 47). While such
adaptations have contributed to yoga’s global accessibility, they may also involve the selective
reinterpretation or decontextualization of its philosophical and cultural dimensions. This raises

important questions regarding power, knowledge production, and representation (Foucault, 1991),



including which forms of yoga are legitimized, which are marginalized, and who benefits from
these processes. These transformations are not neutral. The ways in which yoga is represented and
practiced today are shaped by intersecting forces, including capitalism, colonialism, nationalism,
and gender. Yoga, in this sense, is not only a personal or spiritual practice but also a political
phenomenon. Its contemporary forms are entangled with issues such as cultural appropriation, the
commodification of spirituality and the body, and the unequal distribution of cultural and economic
power. Furthermore, the global promotion of yoga is closely linked to national identity and cultural
politics, particularly in relation to India’s positioning as the spiritual homeland of yoga. While such
narratives may function as forms of cultural reclamation in postcolonial contexts (McCartney,
2017), they may also raise questions about cultural inclusivity, marginalization, exclusion, and the

ownership of cultural knowledge and heritage.

These dynamics are especially visible within the wellness and spiritual tourism industries, where
yoga is frequently marketed using language and imagery rooted in religious and philosophical
traditions. In these contexts, yoga becomes both a cultural product and an experiential commodity,
raising critical questions about how it is represented, who benefits from its circulation, and how
host communities and cultural origins are engaged. Drawing on these concerns, this study examines
how yoga is understood, represented, and practiced within contemporary global contexts. It
explores how practitioners and teachers navigate the tensions between yoga’s diverse philosophical
traditions and its commodified expressions. By doing so, the research seeks to contribute to a more
nuanced and ethically grounded understanding of yoga that recognizes its complexity while
engaging critically with the power structures that shape its global forms. It seeks to foster mutual
understanding within contemporary yoga discourse by examining how different interpretations and
practices coexist, interact, and sometimes conflict. It discusses ways of teaching and practicing yoga
that can potentially cultivate inclusivity, sustainability, and a sense of oneness in a world and system
that often promotes and profits from distraction, separation, and division among people and

different cultural groups.



LITERATURE REVIEW

To understand yoga in a holistic and inclusive way and to foster a sense of oneness, connection,
relationality, and a more conscious practice, it is important to recognize the “hybrid and
heterogeneous” (Said, 1978) nature of culture and religion. To move away from essentialist
narratives that seek to define what “true” yoga is or to determine who practices it correctly or
incorrectly (Godrej, 2016), the study tries to understand yoga through “the social environment and
historical specificity of each context within which it was adopted and transformed” (Samuel, 2013).
This perspective shifts the focus away from privileging a single authoritative text or lineage and
instead positions yoga as a plurality of practices continuously interpreted and reinterpreted by those

who engage with it.

With the growing presence of yoga products within the wellness and tourism industries, consumers
increasingly seek “authentic” experiences. In this context, yoga is often commodified in order to
reach wider audiences. Commodified is authenticity essentialized (Waterton & Watson, 2018).
When packaged, marketed, or sold as a product, authenticity becomes a commodity that consumers
seek, and locals, practitioners, and teachers sell. When essentialized, it is treated as if it has a fixed,
pure, unchanging essence, implying that there is only one true way to practice yoga. Such framings

presume that authenticity must remain untouched by capitalism, politics, or social change.

This understanding is particularly relevant in contemporary global contexts, where yoga exists
within the dynamics of capitalism and consumer culture. Modern yoga can be understood as “a
hybridized product of colonial India’s dialogical encounter with the worldwide physical culture
movement” (Singleton, 2010). This framing highlights that what is often perceived as “traditional”
yoga is already shaped by historical processes of exchange, adaptation, and power. At the same
time, capitalism is fundamentally structured around continuous consumption, expansion, and profit,
through which practices, identities, and even spiritual traditions become marketable goods and
experiences. Yet yoga demonstrates that authenticity is neither simply commodified nor
essentialized, but co-created through practice, presence, and the overlapping experiences of the

body, mind, and spirit.

As yoga circulates globally within consumer culture, certain representations of authenticity become
privileged over others. Overlooking the ways in which yoga courses, yoga retreats, and tours are

curated for the Western market risks perpetuating “idealizations of Indian spirituality” (Zara, 2015),



thereby reinscribing colonial and orientalist imaginaries under the guise of authenticity.
Furthermore, arguments about authenticity alone do not necessarily contribute to the formation of
authenticity itself, as authenticity cannot be fully described through words or grasped in fixed terms.
It encompasses not only surface-level performances but also visceral feelings, emotions, and lived
experiences. Such an approach challenges essentialist understandings of authenticity and opens
space for a more inclusive and relational understanding of yoga across different contexts, further
fostering a sense of oneness, connection, relationality, and conscious practice within the yoga

community and beyond.

To understand yoga at a deeper level, including where the forms of yoga practiced today come
from, who shaped them, and who benefits from them, it is important to recognize that the global
circulation of yoga is shaped by historical and ongoing power asymmetries, particularly those
rooted in colonialism. As Edward Said (1978) argues, Western representations of the “East” have
often constructed it as exotic, mystical, and the “Other,” shaping how Eastern knowledge systems
are interpreted and consumed. Within this framework, yoga has become “exoticized and
romanticized,” filtered through Western perspectives that repackage it in ways that appeal to global
consumer markets (White, 2012). Such representations reinforce power imbalances by positioning
Western actors as authorities and arbiters of spiritual knowledge (Schleier, 2024). One example is
the U.S.-based institution Yoga Alliance, which sets the global standards for yoga teaching and
certification. By institutionalizing accreditation systems, it perpetuates existing power imbalances
and marginalizes alternative voices, particularly those rooted in Indian traditions (Parikh & Patel,
2020). The reinterpretation of yoga without respect and proper understandings leads to processes of
cultural appropriation that frequently involve the commodification of cultural practices that
disproportionately benefit primarily Western markets, the perpetuation of stereotypes, and the

erasure of their original meanings (Rogers 2006).

These global connections have also intersected with the rise of Hindu nationalism (Jacobsen, 2025),
which increasingly frames the practices of yoga as forms of India’s cultural “soft power” and as
“cultural ambassadors” representing the nation (Verma, 2023). This can be understood through
Benedict Anderson’s (1983) concept of the “imagined community,” where nations are socially
constructed through shared symbols, narratives, and cultural practices. Within this framework, yoga

becomes more than a spiritual or bodily practice. It becomes a symbolic representation of India



itself and a means through which Indian national identity is imagined, represented, performed, and

circulated globally.

Part of this nationalist movement emerges from postcolonial desires to reclaim cultural authority
and restore dignity following centuries of colonial domination, Orientalist representations, and
racialized power inequalities. Hindutva discourse (Leidig, 2020) is partly motivated by grievances
surrounding colonial humiliation, the racism of early Indology, and contemporary global
inequalities in which Western actors have historically profited from interpreting, institutionalizing,
and commercializing yogic traditions. In this context, reclaiming yoga as distinctly Indian becomes
both a political and cultural project. The Indian government has actively participated in this process
through institutions such as the Union Ministry of AYUSH, established independently in 2014 to
promote yoga, Ayurveda, and other traditional systems of knowledge. Through tourism campaigns,
wellness branding, UNESCO heritage recognition, and global events such as the International Day
of Yoga, yoga is promoted as a symbol of national pride, cultural heritage, and India’s place within

the global spiritual and wellness economy (McCartney, 2017).

At the same time, these state-led and nationalist representations often rely on essentialized images
of a timeless, spiritual, and “Vedic” India that can be consumed globally through yoga retreats,
wellness tourism, teacher trainings, and spiritual commodities (McCartney, 2017). The packaging of
yoga tourism frequently romanticizes India through symbols, narratives, and imagery that reproduce
an “othering” gaze of the Orient, while also encouraging the global consumption of a supposedly
“authentic” Indian yoga lifestyle. The construction of yoga as a unified symbol of Indian national
identity can also produce exclusions and tensions. When Hinduism and yoga are closely aligned
with the Indian nation-state, diverse communities whose identities do not fit within this
homogenized vision may become marginalized or rendered invisible. This includes Hindu diaspora
communities outside India, religious minorities, and non-Hindu practitioners who engage with yoga
differently. For example, Jacobsen (2025) describes how Ilam Tamil Hindus were absent from the
European Hindu-Christian dialogue meeting held in Rome in 2023, despite representing a large
proportion of Hindus in Europe and managing many Hindu temples across the continent. Their
absence reflects the consequences of equating Hindu representation with Indian national identity

while overlooking the diversity of Hindu communities within the diaspora.



These exclusions also extend beyond diaspora politics. Critics have argued that the increasing
association between yoga, Hindutva nationalism, and state identity can place pressure on religious
minorities, particularly Muslims, who may feel excluded from or resistant toward state-sponsored
yoga initiatives such as the International Day of Yoga. This concern exists within a broader political
climate in which Hindu nationalist discourse has, at times, mobilized anxieties surrounding a
perceived Muslim “threat” to the Hindu majority. Scholars note that political figures associated with
Hindutva ideology have contributed to such tensions through exclusionary rhetoric and anti-Muslim
sentiment (Leidig, 2020). Although yoga is often promoted as universal and apolitical, its
deployment within nationalist projects demonstrates that yoga is deeply entangled with questions of
power, identity, representation, and politics. The global consumption of yoga, whether through
tourism, wellness industries, or cultural diplomacy, is therefore never entirely neutral (McCartney,
2017), but forms part of broader political and economic processes that shape who gets to represent

yoga, who benefits from it, and whose voices remain excluded.

From this, we can see that this global image of yoga and India did not emerge solely through
Western constructions, but was also shaped by Indian reformers and spiritual leaders during and
after the colonial period. A pivotal moment in this transformation was the “Yoga Renaissance”
(Horton, 2012), particularly at the 1893 Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago, where
Swami Vivekananda rearticulated yoga for Western audiences as a universal practice of physical,
mental, and spiritual development. Drawing from “Dharmic religions, Abrahamic religions, modern
empirical science, and modern esotericism” (De Michelis, 2005), Vivekananda helped shape how
the West would come to perceive yoga and Indian spirituality more broadly. In many ways, figures
such as Vivekananda became symbolic representatives of India, helping construct an imagined
global community in which yoga functioned as a marker of Indian spiritual identity. Vivekananda’s
mission was not merely spiritual, but also political and economic. His goal was both to share India’s
spiritual wealth and to generate resources to support India during a period of colonial
impoverishment. This symbolic displacement (Wilson, 2012) of yoga from its localized South Asian
contexts into global circulation laid the foundation for the contemporary globalization and
commodification of yoga. Once rearticulated as a universal and exportable practice, yoga could be

adapted, marketed, and consumed across different cultural and national settings.

However, this transformation also reveals several paradoxes. Historically, early yogic practice,

particularly during the Brahminical era (Wittich, n.d.), was highly exclusive, largely restricted to



male, high-caste South Asian ascetics, reflecting its elitist roots (Strauss, 2002). Through
globalization, yoga has become more accessible across gender, class, and national boundaries,
expanding far beyond its earlier social limitations. Yet the same processes that enabled yoga’s
global accessibility also facilitated its commodification and incorporation into neoliberal capitalist
systems. Thus, while Indian reformers and spiritual leaders sought to promote yoga’s spiritual and
economic value internationally, these very efforts simultaneously contributed to its appropriation,

commercialization, and transformation into a marketable global commodity.

In contemporary contexts, yoga is frequently modified to cater to consumers’ preferences, resulting
in forms that diminish yoga’s original cultural and philosophical significance, such as puppy yoga,
wine yoga, paddleboard yoga, etc. While the global yoga industry generates substantial economic
value with an expected revenue of 215 billion USD in 2025, according to Allied Market Research
(2019), the benefits are unevenly distributed. Western markets and institutions often capture the
majority of profits, while Indian teachers and indigenous communities receive limited recognition
or economic return. High-cost teacher training programs and branded merchandise further reflect
and reproduce socio-economic and geopolitical inequalities, privileging those with financial and
global mobility (Schleier, 2024). Overall, these dynamics illustrate how cultural appropriation
reinforces existing global inequalities and sustains marginalization and exploitation by upholding

geopolitical power structures that privilege Western modes of consumerism and capitalism.

Within the capitalist system, contemporary yoga has been reshaped into a flexible mind-body
wellness product within the Western scientific discourse that emphasizes physical fitness, stress
relief, and “ambiguous” (Antony, 2018) and “one-size-fits-all” (Huffer, 2011) spirituality designed
to appeal to broad audiences and avoid alienating those unfamiliar with Hindu or Vedic traditions,
ultimately maximizing commercial profit. Yoga is then “sold and bought as a commodity” (Wittich,
n.d.) within a fitness regime wrapped in a spiritual aesthetic with therapeutic benefits. In a sense,
yoga becomes commercial, expensive, and even an elite commodity (Antony, 2018). Brand deals,
influencers, and companies have been creating the “false needs” that draw people into the
capitalistic system of production and consumption (Marcuse, 2014) by selling the idea that we are
not enough (Klein & Guest-Jelley, 2014), which is contrary to the yoga philosophy of samtga
(contentment), and that we need to “buy-ourselves-into the practice of yoga” (Wittich, n.d.) to be
happy, fit, and enlightened. From luxury retreats to branded teacher-training programs to social

media influencers promoting yoga lifestyles, the contemporary yoga landscape is increasingly



shaped by capitalist forces. This phenomenon reflects broader processes of consumerist spirituality,
which emerged prominently in the 1990s when traditional religion was reconfigured as an
individualized, market-oriented pursuit (Carrette & King, 2011). Within this framework, spirituality
becomes detached from collective ethical or social dimensions and instead shifts responsibility for
wellbeing onto the individual, encouraging people to “seek biographical solutions to systemic
problems” (Taira, 2009). Spiritual commodities, often drawn from marginalized cultural traditions,
are then used to manage stress and precarity produced by capitalist systems, while simultaneously
diverting attention away from their structural causes. As a result, in modern times, spirituality
functions as an “ideological supplement” to capitalism (Taira, 2009), offering temporary relief from
its pressures while reinforcing its underlying logic. This can further manifest as spiritual bypassing,
where practices are used to avoid engaging with emotional discomfort or structural injustice
through easily consumable techniques (Schleier, 2024). Although spiritual practices such as yoga
are often framed as resistance to materialism, scholars such as Taira (2009) argue that if unaware, it
can easily reproduce neoliberal values of self-reliance, privatized wellbeing, and the depoliticization

of social inequality within the capitalist world.

These structures of commodification and consumerist spirituality also intersect with the gendered
dimensions of the contemporary yoga industry. Within capitalism, where profit maximization is
central, the female body is frequently commodified and used as a visual and symbolic tool to attract
consumers through processes of objectification (Wittich & McCartney, 2020), a pattern observable
across industries such as cosmetics, fashion, and fitness. The contemporary yoga industry reflects
similar dynamics, constructing narrow beauty ideals that align with what Naomi Wolf (1992)
describes as “the beauty myth,” particularly targeting women and younger audiences. This often
produces unrealistic bodily expectations and can contribute to body dysmorphia, low self-esteem,
and other body-related mental health challenges. The idealized “yoga body” is commonly portrayed
as white, female, thin, young, and highly flexible, capable of performing advanced postures
(Wittich & McCartney, 2020). Such representations stand in tension with core yogic principles that
emphasize inwardness and the transcendence of purely external or physical identification. In
classical yogic philosophy, practices such as pratyahara (withdrawal of the senses) and dhyana
(meditation) direct attention away from external appearance and bodily comparison toward inner
awareness and mental stillness. From this perspective, the fixation on bodily aesthetics in
contemporary yoga culture reflects a significant departure from its philosophical orientation toward

inward transformation, which is often overshadowed by visual culture and market-driven



representations that privilege certain bodies while marginalizing others, including women of color,
older practitioners, disabled individuals, and those with larger body sizes (Ferris, 2003; Igani, 2009;
Grove-White, 2001). As a result, the diversity of embodied experiences within yoga is obscured,
reinforcing exclusionary norms within a practice that is often simultaneously promoted as inclusive,

holistic, and universally accessible.

Existing scholarship has extensively examined the globalization and commodification of yoga,
often focusing on its historical transformation and the ways in which yoga has been adopted and
adapted in Western societies. Studies in cultural sociology and religious studies have also critically
addressed issues of cultural appropriation and the neoliberal reframing of spiritual practices.
However, despite these important contributions, there remains a gap in the literature concerning the
lived experiences of yoga practitioners, teachers, and organizers. Current literature rarely
investigates how individuals themselves perceive and navigate the tension between spirituality and
capitalism. While some research acknowledges that practitioners and teachers are aware of these
contradictions, it rarely explores how they actively engage with or respond to them in everyday
practice. This gap is especially important given that yoga teachers and studio owners play a central
role in shaping how yoga is experienced, interpreted, and transmitted to wider audiences. In reality,
many individuals operate within the very system they critique. For instance, yoga teachers may
express concerns about the commercialization and commodification of yoga, yet remain financially
dependent on the structures of the wellness industry for their livelihoods. This creates a complex
and often contradictory position, in which ethical intentions must be negotiated within the
constraints of a capitalist framework. Understanding how these teachers reconcile such tensions is

crucial for developing a more ethical and sustainable yoga ecosystem in the contemporary world.

By focusing on lived experience, this research aims to guide us into a deeper appreciation of the
essence of yoga and contribute to a more holistic and critically informed understanding of yoga. It
not only brings awareness to the structural inequalities embedded in capitalism but also examines
how everyday practices may either reproduce or challenge existing power imbalances within the

global yoga industry. Therefore, this study asks the following research question:

How do contemporary yoga practitioners and teachers perceive and navigate the
tension between yoga’s spiritual roots and its commodified expressions within the

capitalist system?



METHODOLOGY

Throughout this study, relational reflexivity (Thomas, 2024) guided the research process, as it
recognizes that knowledge production is shaped through the interaction between the researcher’s
subjectivity, social context, and cultural norms (Lee, 2024). The readers have to acknowledge that I,
as a researcher of this study, do not come from a formal background in geopolitics, political
economy, religious studies, or Indian political studies. It is shaped by my own background,
experiences, socio-economic position, values, and fields of studies regarding cultural theory,
feminist theory, intersectionality, and yoga philosophy. Therefore, the research is understood as
situated rather than neutral and serves as an open space for exploration and discussion. Moreover,
because it is deeply grounded in lived experience and the cultural meanings people have on yoga,
qualitative methods are adopted to capture the subjectivity (Banyard & Miller, 1998), depth, and

complexity of these reflections.

My interest in this topic emerges from my personal, intimate, and dedicated engagement with yoga
over the past seven years. During the first five years, my practice was primarily self-directed
through online platforms such as YouTube from a predominately Western lens. In 2023, I travelled
to India to complete my first 200-hour yoga teacher training to gain insights from traditional
teachings. In 2025, I went to India again for a more immersive 300-hour teacher training in an
ashram. I am deeply grateful for having the resource and opportunity to learn and study yoga in
such a privileged way, for these experiences have expanded my worldview and have exposed me to
teachers and practitioners from diverse national, cultural, and professional backgrounds. As a result,
my understanding of yoga has been continuously shaped and reshaped through these encounters as

well as through multiple readings and media exposure.

Yoga holds an important place in my life, for it has supported me going through various personal
transitions in life. Because of how yoga has helped me and its significance, when I observe it being
reduced to a business, packaged, commodified, and sold as a product, many questions and tensions
just naturally come out of me, and a lot of the time, I have no answer to them. As a student,
practitioner, and occasional teacher of yoga, I continue to question how to make sense of and
navigate these tensions. This ongoing internal reflection regarding how yoga is practiced,
represented, and communicated within contemporary capitalist contexts became a key motivation
for conducting this research. It also led me to seek insight from yoga teachers and practitioners who

may similarly be negotiating these tensions within their own teaching and professional journeys.



These personal experiences and reflections significantly shaped the direction of the research
questions, the selection of participants, and the interpretation of findings. My own appreciation for
yoga may have facilitated openness and trust during interviews, particularly when discussing
sensitive issues surrounding spirituality, identity, and commercialization. However, this
positionality may also introduce certain biases, including a tendency to approach yoga as a
meaningful and holistic practice rather than solely as a fitness activity or commercial enterprise.
Additionally, my own concerns regarding commodification and capitalism influenced my interest in
exploring how practitioners and teachers themselves perceive and negotiate these tensions.
Therefore, rather than attempting to claim complete objectivity, through reflexivity, this study
acknowledges that the findings are co-constructed through interactions between the researcher and

the participants.

Case Selection

This study employs purposive sampling to capture in-depth and contextualized understandings
(Tajik et al., 2024) of each individual’s lived experience of yoga practice and teaching. Participants
are intentionally selected from the researcher’s network based on their relevant experiences and
their engagement with tensions and challenges within the contemporary yoga ecosystem.
Recruitment drew both from the researcher’s existing personal and professional networks as well as
broader online outreach. Selection based on the researcher’s existing network facilitates making the
interview relevant to the participants and fosters a level of trust, which is particularly important
when exploring personal beliefs, values, and potentially sensitive reflections on spirituality,
commercialization, and cultural dynamics within yoga. At the same time, outreach beyond the
researcher’s immediate network aimed to broaden perspectives and reduce potential bias that may

occur if relying solely on network-based sampling.

To include diverse perspectives, participants are drawn from various national, cultural, and
professional backgrounds, including variation in teaching styles, training contexts, and approaches
to yoga practice. In total, seventeen individuals were contacted, including yoga teachers and
practitioners identified through both the researcher’s existing networks and online platforms such as
Instagram and YouTube. The latter included individuals with larger global audiences and social
media followings ranging from approximately 12,000 Instagram followers to over one million
followers, particularly those whose teaching integrated both asana (Sanskrit term for posture)
practice and yoga philosophy. This broader outreach was intended to provide wider insight into how

yoga is negotiated within branding, business models, and global digital economies. Some



individuals responded that they were too busy to participate, while others did not respond to

interview requests.

From the seventeen individuals contacted, five agreed to participate in the study. The participant
group included three male and two female participants, ranging in age from 30 to 65 years old.
Participants represented diverse geographical contexts across South Asia, North America, and
Europe, including individuals born and trained in South Asia as well as participants based in
Western countries with transnational teaching and practice experiences. Participants also occupied
varied roles within yoga communities, including studio teaching, retreat organising, teacher
training, and long-term practice. This diversity aims to mitigate potential selection bias associated
with network-based sampling (Heckman, 2014). The inclusion of participants from India also
provided further insight into how individuals perceive their own culture, national identity, and the

meaning of yoga within these contexts.

Participant and Recruitment Characteristics Overview

Total contacts 17
Gender distribution of contacts 12 female, 5 male
Recruitment sources 10 from existing network; 7 identified through

their online presence on platforms such as
Instagram and YouTube

Total participants 5 (all from existing network)

Gender 2 female, 3 male

Age range 30-65

Geographic contexts South Asia, North America, Europe
Professional roles Yoga teachers, teacher trainers, retreat

organizers, long-term practitioners

Practice/training backgrounds Diverse teaching and practice styles, including
traditional Hatha Yoga and modern forms of
yoga, which are Vinyasa Yoga, Yin Yoga,
Iyengar Yoga

Several limitations of this study must be acknowledged. Due to time and the scale of my personal
network, the sample size is relatively small, consisting of only five in-depth interview accounts that
are all from my existing network and are mostly considered as small-scale, local-based business

owners and practitioners, which limits the scope of the patterns identified in the study. While



qualitative research prioritizes depth over breadth, the small number of participants means that the

findings should be interpreted as exploratory rather than representative (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).

It is also important to acknowledge that despite the attempts to diversify the sample, certain forms
of bias cannot be fully eliminated. Participants may share underlying similarities in socio-economic
positionality, particularly in terms of access to global mobility, yoga courses, and digital platforms.
They might also share common value orientations, such as viewing yoga as a practice extending
beyond purely physical or commercial dimensions. These shared characteristics may contribute to a

degree of homogeneity within the sample, which is recognised as a limitation of the study.

Data Collection

Data for this study are collected through semi-structured interviews, inviting participants to share
their personal experiences, perspectives, and emotional relationships with yoga as well as how they
navigate or critique its commodified forms. This method is particularly suitable for exploring
complex and potentially sensitive themes such as spirituality, authenticity, and cultural meaning, as

it combines guided inquiry with openness and flexibility (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

Semi-structured interviews provide a balance between consistency and adaptability by using a set of
guiding questions while allowing participants to elaborate on topics they find meaningful. This
format enables the exploration of abstract and subjective concepts and ideas, including spiritual
practice, identity formation, and perceptions of commercialization, while also creating space for

nuance, emotional expression, and narrative depth.

Participants are contacted individually via email and messaging platforms, such as Gmail and
WhatsApp. In the initial contact, participants are provided with an information sheet containing the
study title, research details, reasons for their invitation, what the participation involves, the right to
withdraw, potential risks and benefits of participation, data usage and measurement, and contact
information for further questions or information after the interview. Informed consent is obtained
before participation. Interviews are scheduled between April 20th and May 3rd via Google Meet
and WhatsApp call. Each interview lasts approximately 40-60 minutes or even longer, fluctuating
with the flow of conversation and the content the participants provide. With participants’
permission, interviews are audio-recorded using a digital recording device. Interviews are
transcribed manually. The interviews are guided by open-ended questions structured around several

key themes, including:



*  Personal experiences and histories of yoga practice

*  Understanding of yoga’s spiritual and traditional dimensions

*  Perceptions on commercialization and commodification

*  Reflections on accessibility, privilege, and inclusivity

*  Navigation of tensions between tradition and modern practice

*  How they incorporate ethical teaching and avoid cultural appropriation

*  How they foster inclusiveness in their class

While these themes provide a general structure, the order and emphasis of questions remain
flexible, allowing participants to shape the direction of the conversation and introduce issues they

consider significant.

Data Management

All transcripts will be anonymized by assigning each participant a numerical code (e.g., Participant
1, Participant 2) and removing identifying details such as studio names, teacher names, and specific
geographic locations. All audio files, transcripts, and consent forms will be stored securely on a
password-protected laptop. Only the researcher will have access to these files. Data will not be
shared with third parties and will be stored until the completion of the research project, after which

it will be deleted in accordance with ethical guidelines.

Data Analysis

The data are analyzed using thematic analysis, a qualitative method that enables the systematic
identification, organization, and interpretation of themes within narrative data (Jason & Glenwick,
2016, pp. 33—41). This approach is used to identify recurring patterns, shared meanings, and
underlying tensions in how individuals position yoga between tradition and contemporary
consumeristic culture. Thematic analysis is particularly suitable for this study because it allows for
an in-depth exploration of participants’ interpretations of yoga’s spiritual roots, its commodified
forms, and their own positioning within these dynamics. All data are derived from semi-structured
interviews, which provide rich narrative material capturing participants’ personal experiences,
reflections, and perceptions. The analysis follows Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework,
moving from familiarization with the data, through generating initial codes and identifying potential
themes, to reviewing, defining, and naming themes, and finally producing a coherent analytical
narrative that links empirical findings to broader theoretical discussions. Throughout the analysis,

the researcher maintains reflexive awareness of their positionality, acknowledging its potential



influence on coding decisions and interpretation of the data. This reflexivity ensures a critical

engagement with the material and strengthens the credibility and transparency of the analysis.

During the process of thematic analysis, color coding was used as a visual and organizational
strategy to support the identification of similarities, differences, and relationships across themes and
participants. Each participant was assigned a distinct color to facilitate the tracking of individual
perspectives across thematic categories and to enhance comparative interpretation of the data.
Within these color-coded sections, recurring themes and frequently used words in each participant’s
account were also marked in bold to highlight repetition and emphasis within their narratives,
further supporting the identification of patterns across the dataset. This approach aligns with the use
of color coding in qualitative data visualization, which can assist researchers in organizing complex
datasets and making patterns more visually accessible (Bianco et al., 2014). The color choices were
shaped by the researcher’s subjective and reflexive engagement with participants, reflecting the
interpretive nature of qualitative research. This approach aligns with reflexive thematic analysis,
which acknowledges the researcher’s active role in meaning-making and knowledge production
rather than treating analysis as entirely objective (Braun & Clarke, 2019). By visually mapping
participants’ narratives within and across themes, the researcher was able to more clearly identify

convergences, tensions, and variations in individual accounts.

Some limitations of this analysis have to be acknowledged. The analysis is inevitably shaped by the
researcher’s positionality. The researcher’s background in yoga practice, spirituality, sustainability,
and relational worldviews influenced both the interpretation of the interviews and the framing of the
themes. Therefore, the findings presented here should not be understood as objective or definitive
conclusions but as situated and reflexive interpretations, recognizing that knowledge is always
partial and shaped by social location and lived experience (Haraway, 1988). The researcher
approaches this study from a position that imagines the possibility of a world grounded more deeply
in love, reciprocity, embodiment, relationality, sustainability, and social well-being. These
orientations have developed through the researcher’s personal experiences with yoga practice,
environmental engagement, and participation in communities that often emphasize similar values.
This inevitably shapes the kinds of meanings and possibilities that become visible through the
analysis. While reflexive engagement cannot eliminate subjectivity, acknowledging these influences
contributes to transparency and allows readers to critically consider how the researcher’s

perspective may have affected the result and construction of this study.



FINDINGS

The findings have been selected and organized to explore how yoga is understood, represented, and
practiced, as well as how participants, as yoga practitioners and teachers, navigate the various
tensions and challenges that emerge within the contemporary yoga landscape. Through thematic
analysis, four interconnected themes were identified: (1) authenticity, meaning, teaching, and
practice of yoga; (2) cultural and religious aspects of yoga; (3) yoga teaching within capitalism; and
(4) connection, oneness, and inclusivity in yoga teaching. Together, these themes illustrate that yoga
extends beyond physical asana and pranayama (Sanskrit term for breath work) practice. It
encompasses the spheres of philosophy and spirituality, but it can also be understood through social,
cultural, economic, and political contexts. The findings further reveal how participants negotiate
questions of authenticity, commercialization, cultural exchange, inclusivity, and various intersecting

tensions and paradoxes while sharing and teaching yoga in the capitalist world.

Authenticity, Meaning, Teaching, and Practice of Yoga

Authenticity in yoga is widely contested and cannot be reduced to a single fixed origin, practice, or
authority. Participant 1 mentioned Joseph Alter’s (2004) argument that there are “no authentic
yogis” and “no authentic yoga,” highlighting that yoga has always existed as a plurality of practices
rather than a singular tradition. Across centuries, yogic forms, theories, and interpretations have
continuously emerged, transformed, and disappeared in response to changing historical and social
conditions. From this perspective, the contemporary search for “authentic yoga” reflects a
romanticized desire for origins rather than a historical reality of continuity and change. This
challenges essentialist approaches that assume authenticity as something fixed or recoverable
(Bhabha, 1994). Instead, authenticity becomes relational and interpretive, shaped by context,
practice, and lived experience rather than a stable essence. As the participant similarly noted, the
more yoga is framed in terms of “doing yoga the right way,” the more alternative ways of practicing

are positioned as “wrong,” risking the exclusion of certain interpretations and practices.

Building on this, multiple participants consistently described yoga as something that must be
interpreted through personal practice rather than mechanically reproduced through fixed instruction.
As Participant 2 explained, “anybody and everybody who teaches yoga has got to interpret it in
their own way.” Participant 3 reflected that “there is no specific or authentic way to teach yoga. It’s
just what resonates with you and comes up from your authentic self, and it will attract the people

that match your energy.” To cultivate this authenticity, they noted that “as long as I’'m dedicated to



my practice, then whatever comes out of me is going to be my authentic truth.” Yoga was frequently
described as a “wave,” in which “everybody teaches a different aspect of it,” suggesting that

authenticity is communicated through lived resonance rather than adherence to a fixed standard.

Participants also emphasized that each person’s relationship with yoga unfolds differently. Some are
drawn to yoga through specific motivations, while for others it emerges without clear explanation,
simply as “something I feel that I was drawn to.” For many, “true yoga” begins with going inward,
where the “inner journey” becomes the starting point from which deeper transformations unfold. As
one teacher (Participant 4) explained, yoga incorporates “many different ways, many different
paths,” and “just because you are following a certain path doesn’t mean that the world needs to
follow the same path.” In this sense, every practitioner is understood as continually “on the way,”
with authenticity described not as a fixed state to be achieved but as an ongoing process of
expansion and exploration. As Participant 5 reflected, “being an authentic teacher is a journey of

itself.” “We keep expanding, exploring, and authenticity is a journey.”

This processual understanding of authenticity extends beyond formal practice into everyday life.
Participants consistently described yoga as “more than just stepping on your mat.” “It’s a lifestyle,”
“a way you choose to live your life,” and something that “becomes a part of who you are.” Rather
than being confined to physical postures or studio spaces, yoga was understood as shaping ethical
orientation, decision-making, and relationships with self and others. Participant 2 described how
yoga “impacts everything around you,” reflecting a view of yoga as embodied meaning-making
rather than as a discrete set of techniques. This reframes yoga not as an authoritative tradition to be
perfectly preserved, but as a lived and evolving practice through which authenticity is continually

produced through experience.

Participants further suggested that learning yoga requires more than studying traditional scriptures
alone. While foundational texts remain important, several emphasized the value of learning through
“the life stories of the yogis,” recognizing that yoga is often most meaningfully understood through
the lived experiences of practitioners and teachers who embody its principles in different ways. This
reflects the understanding that yoga cannot be reduced to textual knowledge or doctrinal mastery. It
unfolds through practice, relationship, and individual encounter. Because different practitioners
resonate with different teachings and pathways, authenticity emerges not through strict adherence to
singular definitions, but through sustained engagement with practice as it is lived and continually

renewed across diverse contexts.



Cultural and Religious Aspects of Yoga

Participants expressed complex and sometimes contradictory understandings of cultural
appropriation, colonialism, and yoga’s relationship to India. Some participants rejected the idea that
yoga belongs exclusively to a single culture or nation-state and emphasized its universality and
accessibility. Participant 4 stated that “yoga is for everyone” and raised the question of the
understandings of India itself, asking, “what is India now, what was India 200 years ago, what was
India 2000 years ago?” to highlight how cultures continuously change over time. From this
perspective, claims that yoga “belongs” only to India or should only be practiced by Indians were
viewed as misunderstandings that essentialize both yoga and Indian identity. They emphasized that
“anybody can be a student or teacher of yoga,” and that experiential understanding and practice

were considered more important than ethnicity or nationality.

At the same time, participants also acknowledged India’s significant historical and spiritual
relationship to yoga. Participant 4 felt that despite the universal aspect of yoga, teachers from India
often have “a better understanding about yoga,” particularly because philosophical and spiritual
dimensions of practice remain more visible there than in many Western contexts. They reflected that
India has “produced so many masters for thousands and thousands of years,” suggesting that there is
“something special with this land” and that spiritual orientations are more culturally embedded
within Indian society. This relationship between spirituality and India also enhances the economics
of India, particularly in yoga tourism in India, which is projected to reach USD 14.6 billion by
2030, with a compound annual growth rate of 5.1% (Grand View Research, n.d.). This growth
illustrates how yoga is increasingly embedded within global tourism and wellness economies,
where India is positioned not only as a cultural and spiritual destination but also as a commercial
site for people who seek spiritual growth, transformation, and authenticity. This directly resonates
with interview participants’ accounts, particularly those who described travelling to India in search
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of “deeper knowledge,” “authentic yoga,” or greater spiritual immersion, often framing India as the
place where yoga is more fully lived or preserved. Such narratives reflect how tourism imaginaries

and personal spiritual journeys converge in positioning India as a site of yogic legitimacy.

However, rather than framing these cultural tensions and commodification primarily through the
language of “cultural appropriation,” Participant 1 argued that the concept itself is often “too
vague” and that “we should just say colonialism.” In this interpretation, yoga can be practiced in
either “colonial” or “anti-colonial” ways. Colonial approaches were described as situations where

practitioners “take” yoga from another culture while disregarding its historical, philosophical, and



cultural contexts: “I don’t care about the culture... I’m just going to take it, and then I’'m going to
say it’s mine. I get to decide what it is, how I sell it, and how I market it.” Here, commodification
and ownership become intertwined with colonial relations of extraction, authority, and control. They
suggested changing the colonial relationship through ideas of exchange, reciprocity, and cultural
connection. They explained that “what we should be doing is practicing exchange,” emphasizing
the importance of learning from Indian teachers, maintaining relationships with Indian
communities, and respecting existing traditions rather than renaming or reinventing practices for
commercial purposes. In this understanding, the teacher becomes “an importer of yoga” whose
responsibility is to “remain true to the roots” of the practice while sharing it across cultural
contexts. Rather than viewing cultural transmission itself as inherently problematic, the participant
described cross-cultural exchange as a “normal” and “inevitable” aspect of human societies. They
noted, “having something from one culture migrate and become part of another culture... is just
what humans do.” Yoga’s global circulation was therefore not necessarily understood as harmful in
itself. However, ethical concerns emerged around this should be properly mitigated within the
capitalist structure to prevent erasure of cultures and unequal power relations. One example of a
cultural practice being commodified can be found in schools registered under Yoga Alliance, a U.S.-
based institution that plays a significant role in the global certification of yoga teachers. Not only do
schools need to pay ongoing membership fees ranging from approximately US$150 to US$175
(Yoga Alliance, 2023), but tuition fees for yoga teacher training programs typically range from
approximately US$2,000 to US$4,000 or more (Severson, 2026). Such costs may create barriers to
participation for individuals from lower-income backgrounds and minority groups, particularly
given that affordability has been identified as one of the most significant obstacles to yoga
participation (Spadola et al., 2017). These broader questions about accessibility, authority, and the
concentration of influence within the global yoga industry are particularly relevant when

certification systems become dominated by institutions located outside India.

Participant 4 reflected critically on the rapid expansion and standardization of yoga teacher
certification, explaining that “literally anybody can become a yoga teacher today... anybody can do
the four-week course... you get the certificate, and you are a yoga teacher.” Furthermore, access to
certification is often dependent on one’s financial ability to pay for training programs and
institutional memberships, raising broader questions about privilege, accessibility, and who is able
to gain legitimacy within the contemporary yoga industry. Participant 4 further challenged the

perceived necessity of formal certification, stating, “but that is not how it works. I think ... you



know, I’ve been teaching for six years, nobody has asked me for my certificate, so nobody needs a
certificate, actually. Actually, it’s a big money making scheme from Yoga Alliance because most
people think oh I need a certificate to become a yoga teacher. No, you don’t need a certificate. You
need to be a good student of yoga. You need to practice yoga. Then, you can teach yoga.” This
perspective reflects concerns toward the institutionalization and commercialization of yoga teaching
credentials while simultaneously emphasizing embodied practice, lived experience, and long-term
commitment and dedication to yoga practice over formalized certification systems. Participant 5
also suggested that when yoga is being expressed in an institutionalized way, it can shape the
content of yoga teaching itself. They explained that when yoga is packaged through group classes or
teacher-training programs, it can “limit what you want to teach and what kind of students you want
to get,” as teachers may feel pressure to follow established templates and meet student expectations.
In this sense, participants highlighted how commercialization and certification systems may
influence not only access to yoga but also the forms of knowledge, teaching, and practice that

become prioritized and reproduced within the contemporary yoga industry.

In terms of fostering a deeper cultural connection and appreciation, several participants described
how engaging with yoga led not to disconnection from Indian culture but toward deeper forms of
cultural familiarity and relationship. Several participants reflected that through yoga, they
eventually traveled to India, formed friendships, and experienced what they described as “cultural
sharing” rather than appropriation. This reflects an understanding of yoga as a potential site of
intercultural encounter and relationality rather than merely consumption. Participants repeatedly
emphasized that yoga has the potential to create a “community of practice” rather than a
“community of identity.” It breaks the illusion of “imagined community” (Anderson, 1983), where
humans are divided by borders and nations. Instead, yoga communities are not bound by nationality,
religion, or ethnicity. “You don’t have to look a certain way or believe a certain thing,” Participant 1
explained, “if you do it, you’re in it.” Participants imagined yoga as cultivating a transnational and
border-crossing community grounded in shared practice, connection, and experience. In this sense,
yoga was understood as creating a space that transcends rigid cultural and national boundaries,

where practitioners become connected through ideas of oneness, relationality, and shared humanity.

This idea of connection and familiarity also shaped how participants approached teaching yoga
across cultural differences. Participant 1 drew on Jonathan Z. Smith’s comparative approach to
religion and described teaching yoga as a process of “taking the familiar and making it foreign, and

taking the foreign and making it familiar.” Yoga was described as both “foreign” and “familiar”



simultaneously. It appears culturally distinct while also resonating with everyday human
experiences. They emphasized introducing students to concepts and practices that may initially feel
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“foreign,” “unusual,” “exotic,” or even “romantic,” while making them accessible through
embodied experience and everyday life. Rather than simply rejecting these Orientalist imaginaries,
participants appeared to negotiate with them with an open attitude. The “foreignness” of yoga was
understood not as something to dominate or consume, but as an opening toward curiosity,
intercultural encounter, and connection. As the participant reflected, “while it is something foreign,
it is also something really familiar,” whereas “in a colonial relationship, it never gets familiar”
because the culture remains an object to exploit rather than something one enters into a relationship
with. Here, yoga was imagined as a space for “multicultural connections,” where embodied practice
could foster connection not only to oneself, but also to other cultures, people, and ways of being.
Through practice, participants described becoming “more connected to life, to people around you,
to culture.” In this sense, yoga was “something different than just another workout routine” or a

form of spiritual practice, but it is also a potential space for intercultural dialogue, ethical exchange,

and the cultivation of oneness across differences.

Yoga Teaching in Capitalism

Participants expressed ambivalent and often nuanced perspectives toward the commodification of
yoga within capitalist society. While many acknowledged that yoga today operates within markets,
businesses, and wellness economies, several participants argued that yoga cannot be commodified
in exactly the same way as ordinary consumer products because it is fundamentally experiential and
embodied. As Participant 5 explained, “you can’t really sell yoga like selling a product,” because
students directly “feel it in the body and the mind.” If the experience does not resonate with them,
“they won't come back,” regardless of pricing or marketing. From this perspective, yoga was
understood as something whose value ultimately depends on lived experience rather than purely

commercial exchange.

Several participants, therefore, did not necessarily view commercialization itself as inherently
negative. Instead, Participant 2 argued that “anything that puts yoga out there has got to be a good
thing” because people often enter yoga through diverse motivations, as Participant 3 mentioned,
including fitness, status, appearance, or consumer desire. Even when yoga is initially approached
through “egocentric” or commercial purposes, participants believed that the practice itself could
gradually transform the individual. As Participant 4 reflected, “it doesn’t matter why you do yoga

because the moment you start, it starts changing your mind. It starts changing your buddhi (Sanskrit



term for inner wisdom), and then everything changes because of that.” Participant 4 additionally
reflected that they were once “very judgmental about the business of yoga,” but they later came to
see yoga businesses positively because “at least they are getting people into yoga.” Others
suggested that if yoga is shared from a place of genuinity, “people can feel that” regardless of
commercialization, and that yoga itself may gradually transform those engaging with it even within

capitalist structures.

At the same time, although yoga nowadays often has to be packaged under certain forms of the
capitalist structure, participants frequently framed yoga as containing anti-capitalist tendencies and
values. Yoga was associated with simplicity, non-attachment, inner freedom, and resistance to
excessive consumerism and accumulation. As Participant 1 explained, “in many ways, doing yoga is
kind of anti-capitalist,” and that “yoga permeates you in a way that corporations can’t,” as
Participant 2 mentioned. Through yoga, people desire less rather than accumulate more. Participant
3 described modern capitalist society as one that “profits with us being unhappy, divided, [and]
miserable” while yoga was often experienced through the experience of an inner sense of joy,
santosha (Sanskrit term for contentment), peace, awareness, and “inner freedom.” Participant 3
emphasized that “the good thing about yoga is you don't need too many things,” positioning yoga as
a practice that potentially resists consumer culture through simplicity and self-reflection. In this
sense, joy, contentment, and the cultivation of inner peace were described almost as subtle forms of

resistance within systems driven by distraction, accumulation, and perpetual dissatisfaction.

Participants also reflected critically on the growing commercialization of yoga through products,
retreats, books, and wellness consumption. Rather than entirely rejecting these markets, they often
understood them as reflecting deeper emotional and existential desires within contemporary
capitalist life. Participant 3 explained that “we all have that lack within us,” but that people
eventually need to realize that “only we can fulfill that lack.” Yoga products and retreats may
temporarily promise happiness, healing, or transformation, but participants repeatedly emphasized
that these forms of consumption cannot substitute for sustained inner practice and self-awareness.
They later on reflected that people often “book the next retreat,” “buy the next book,” or search for
the next experience, believing it will “solve my problem,” only to eventually realize that “actually I
need to go within myself. I need to travel within myself.” In this sense, participants described yoga
as encouraging an inward journey that gradually exposes the limitations of consumer solutions to

existential dissatisfaction. Meanwhile, participants acknowledged how difficult it is to resist



capitalist consumption because “the moment you wake up, boom, here it is,” referring to the
constant bombardment of advertising, distraction, and commodified desires. Nevertheless,
participants did not necessarily condemn the existence of yoga markets themselves. Participant 2
suggested that yoga products simply reflect individual choice and differing relationships to
consumption. Luxury yoga products exist because “someone has to be able to buy it.” The
relationships to consumption correlate to the financial gap and socio-economic imbalance that
Schleier (2024) touches on in their work Decolonizing Yoga. Participants in this study often hold an
open and observant attitude when it comes to the consumption of yoga-related products. Yoga was
understood not as a complete escape from capitalism, but as an ongoing practice of cultivating
awareness, resilience, the capacity to find “contentment in small things,” and meaning within

capitalist modernity.

Despite the critiques of capitalism, participants generally did not view earning money through yoga
as inherently contradictory to yogic values or practice. Instead, charging for yoga was often
understood as a practical necessity for sustaining teaching, livelihood, and continued access to yoga
itself. As one participant explained, “it’s important that we do charge because then we can offer it.”
They also reflected on and considered the material realities of teaching, such as the commuting time
from studio to studio, and the time and energy spent on preparation, self-studying, and teaching.
Participants frequently emphasized that spirituality should not require rejecting material
responsibility altogether. Participant 4 said that it is necessary to “be responsible for your
materialistic needs and desires,” because “you are in this body, you are having the mind, they have
their needs, they have their basic requirements, they have their survival, and it is your duty to take
care of it.” In this sense, participants did not frame financial exchange as opposed to spirituality, but
rather as a part of navigating practical life realities and a necessity and foundation to continue to

contribute to yoga teaching and practice.

Many participants shared common experiences regarding setting prices for their courses and
explained that when classes were offered entirely for free, students often “didn’t value” them or
failed to commit to the practice consistently. Participant 2 described initially setting studio prices
“ridiculously cheap” out of fear that “no one would come,” only to find that attendance increased
once prices were raised. Participants repeatedly emphasized that teachers must “value your
teaching” and charge sustainable amounts in order to continue offering yoga. Consequently, most
participants distinguished this from profit-driven accumulation, framing pricing instead in terms of

energetic exchange, commitment, reciprocity, and mutual appreciation. Participant 4 came up with a



solution to setting prices that students should pay “something sustainable” but “not insignificant,”
suggesting that some form of investment may encourage people to value and commit more deeply
to the practice. This parallels broader debates within development economics concerning the
relationship between payment, value, and participation. For example, Cohen and Dupas’s (2010)
study on malaria-net distribution examined assumptions surrounding free provision and user
valuation, highlighting how economic exchange can shape perceptions of worth and commitment in
complex ways. Similarly, participants in this study often felt that entirely free yoga classes were
sometimes perceived as less valuable or were less likely for the students to commit to their practice.
In this sense, participants negotiated ongoing tensions between accessibility and sustainability,
spiritual values and economic realities. While attempting to maintain yoga as a meaningful practice
rather than purely commodified service, participants also frequently sought to soften purely
commercial relationships through alternative or flexible models of exchange, such as offering
donation-based classes, self-determined pricing, or non-monetary exchanges like service swaps.
These approaches attempted to balance accessibility with sustainability while preserving yoga as

something relational rather than purely transactional.

On the topic of navigating financial uncertainty and to prevent spirituality from functioning as an
“ideological supplement” (Taira, 2009) to the structural causes of capitalism, participants frequently
ground their financial belief system in non-attachment rooted in the yogic philosophy and
constantly have “trust” and “faith” in what they are doing. Many emphasized trusting that “the
universe takes care of your needs, not your greed,” reflecting an understanding that yoga provides
“just enough” to sustain one’s path rather than generate endless accumulation and maximization.
Participants often contrasted these experiences with idealized representations of yoga teaching on
social media, explaining that teaching yoga is generally “not that profitable” despite the glamorous
lifestyles often associated with the wellness industry online. Instead, yoga teaching was more
commonly framed as a vocation grounded in service, trust, and embodied practice. Several
participants emphasized that most teachers “do it out of pure love” and described feeling “so happy
to share the joy of yoga with students,” witnessing how students “feel better” and become “lifted”
through practices. In this sense, yoga teaching within capitalist society was not understood through
a simple opposition between “spirituality” and “capitalism,” but rather as an ongoing negotiation

between spiritual values, economic survival, commodification, care, and subtle forms of resistance.



Connection, Oneness, and Inclusivity in Yoga Teaching within Capitalism

Participants frequently described yoga teaching as grounded in connection, inclusivity, adaptability,
and relational care. Rather than understanding yoga as a rigid or standardized system, many
teachers emphasized that yoga teachings must respond to the different needs, backgrounds, beliefs,
and embodied experiences of students. Inclusivity was discussed not only in physical terms but also

in relation to religion, culture, emotion, age, gender, accessibility, and personal comfort.

Participants explained that “physical accessibility and inclusion” can often be addressed practically
through adaptation, props, and flexibility in teaching style. Teachers described adjusting practices
according to different environments and students’ needs, such as teaching in offices, using chairs,
tables, belts, or props, shortening practices into “five minutes a day,” or modifying poses for older
students and people with injuries. As Participant 2 reflected, “you just adapt to your surroundings,”
emphasizing that yoga should be accessible within everyday life rather than reserved only for
idealized spiritual settings. They framed teaching as “doing a puzzle,” where “not every student is
the same,” requiring continuous adjustments, experimentation, and responsiveness. Yoga teaching
was therefore understood as “fluid” rather than static, reflecting broader participant views that

“change is the only constant thing about life.”

In addition, participants also described tensions between inclusivity and authenticity, particularly
regarding the religious and cultural dimensions of yoga. Several teachers expressed concern that
incorporating chanting, mantras, meditation, or bhakti-based practices could alienate students from
different religious backgrounds. Participant 1 explained that asking “a Christian or a Muslim or an
atheist” to chant aum / om “because that’s traditional” may make some people feel “this is not for
me.” Teachers, therefore, described “tiptoeing” between wanting to remain “true to yoga’s roots”
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and wanting to avoid “offending,” “alienating,” or making students uncomfortable. Participant 3,
teaching at a Chinese church community space in New York, explained that they were specifically
asked to avoid “mantras” and “meditation,” and responded by “respecting those boundaries” while
still offering other aspects of yoga. In these cases, inclusivity was navigated through
communication, adaptation, and respect rather than strict adherence to a singular mode of
authenticity. Teachers emphasized listening to students, asking about injuries, boundaries, goals,
interests, and comfort levels in order to create “an inclusive class.” Participants also noted that

students resonate differently with different practices, philosophies, or energies at different stages of

life, indicating that yoga teachings must remain flexible and relational rather than static or fixed.



Many participants also emphasized that one aspect of inclusivity is through mutual teacher-student
relationships, particularly within one-to-one teaching. Individual sessions were often described as
spaces where students feel safe enough to “open up,” sometimes becoming “almost a therapy
session.” Teachers discussed the importance of understanding students’ emotional states,
vulnerabilities, insecurities, and bodily experiences. As modern spaces for yoga are usually female-
dominated (Spadola et al., 2017), this may contribute to the exclusion or marginalisation of other
gender and sexual groups. For example, Participant 2 described working slowly with male students
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who felt “vulnerable,” “self-conscious,” or “intimidated” in predominantly female yoga
environments, particularly during practices such as shavasana, where lying down and relaxing
could feel emotionally exposing. Inclusivity, therefore, involved not only accommodating physical
limitations but also recognizing emotional vulnerability, psychological comfort, and social

anxieties. Participants emphasized that yoga teaching requires empathy, patience, and the ability to

“see it from their perspective.”

The word “yoga” itself carries connotations of union, connection, interconnectedness, and
wholeness. Participants frequently described yoga teaching as helping students reconnect with
themselves in a capitalist world, often experienced as a system profit out of insecurity, separation,
disconnection, and division. Participant 3 described guiding students to become “connected to your
breath” and eventually realize “how quiet your mind is,” allowing them to recognize that “you have
that connection within yourself all the time.” From this perspective, connection to oneself becomes
the foundation for broader forms of relationality and oneness. Participants frequently described
yoga as creating ripple effects of care and connection. “If a student comes to me, I can help them. |
can hold space for them, and because I’m holding space for them, maybe now they can hold space
for someone else.” In this sense, yoga was imagined as contributing to a more connected and

compassionate world through everyday interpersonal interactions and embodied practices.

To cultivate this sense of awareness of connection, participants emphasized the importance of
maintaining one’s own sadhana (Sanskrit term for daily practice). Teachers emphasized that
“staying consistent with your practice” and cultivating connection within themselves were
necessary before they could guide others toward connection and oneness. Yoga practices such as
breathing, twisting, and embodied movement were understood not merely as physical exercises, but
as ways of “turning back to yourself.” From this perspective, yoga becomes a process of returning
to connection and “becoming one,” which participants described as “the definition of yoga.”

Participants also emphasized that authentic teaching emerges through embodied practice and inner



connection rather than performance, memorization, or ego. One teacher reflected that sometimes
instructors become overly focused on “teaching from our minds,” trying to perform techniques

correctly or impress students through planned sequences. However, they suggested that teaching
becomes meaningful when teachers “teach from our hearts,” because “students can tell when we
teach from our mind and when we teach from our hearts.” In this sense, authenticity, connection,
and inclusivity were understood as emerging through embodied presence, sincerity, and ongoing

self-practice rather than technical perfection alone.

DISCUSSION

This research revealed that yoga, often imagined as personal, spiritual, or apolitical, is deeply
entangled with broader systems of capitalism, nationalism, colonialism, globalization, tourism, and
cultural politics. In this sense, the study reflects the feminist insight that “the personal is political”
(Gaard, 2002), demonstrating how everyday practices, lifestyles, and spiritual choices can

simultaneously reflect, reinforce, negotiate, or resist systems of domination.

By asking the research question: how do contemporary yoga practitioners and teachers perceive
and navigate the tension between yoga s spiritual roots and its commodified expressions within the
capitalist system, it bridges the research gap of the lived experiences of yoga teachers and
practitioners. Participants suggested the kinds of worlds people in the yoga community are trying to
collectively create. Tensions become a portal to a possible future and a personal and collective

project to alchemize and to transcend.

For most participants, yoga was understood as a heart-based practice grounded in sincerity, self-
awareness, and teaching “from the heart.” Participants described honoring the roots of yoga through
various forms of engagement, including svadhyaya (Sanskrit term for self-study), reading, traveling,
teacher trainings, and sadhana (Sanskrit term for sustained personal practice). Authenticity was not
viewed as a fixed destination but as an ongoing process of exploration, with participants suggesting
that different practitioners and teachers each reveal different aspects and spectrums of yoga, and
that different people “resonate on a different energy level,” which is elaborated through the
understanding of pancha kosha (Sanskrit term for the five sheaths or layers of being) as Participant

5 explained this concept in the interview.



These findings support critiques of essentialist understandings of yoga that seek to define a single
“true” or “correct” form of practice (Godrej, 2016). Rather, participants’ accounts align with
perspectives that understand yoga as a dynamic, hybrid, and continuously evolving tradition shaped
through particular social and historical contexts (Samuel, 2013; Said, 1978). Furthermore, while
literature has suggested that authenticity is often commodified and essentialized within
contemporary wellness and tourism industries (Waterton & Watson, 2018), participants did not view
authenticity as fixed forms, lineages, or means of commodification. Instead, authenticity emerged
through embodied practice, intention, and ongoing engagement. In this sense, the findings extend
arguments made by Singleton (2010) that modern yoga itself is already a product of historical
adaptation and exchange, demonstrating how contemporary practitioners actively negotiate this
hybridity while continuing to seek meaningful connections to yoga’s spiritual roots. Therefore, even
though contemporary yoga may sometimes resemble other forms of tourism, spirituality, or
wellness consumption, participants address it with a sense of hope and reflexivity, attempting to

transcend commodified forms through the intentions and values they brought to everyday practices.

It is acknowledged that the yoga industry nowadays can, at times, appear contradictory to many
yogic teachings that emphasize inner journey, inner awareness, and inner contentment. Participants
frequently reflected on how the yoga industry mirrors broader societal dynamics characterized by
comparison, achievement, competition, and the pursuit of external validation through certifications,
professional status, social media visibility, and other markers of success. These dynamics may
generate pressures associated with what Ryan and Deci (2000) describe as extrinsic motivation,
including feelings of “not being good enough” and the tendency to compare oneself with other
teachers. These findings also resonate with critiques that position contemporary spirituality as an
“ideological supplement” to capitalism (Taira, 2009) while yoga is incorporated into workplace or
self-improvement cultures that encourage individuals to become more productive and adaptable

within existing systems rather than challenging them.

To navigate these tensions, participants frequently articulated an alternative orientation towards the
practice. A recurring theme throughout the interviews was the importance of joy, love, curiosity, and
playfulness, which closely resembles intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000), in which actions are
undertaken because they are inherently meaningful, enjoyable, or fulfilling rather than driven by
external rewards or approval. Participants repeatedly emphasized returning to personal practice,

cultivating self-awareness, and reconnecting with inner sources of meaning rather than seeking



validation from certificates, status, or comparison with others, for what we search for externally is
“already within” us. These accounts encourage us to “be ourselves” and to return to sat-cit-ananda
(Sanskrit term for existence, consciousness, and bliss), our true nature, which is linked to broader

yogic and Vedantic philosophies of the existence of oneself.

At the same time, participants acknowledged that teaching yoga is itself a privileged position, yet
they approached this privilege through humility and gratitude, for it is “the biggest gift you can give
to anyone,” and it’s “such a privilege that the universe is choosing you to do that. That itself is a
gift.” Sharing is caring. In the book, Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Kimmerer, it describes, “Gifts
from the earth or from each other establish a particular relationship, and obligation of sorts to give,
to receive, and to reciprocate.” Although monetary exchange remains the dominant form of
economic interaction within contemporary societies, participants suggested that the value
exchanged through yoga often extends beyond financial compensation alone. Both students and
teachers frequently described receiving forms of connection, support, joy, learning, and personal

growth that cannot be reduced to monetary value.

On the surface, yoga teaching and business within the contemporary yoga industry may appear to
operate primarily through commercial exchange. However, participants repeatedly challenged the
assumption that reciprocity ends the moment money changes hands, echoing Kimmerer’s (2013)
observation that modern economic systems often obscure the relational dimensions of exchange.
Rather than focusing solely on financial transactions, participants sought deeper meanings within
these interactions and frequently described yoga as something shared “as a gift” rather than simply
sold “as a commodity.” At the same time, they acknowledged that yoga often needs to be packaged
within commercial forms in order to reach wider audiences and to provide teachers with a
sustainable livelihood. In this sense, participants did not reject commercialization outright but
instead sought to navigate it intentionally, emphasizing the relationships, values, and experiences
cultivated through practice rather than the transaction itself. These findings support the broader
argument of this study that practitioners do not simply accept or resist commodification but actively

negotiate its tensions through everyday practices of care, service, reciprocity, and ethical reflection.

The emphasis participants placed on reciprocity, care, embodiment, inclusivity, interconnectedness,
and values surrounded with relational ways of knowing and being also points toward broader

ecofeminist understandings of relationality. These findings challenge forms of domination,



hierarchy, exclusion, and separation that ecofeminist scholars have associated with patriarchal
social structures (Plumwood, 2002; Gaard, 2002; Zein & Setiawan, 2017). In addition,
contemporary expressions of yoga that center women’s embodied experiences further illustrate how
yoga can contribute to discussions surrounding women’s wellbeing, body autonomy, and
empowerment, while also challenging dominant beauty ideals such as “the beauty myth” described
by Wolf (1992). In this sense, yoga may create opportunities for individuals to develop more
compassionate and accepting relationships with their bodies, challenging social pressures that
position the body primarily as an object to be managed, evaluated, or perfected. Although these
implications extend beyond the immediate scope of this study, they suggest directions for future

research examining the relationship between yoga, gender, embodiment, and social transformation.

In the meantime, this study recognizes that many of the experiences described by participants are
difficult to fully capture and articulate within conventional academic language. Concepts such as
connection, trust, oneness, intuition, and inner transformation often emerged through embodied
experience, metaphor, and spirituality. Translating such experiences into academic discourse risks
either oversimplifying them or excluding dimensions of meaning that participants considered
central to their practice. However, this study intentionally leaves room for forms of knowing that
are emotional, embodied, relational, intuitive, and experiential. In this sense, the research
encourages approaching the world with a sense of curiosity, openness, and child-like wonder,
recognizing that not all human experiences can be fully reduced to rational or material explanation
alone. This also points toward possibilities for future yoga research to engage more deeply with art-
based and embodied methodologies, such as art elicitation or visual ethnography (Schwartz, 1989)
in order to better explore lived experience, consciousness, emotion, and relationality (Eisner, 2008).
Such approaches may offer richer ways of understanding how individuals navigate tensions within
contemporary social, political, and economic systems, and how people continue to cultivate
grounding, hope, love, connection, and meaning despite global conditions often shaped by fear,

polarization, violence, separation, and alienation.



CONCLUSION

This research suggests that contemporary yoga practitioners and teachers actively challenge many
of the values embedded within capitalist systems and continuously negotiate the tensions through
everyday practices of self-awareness, care, relationality, and ongoing engagement with yoga. While
yoga today undeniably operates within systems shaped by commodification, globalization, tourism,
and inequality, participants navigate these problems by focusing on the intention behind each move
and action in shaping how yoga is taught, shared, and experienced, cultivating resilience, solidarity,
and a more relational way of being that prioritizes mutual care over competition, accumulation, and
endless consumption within the system. Across the interviews, yoga emerged not simply as a form
of physical exercise but as a way of life that encourages reflection, connection, reciprocity,
compassion, and personal transformation. Rather than viewing yoga as a fixed tradition whose
authenticity is determined by a singular tradition, lineage, or authority, participants understood it as

an ongoing process of practice, learning, and self-inquiry.

Participants also highlighted the importance of navigating cultural, religious, and economic tensions
responsibly. Rather than framing yoga through ownership, identity, or national boundaries, they
emphasized cultural appreciation, mutual understanding, and respect for yoga’s historical and
cultural roots. At the same time, they reflected critically on issues of accessibility, certification,
commercialization, inclusivity, and the unequal power relations that can emerge within the global
yoga industry. These findings suggest that yoga functions as a complex and contested field where

questions of spirituality, culture, identity, ethics, and economy continually intersect.

Ultimately, this research brings into focus yoga as a dynamic and evolving practice through which
individuals negotiate broader questions of identity, culture, ethics, community, and wellbeing.
Through these understandings, yoga may offer a space for reflecting on how people wish to relate to
themselves, to others, and to the wider world. This study, therefore, invites readers to question
existing social structures, social norms, and power relations, but also invites every one of us to
imagine and create limitless possibilities of a more relational, inclusive, and sustainable future

within the finality of the current society.
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