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Lululelmon pants display in Union Square, New York City
67

 

There’s no denying Lululemon items are expensive68 but their quality is good, 

items last a long time…that’s the way I felt for many years until I purchased a pair of 

defective Lululemon pants. I, like thousands of Americans, purchased a pair of black 

Lululemon Wunder Under Pants that transformed my first yoga class in them into an 

unintentional peep show. In March 2013 many of Lululemon’s customers complained 

about the sheerness of their pants, leading Lululemon to recall thousands of pairs. The 

culprit was the wrong fabric, claimed Lululemon, who gave everyone who went into the 

store with defective pants a new pair of decent ones. Just a month after the sheer pants 

debacle Lululemon found itself under fire again.  In November of 2013 Chip Wilson, then 

CEO of Lululemon, issued a statement that made waves in the yoga community. During 

an interview for Bloomberg TV’s “Street Smart,” Wilson made the following statement 

when asked to comment on recent complaints about Lululemon pants being too sheer and 

                         
67 Photo Credit:Getty Images. 
68 A headband, one of the cheapest items Lululemon carries, costs about $20. At Target a consumer can get 
a top and bottom for the same price.  
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not friendly towards full-figured women: “Frankly some women’s bodies just don’t 

actually work for it…They don’t work for some women’s bodies. It’s really about the 

rubbing of the thighs, how much pressure is there over a period of time, how much they 

use it…”69 Wilson successfully insulted the majority of the American public. Though the 

“yoga body” stereotypically has a svelte figure, practitioners come in all shapes and sizes, 

and not everyone is a size 2. That doesn’t seem to faze Lululemon Athletica, which 

doesn’t offer women’s clothers larger than a size 12. After receiving a lot of backlash 

from the American public Chip Wilson issued a public apology a week after his 

statement, citing being “sad for the people at Lululemon who I care so much about, that 

have really had to face the brunt of my actions. I take responsibility for all that has 

occurred and the impact it has had on you. I’m sorry to have put you all through this.”70 

Less than a month later Wilson stepped down as CEO of Lululemon. The business of 

yoga is lucrative but it can be cutthroat.  

Lululemon is not the only company making the fashion of yoga hip. Clothing 

giants like Gap, Calvin Klein and even Target have successful lines of yoga wear.71 The 

competition amongst retailers has become so steep that just last year Lululemon sued 

Calvin Klein for infringing design patents for their “Astro Pant”, which included 

distinctive overlapping panels of fabric at the waist, a trademark of Lululemon pants.72 As 

the world of yoga clothing grows so does the competition between the retailers. 

Nowadays going to yoga practice sometimes feels more like a runway show than a 

                         
69 Bradford, Harry. “Lululemon’s Founder Blames Yoga Pants Problem on Women’s Bodies.” Huffington 

Post. Accessed March 2, 2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/11/05/lululemon-founder-some-
wo_n_4221668.html 
70 Strachan, Maxwell. “Lululemon Founder ‘Really Sad’ He Offended Women.” Huffington Post. Accessed 
March 2, 2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/11/11/lululemon-apology-womens-
bodies_n_4254594.html 
71 The marketplace also includes independent retailers such as Onzie, Tonic, Tanya-B, among many others. 
72Jones, Ashby. “Downward Docket: The Yoga Pants War.” Wall Street Journal. Accessed March 2, 2014.  
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10000872396390443696604577645891750143350 
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practice of self awareness and humility. When asked about yoga fashion in America 

Diana, Hatha Teacher said, “I think Americans get absorbed in what we look like in our 

clothes, there’s no denying that. However, there is something to be said about wearing 

yoga clothes and that bringing on a certain mindset for the practice. As long as the 

clothes you wear help your practice I’m good with it.” Cindy, Vinyasa Flow teacher, feels 

the same way: 

Having the right accessories can help you have a better yoga flow. People in my 
classes seem to care about what they wear because it helps them move better. If a 
little bright color helps you feel more comfortable expressing yourself through 
your body it’s serving its purpose. Yoga fashion is about function first, it’s not 
just something cute to wear. 

 

But not all teachers feel the same. Ashley, Vinyasa Flow teacher, could care less what her 

students wear. “I don’t care who wears what, as long as you’re breathing and moving that 

is all that matters. If you have the money to buy the expensive yoga clothes and want to 

rock them go ahead, I don’t care. But no one should ever feel like the cool clothes are a 

necessity.” The business of yoga goes beyond clothing. We must address the thousands 

of yoga studios in the country.  

With over 20 million Americans practicing yoga, various yoga teachers and even 

former corporate executives are opening up studios across the land. In my small 

neighborhood alone four studios have opened within the last six months. “As yoga has 

grown from a relatively unknown spiritual activity with origins in Hinduism to a cultural 

phenomenon and multi-billion dollar market with millions of practitioners in the United 

States, it has become increasingly possible to make a living from teaching it,” wrote 

Huffington Post’s Jaweed Kaleem in the article “Yoga: The New Career Path for 

Corporate Execs.”73 Michelle, owner of a successful yoga studio in Miami, Florida, left 

                         
73 Kaleem, Jaweed. Yoga: The New Career Path for Corporate Execs.” Huffington Post. Accessed March 2, 
2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/19/yoga-teacher-career_n_3949026.html 
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her career as a marketing executive to open her studio. Though at first she made about 

half what she made in corporate America, as the studio reputation grew so did her 

income, but it wasn’t easy. “Opening a yoga studio is a labor of love, you really have to 

want it. You have to be willing to put in countless hours to build a strong studio from the 

ground up but, if you’re willing to put in the time, it’s worth it. I wouldn’t trade owning 

my studio for the world.” Michelle wouldn’t share how much she makes as a studio 

owner, however, she assured me she lives comfortably. I was curious to know how much 

a typical yoga teacher who doesn’t own his/her own studio makes. Based on my 

conversations with several friends of mine who are yoga teachers, there seems to be a two 

part structure. If you’re a yoga teacher at a gym or fitness center you get paid a flat fee 

regardless of the size of the class. The fee varies from gym to gym but is determined by 

your certifications and experience. On the flip side, if you are a teacher at a yoga studio, 

you get paid a flat fee per every student that attends class. The more students you teach, 

the more you make. “Your success as a studio yoga teacher depends on how much you 

market yourself. Coming from a marketing background, I knew the importance of 

utilizing social media to drive class attendance,” said Michelle on her days as a 

commission based teacher. She goes on to say “the best part of being in the yoga business 

is getting paid for doing what you love. At the end of the day, your job is to spread the 

practice of yoga and that’s a great thing because yoga is good for anyone who practices.”  
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Laura Sykora sharing a photo on her Instagram account
74

 

Michelle brought up the ultimate business of yoga multiplier: social media. In an 

age where Facebook, Twitter and Instagram provide an array of channels for any business 

to stay connected to its consumers several yogis are finding a way to harness their power. 

Take Laura Sykora, Connecticut based yogi as an example. With over 750,000 Instagram 

followers, Laura has turned her blog, Two Fit Moms, into a revenue maker. Laura was 

originally a corporate professional but after opening an Instagram75 account and gaining 

thousands of followers she decided to join the business of yoga full time. Today, Sykora 

                         
74 http://instagram.com/laurasykora 
75 Instagram is a photo and video social media platform. It is owned by Facebook and has over 150 million 
monthly active users. Hernandez, Brian Anthony. “Instagram Reaches 150 Million Monthly Active 
Users.”Mashable. Accessed March 2, 2014. http://mashable.com/2013/09/08/instagram-150-million-
monthly-active-users/ 
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is flown around the world to hold yoga workshops, has several sponsorships from yoga 

products and teaches at a booming studio. And Laura is not the only one who is 

“instafamous”, that is, famous due to Instagram. Kathryn Budig, with over 200,000 social 

media followers across Instagram, Twitter and Facebook combined, has created a yoga 

empire for herself. It was her social media success, posting difficult yoga poses in an 

array of locations, that helped her land a contributor role at Women’s Health and Yoga 

Journal magazines. A certified yoga instructor sponsored by Under Armour, Budig holds 

balancing workshops all throughout the world. Yoga has become Kathryn Budig’s 

livelihood, giving her a successful career in American and International yoga circles.  

The clothing, studios and social media industries have catapulted yoga into a 

money making industry. Yoga in its original form requires no equipment outside of a 

simple mat, and yet, from sweat absorbent mats to copper infused clothing, there are 

several players in the business of yoga who are convicing the American public otherwise. 

Consumerism is at an all time high in American consumption of yoga with over $10.3 

billion spent a year on yoga classes and products, including equipment, clothing, 

vacations, and media, an increase of $5.7 billion in the last four years.76 While we should 

never turn a blind eye to consumerism, we have a long way to go to grow our 

mindfulness practice when it comes to this, the business of yoga does have its benefits.   

Even in its capitalistic American form yoga is making physical and spiritual 

contributions to society. For starters, Americans are healthier because of the growth of 

the business of yoga. As more studios have opened, as more gyms have added yoga to its 

reschedule, and as more Lululemon stores have opened across the nation, American 

exposure to yoga is a lot more likely today. True, Americans initially seek out yoga for 

the physical benefits but they stay due to the byproducts of consistent yoga practice: 

                         
76 Yoga Journal, “Yoga in America Study.” 
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increased flexibility, enjoyable activity, and mental health, all of which make America 

healthier. “Regardless of where and how much Americans practice I believe everyone 

who does yoga regularly grows more aware of their body. Through yoga we begin to feel 

comfortable in our bodies and learn to appreciate all the hard work they do for us. In that 

sense yoga is always authentic, no matter where it’s practiced,” said Kathy, Vinyasa Flow 

Teacher.  

Another benefit the business of yoga has brought to the public is the offering of 

community; yoga studios also provide a sense of community unlike any I have 

experienced before. Maybe it is all the endorphins yoga produces, maybe it’s the 

consistency of their faces every time I go to class, but walking into the yoga studio and 

being greeted by smiling faces gives anyone a feeling of belonging. We could all use a 

more kind and happy people in our community. Lastly, the business of yoga has raised 

interest in travel to India and Southeast Asia, helping Americans become more cultured. 

Much like I first visited India due to my interest in yoga, so do several Americans every 

year. Michelle’s yoga studio in Miami organizes one trip a year offering their students the 

opportunity to visit Rishikesh. The beautiful ashrams I visited in Rishikesh, New Delhi 

and Ubud depend on American tourism to keep their doors open. Without the business of 

yoga many of the ashrams around the world wouldn’t be operating today. 

Is there such thing as “yoga conscious capitalism” or is that an oxymoron?  

America, in the midst of a yoga consumerism explotion, is still trying to figure that out. 

“The yoga industry in the United States doesn’t have it all worked out. We’re still 

working on cultivating our own yoga-conscious capitalism,” said Lydia when discussing 

the business of yoga with me during our interview. Does capitalism make yoga less 

authentic, and is there such a thing as superficial yoga? The next chapter will deeply 



59 
 

explore the concepts of authenticity and superficality using yoga as a litmus test for 

society.   
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Chapter Six: The Yoga Litmus   

 

“I’m very aware that yoga looks very different here than it does in India and East Asia, 

there is no denying that. However, I’m also very aware of the positive impact yoga in 

America has had on me, my students, and my peers. There is no denying yoga’s 

transformative qualities, in America or anywhere else in the world.”  

– Puri, Kundalini Teacher 

 

If the definition of yoga is the union between the individual and the universal, the 

practice of asanas and meditation in order to gain insight into the nature of existence,77 is 

yoga in America authentic or superficial? The yoga practiced in America today does not 

resemble the yoga of India; does this make yoga in the West less beneficial than that of 

the East? A student of yoga philosophy having practiced in the East and West, I have 

seen the difference of yoga practice first hand on both corners of the world. In the East 

yoga is a spiritual system with a physical component. In traditional, ancient yoga the 

body serves as an instrument to achieve better spiritual understanding.78 The goal of yoga 

is simply yoga, the union of the individual with the universal. On the contrary, the 

primary goal of American yoga is to affect and change the body. “In the days of old, 

yogis gave up their worldly possessions and adopted a system of ancient techniques and 

rituals, with the intention to unite with God. Today, Americans have a slightly different 

approach.”79 The dominant viewpoint of yoga in America is of yoga as a physical 

exercise, not a spiritual practice. Yoga in America is a physical system with a spiritual 

component. Practitioners in the West engage in yoga poses not with the end goal higher 

                         
77 Eliade, Pantajali and Yoga, 64. 
78 Feuerstein, The Shambhala Guide to Yoga, 282. 
79 Lawson, Jill. “Romancing the Om: A Look into Yoga in America.” Huffington Post.  Accessed March 
31, 2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jill-lawson/yoga-america_b_1830809.html 
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understanding of the world, or a spiritual connection, rather, they seek better 

understanding of their bodies. In this chapter I will expand on the differences between the 

traditional yoga of the East and the modern yoga of the West, using yoga as the litmus of 

the concepts of authenticity and superficiality.  

When reflecting on yoga’s core teachings, such as the concept of detachment, it’s 

surprising to see the growth of yoga in America, a country stepped in consumerism and 

extravagance.80 How can a practice dedicated to praising these opposite of the United 

States values take off and become one of the largest growing sectors in fitness? The yoga 

tradition in the East has been upheld and transmitted through the spiritual guru/disciple 

relationship for thousands of years, a system that is non-existent in American yoga 

consumption. What happens when yoga is taken out of its spiritual context and placed in 

a vastly different environment like America? “Take Back Yoga”, a campaign started by 

the Hindu American Foundation (HAF), believes the result is the superficial yoga offered 

in America today.  

The popularity of yoga continues to skyrocket in the Western world as yoga 
studios become as prevalent as Starbucks and the likes of Lululemon find 
continued success in the mass marketing $108 form enhancing yoga pants.  As 
this $6 billion industry completes one Suryanamaskar (sun salutation) after 
another, there has been growing concern from the Hindu American Foundation 
about a conscious delinking of yoga from its Hindu roots.81 

 

The HAF believes yoga is a spiritual practice which has been stripped from its original 

form in American for the sake of mass consumption. The Hindu America Foundation 

agrees with the famous Swami Rama, one of the first yogis to be examined by Western 

scientists, who said “the word ‘yoga’ has  been vulgarized and does not mean anything 

now.” Swami Rama’s view of yoga in America as a bastardized practice is supported by 

                         
80 Lawson, “Romancing the Om.” 
81 “Take Back Yoga.” Hindu American Foundation. Accessed April 1, 2014. 
http://www.hafsite.org/media/pr/takeyogaback  
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Hindus schools of thought and propogated by disciples like Swami Jnaneshvara Bharati, 

also known as Swami J, who had a guru/disciple relationship with Swami Rama. 

Spending several years under Rama’s discipleship while living in the Himalayas, Swami 

J moved back to the United States after Rama passed away in 1996, to advocate 

traditional yoga practices in America. “Yoga is often not pursued as a spiritual tool 

because ‘everybody knows’ (incorrectly) that Yoga is merely a physical exercise 

program,” states Swami J when asked about the state of yoga in America today. “While it 

is not true that Yoga is a merely physical program, it appears that way to the majority of 

people. Therefore, because of the appearances, many sincere seekers are not finding 

authentic Yoga, which has some of the highest teachings and practices known to 

humanity.”82 

The word yoga in America may not mean what Swami Rama and Swami J want it 

to, but it definitely has a meaning – yoga is a giant institution. From yoga studios and 

ashrams to mass group exercise classes and for profit organizations, the word ‘yoga’ has 

become synomous not with spirituality but with fitness and business in the West. The 

advent of yoga fashion giants like Lululemon and “instafamous” yogis made profitable 

through social media fuels the debate of American yoga superficiality.The wake of the 

growth of yoga has sprung not only for profit business but non-profit organizations 

commited to the growth of the practice in America. Yoga Alliance, a non-profit 

organization dedicated to the passage of yoga throughout America, believes yoga to be of 

paramount importance in this country. With over 45,000 registered teachers and over 

3,000 schools Yoga Alliance is one of the most significant players involved in the 

                         
82 Swami Jnaneshvara Bharati. “Modern Yoga versus Traditional Yoga.” Accessed April 1, 2014. 
http://www.swamij.com/traditional-yoga.htm 
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definition and preservation of yoga in the West;83 most yoga teachers in America are 

certified by Yoga Alliance. When asked about the state of yoga in America today Diana, 

Hatha Teacher, had strong opinions about Yoga Alliance’s role: “Yoga Alliance started 

with beautiful intentions but has slowly begun to embrace watered down yoga for the 

sake of profits. I don't believe they are commited to preserving true yoga in this country. 

There is a lot of superficiality in yoga in America today.” Not all the teachers interviewed 

agreed with Diana, many felt the organization helped preserve yoga to its purest state. 

Having one governing body keeping teachers accountable throughout the world is in 

yoga’s best interest.  

All throughout the country, the yoga litmus of authenticity and superficiality is 

discussed with passion. Though there are many who believe yoga in America to be 

superficial there are others who argue the opposite. While attending a community yoga 

class at a Miami Hindu temple I had the opportunity to talk to Puri, Kundalini Teacher 

originally from India, and asked her if she agreed with the “Take Yoga Back” movement 

and the Hindu American Foundation’s campaign. “Claiming you are the authority in 

what is authentic yoga just because you are part of the Hindu community doesn’t make 

your claims true. Nobody owns yoga, it is not exclusive to Hindus.” Although Puri loves 

teaching at the Hindu temple its not the only place she teaches because she wants to 

spread the message of yoga. To Puri, all yoga is authentic because yoga is beyond 

superlatives.   

When I hear people say things like superficial or authentic yoga I always ask 
myself if that person is portraying their state onto what they do. People are 
authentic or superficial, not yoga. For example, If I’m a superficial person 
chances are the actions I go through will also be superficial. If you are a yoga 
teacher who is striving to be authentic, know who you truly are and work on 

                         
83 Yoga Alliance. “About Us.” Accessed April 1, 2014. 
https://www.yogaalliance.org/About_Yoga_Alliance  
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becoming better, everything you do – including practicing and teaching yoga – 
will be authentic.84  

The concept of yoga and authenticity are deeply entwined in traditional and modern yoga.  

In traditional yoga, Pantajali’s Yoga Sutras define the yogi path as one founded on the 

pursuit of authenticity. According to Pantajali, yoga helps the practitioner fully 

understand the main aspects of human life, including the senses, breath, body, mind and 

relationships. Understanding these aspects reveal the truth behind all aspects of life, 

uniting the individual practitioner with the rest of the universe.85  It is Pantajali’s 

definition of authenticity as a journey to understand the main aspects of life that fuels the 

modern yogi stance of all yoga as authentic because of its nature. Yoga, in any form, 

always encourages us to look within and become more aware.  

Regardless of your motivation for practicing in America, or the style practiced, 

one thing holds true: every yoga class reinforces an active practice of awareness. A 

student attending yoga for the first time knows he/she won’t be sitting still in yoga – 

attending a class will require active participation and mindfulness. In order to move from 

pose to pose the practitioner has to be fully present, evaluating his/her body and staying 

attune to his/her breath. As he/she sits quietly at the end of class, the practitioner realizes 

the voices in his/her head become easier to turn down with commitment and 

concentration. Even in its bastardized Western form, yoga is making great contributions 

to our society — both physically and spiritually. In the article Romancing the Om: A look 

at Yoga in America Today, Lawson states:  

Americans who spend time on their yoga mats are becoming more diet-conscious, 
environmentally-savvy, and genuinely interested in living a happy life. Poised and 
self-assured, today's yoga practitioners are leading a massive movement toward 

                         
84 Puri, Kundalini teacher.  
85
 Eliade, Pantajali and Yoga, 52. 
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something the world has not yet experienced. The timing of yoga's popularity in 
America might just be a saving grace.86 

As more Americans discover yoga many of them are making more conscious 

decisions like watching what they eat or taking time to breathe when dealing with 

difficult situations. The teachers I interviewed referred to this phenomenon as “on and off 

the mat.” Sean, Ashtanga teacher, always ends his classes with “I hope you take today’s 

lessons on the mat to your life off the mat, remembering to breathe through any 

challenges that arise.” Though students may not realize it yoga is teaching them more 

than stretching -- it’s reinforcing valuable life lessons and equipping students with 

techniques that are applicable and practical in everyday life. “Yoga is a relationship and 

like every relationship it teaches you about who you are, who you want to be and the ebbs 

and flows of life,” said Kathy, Vinyasa Flow Teacher, when asked about the contributions 

of yoga in America today. Cindy, studio owner and Vinyasa Flow teacher, agrees. “In 

yoga you learn to listen to your inner teacher, to become attuned to your intuition. You 

can use this knowledge to deal with any situation you have to deal with, whether you’re 

in yoga class or not.”  

As the practice of yoga in America grows so too does the debate between 

authentic and superficial yoga in the West. Yoga in the East, regarded by many as 

authentic yoga, is a spiritual system with physical aspects. In contrast, yoga in America is 

widely accepted as a physical system with spiritual aspects, leading some to label it as 

superficial yoga. Exploring Pantajali’s definition of authenticity as the pursuit to know 

life’s main aspects, it becomes clear that yoga in the West is not superficial, for it helps 

you become more attuned to the senses, body, mind, breath and relationships. Though it’s 

true that yoga in America looks very different than yoga practiced in the East, it is also 

true that yoga in America is not superficial. Lydia, Vinyasa Flow teacher, brings the point 
                         

86
 Lawson, “Romancing the Om.” 
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home: “The word superficial implies something is happening at the surface. Yoga 

happens at the core, when you go inward and allow the time to know who you are better. 

By its very nature yoga cannot be superficial.”  
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Chapter Eight: Savasana 

 

“What’s the future of yoga in America? I hope it’s one of love, acceptance and 

understanding. Whether there are thousands of practitioners or just 10, as long as those 

practicing are connecting who they are to the world yoga will always burn bright.”  

– Puri, Kundalini Teacher 

  

When I began this thesis the original intent was to point out how bastardized yoga 

in America is and how we, the practitioners, should look back to the East for guidance 

again. With little idea of how yoga arrived in the West, I sought out to discover its 

metamorphisis from its original roots. I was perplexed by how yoga became the fitness 

craze it is in America today but thankful it had because that is how I initially discovered 

it. Spending a full year researching yoga philosophy, reading the holy Hindu texts, 

interviewing therapists and yoga teachers, and practicing a varied mix of yoga styles, I 

managed to live out the definition of yoga: I binded my individual self to the universal. 

The universal I am referring to in this case is the universal view of yoga, shedding my 

individualistic, American perspective for the sake of a more holistic one. Through this 

thesis, America the Yogiful: Insights into American Yoga Culture Today, I tracked the 

metamorphosis of yoga from the East to the West. I explored the concepts of authenticity 

and superficiality, using yoga as a litmus test. The snapshot of yoga in America revealed 

vast differences from its original form and yet, yoga in America today continues to 

contribute to society in incredible ways. Americans are becoming more self conscious, 

taking better care of their bodies and taking the time to explore their inner being. 

Americans are also mobilizing community outreach efforts like offering yoga in prisons 

or underserved communities. Yoga in America is alive and well!  
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Dating back over 5,000 years, depictions of Hindu gods in yoga poses are found 

in Harappan terra cotta seals, the Upanishads and the Bhagavadad Gita. Though most of 

the early citations of yoga are in Hindu texts, the Buddhist and Jain schools of thoughts 

were also pivotal in the shaping on procreation of yoga as we know it today. Yoga is used 

by the East as a spiritual technology, similar to prayer or worship. Helping the individual 

find balance in his/her life, yoga reveals the essence of who someone truly is through its 

teachings and paths. Jnana (knowledge), bhakti (devotion), karma (action), raja 

(meditation), mantra (sound), and hatha (purification) yoga are the six pillars of the 

practice set forth in Pantajali’s Yoga Sutras. The Yoga Sutras break out each pillar into 

different categories including Ashtanga yoga, the most widely practiced form in America. 

Ashtanga yoga is composed of eight limbs that help the practitioner build self discipline 

and edify him/herself in order to understand the supernatural aspects of the world. The 

eight limbs are yama (integrity), niyama (discipline), asanas (postures), pranayama 

(breath control), pratyahara (withdrawal from external factors), dharana (withdrawal 

from internal distractions, dhyana (meditation) and samadhi (ecstasy); the limbs 

experienced by Americans are the third and fourth: asanas and pranayama. Through 

techniques such as Vinyasa Flow, the interconnecting of yoga poses based on their 

categorization, and ujjayi, breathing with intention from pose to pose, Americans are 

exposed to these ancient tenets of the ashtanga yoga practice.  

The first documentation of a yoga lecture in America dates back to the 1893 

World Columbian Exposition where Swami Vivekananda spoke to a crowd of seven 

thousand about the benefits of having a yoga practice. His message of acceptance and self 

awareness struck a chord with the public, opening doors for gurus like Paramahansa 

Yogananda to establish fellowships and lecture across America. The fascination with 

yoga officially hit the scene in the 1920s as scientists began to examine the incredible 
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control yogis had over body functions such as breathing, body temperature and blood 

pressure contro. As word of mouth of the benefits of yoga grew, cultural icons like The 

Beatles visited ashrams in India, writing songs about their experience and opening the 

door to consumerism in the West. The advent of “fitness experts” such as Richard 

Simmons and Jane Fonda in the 1990s brought yoga outside of schools and into the 

homes of millions of Americans. As yoga became more mainstream its original 

guru/disciple relationship was replaced with the certified teacher/student relationship we 

know today.  

Slowly but surely, yoga’s spiritual ties began to break in America, extracting just 

the physical aspects of the practice in order to appeal to the American ideal of fitness; 

yoga became a fitness craze. Studios and gyms opened all over America, thousands of 

teachers became certified and corporations began to take notice. The fashion industry, 

noting the appeal of appealing workout clothes in the yoga community, began to mass 

produce industry giants like Lululemon, Manduka and YogiToes. The advent of social 

media propelled both companies and individuals into stardom, seeing the rise of 

“instafamous” yogis all over the country who make a living through yoga. With over 20 

million Americans practicing in 2012, the yoga sector became one of the fastest growing 

in the country. Even ashrams, long believed to be exclusive to the East, began to emerge 

in America as the sensationalism grew. Offering the same promise as the ashrams in 

India, ashrams in America allow its visitors to completely disconnect from technology 

and external distractions. A strict schedule devoting time to prayer, meditation, yoga and 

karma duty (self-service), ashrams continue to be a safe haven for seekers everywhere 

looking to deeply focus on self reflection.  

Yoga in America looks very different than the yoga of its forefathers, but that 

doesn’t make it superficial. According to Pantajali, authenticity in yoga is the journey of 
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understanding the main aspects of life such as the senses, breath, body, mind and 

relationships. Because all yoga, including the versions of yoga offered in America, 

encourages practitioners to look within, it is authentic. American yogis are taking the 

lessons they’re learning on the mat, such as breathing through challenging poses or 

simply taking the time to breath consciously, and taking them off the mat to their 

everyday lives. Speaking from personal experience, I have learned a lot of valuable 

lessons any time I have practiced yoga, here in America or in the East. In Chapter 2, 

verse 48 of the Bhagavad Gita Lord Krishna tells Arjuna: “Yoga is mental and emotional 

steadiness. To become established in yoga, practice selflessly; practice with the mind 

steadily self-content through both successes and failures.” Every student practicing yoga 

anywhere gets glimpses of this way of life and over time learns to embrace it.  

Where does yoga in America go from here? I believe yoga will continue to play a 

big role in American society. Universities in India have begun issuing Masters degrees in 

yoga, a future possiblity in America as universities like Loyola Marymount begin to offer 

yoga classes within their programs. Athletes and Hollywood stars now have personal 

yoga teachers to travel with and guide them in practice everyday; this is the closest thing 

we have to a guru/disciple relationship in America. I believe as more teachers become 

certified yoga will become more affordable, and individual, one-on-one sessions will 

become more popular. Lastly, as yoga continues to grow outside the gyms and studios 

and onto parks, counseling sessions, corporate settings, prisons and hospitals, yoga will 

be a more prescribed form of medicine. Insurance companies will cover things like studio 

fees under their wellness programs and more counselors will prescribe yoga to their 

patients. Going beyond gyms and yoga studios will also bring yoga to more frequented 

places, potentially airports and doctors’ offices. The future of yoga in America is one of 

continued growth for years to come.  
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All yoga practices are closed with savasana, the complete ceasing of all 

movement to soak up the benefits of the practice. Although savasana looks like an easy 

pose where the practitioner lies on his/her back, palms up, eyes closed, in complete rest, 

savasana is actually the hardest pose to master. The human mind is a busy place, blocking 

off internal and external distractions is a lifelong exercise and the reason why every 

practice ends in savasana – to help each of us learn to relax, disconnect and meditate. 

Looking back at the last year of my academic career and the work for this thesis I have 

learned a lot, struggling through varies poses and learning how to breathe in the midst of 

it all. After four years in the MLS program I feel ready to take savasana and enjoy the 

benefits of a rigorous, exciting academic career. Namaste.   
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