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Abstract 
 

Yoga Practice in 21
st
 Century Britain: The Lived Experience of Yoga 

Practitioners                                       

                                
This thesis investigates the nature of ‘the self’ modern yoga practitioners cultivate. This 

ontological question is further divided into three sub-questions to find the answer step-

by-step. They are: (1) How yoga practice influences practitioners' health and well-

being; (2) How yoga practice influences the management of life crises; (3) How yoga 

practice influences the ‘sense of self’. 

 

Modern yoga in the West has been expanding rapidly after the Second World War, and 

the last 15 years in particular show an exponential growth. Although the numbers are 

hard to estimate, there were reportedly over 2.5 million practitioners in Britain alone in 

2004 (Singleton, 2008). Similar numbers of yoga practitioners were reported in other 

countries (Strauss, 2004). However, the modern form of yoga practiced in Britain is not 

the same as the Indian traditional form of yoga. In Britain, the British Wheel of Yoga 

(BWY) officially represents the majority of the yoga population.  

 

This study has used hermeneutic phenomenology, chiefly that of Heidegger and of 

Merleau-Ponty, as a research methodology, because it enabled the researcher to 

understand the subjective lived experiences of modern yoga practitioners. For data 

collection, 15 in-depth interviews of BWY members, selected using the snowballing 

and theoretical methods, were carried out. Through analysis, six major themes emerged. 

They were: ‘Health and Well being’; ‘Management of Life Crises’; ‘Sense of Self and 

Yoga Development’; ‘CAMs & GPs’; ‘Relationships’; ‘Spirituality’.  

 

Following the analysis of the main themes, I explored the meaning of ‘the self’, and 

discussed it from two points of view: the inner-self arisen from embodied practice of 

yoga through relaxation and bodily proprioception, and the outer self situated in-the-

world in relation with other people, which was captured as social self, and considered 

from various dimensions such as language and ideology, BWY lineage, globalization 

and commercialism. In a nutshell, this study found that ‘the self’ for the BWY 

practitioners was embodied, health orientated and secular.  

 

‘The self’ of yoga was further compared and contrasted with four self development 

models: Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra; Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs; 

Dreyfus/Merleau-Ponty’s Skill Acquisition model and The Ten Oxherding Pictures of 

Zen Buddhism.   

 

Lastly, the value of yoga for public health was explored using the anthropological idea 

of dis-ease. This study found that yoga’s therapeutic usefulness mainly came from 

‘empowerment’, providing practitioners with yoga skills to take control of their own 

body and health.
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Glossary of terms and Abbreviations 

The Sanskrit notation follows mainly the examples from “The Golden Books of Yoga 
Terms”, a publication from the BWY (Davis, 1983), and Sanskrit Yoga terms used on 
the BWY web-site (2009), as this study collects data from the members of the BWY. 
 

Amaravati Buddhist Monastery – Theravada Buddhism monastery in Hertfordshire UK.  

Ashtanga-Yoga, or Eight Limbs of Yoga by Patanjali   

1. Yama (the laws of life),  

2. Niyama ( the rules for living),  

3. Asana (posture),  

4. Pranayama (breath control),  

5. Pratyahara (withdrawal of senses),  

6. Dharana (concentration), 

7. Dhyana (meditation),  

8. Samadhi ( the settled state of mind).  

CAM – Complementary and Alternative Medicine. 

Chakra – Energy centre. Hatha Yoga normally counts seven along the spine.  

DCT – A tutor for The BWY Diploma Teacher Training Course. 

Gita – The Bhagavad-Gita – One of the main texts in Classical Yoga  

GP – A General Practitioner. 

Guru – A charismatic yogi who has decided to live by yoga and leads a group of followers.      

Hatha Yoga – It usually means postural and some breathing practices.  

HYP -- Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika - one of the main texts in Hatha Yoga   

Iyengar Yoga – An internationally well known yoga school led by B.K.S. Iyengar.  

Kripalu Yoga – The guru is Amrit Desai in the USA. It uses a fluid movement. 

MPY - Modern Postural Yoga.  

Participant – Who co-operates by taking part in interviews in this study. 

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra (PYS) – A Classical yoga text, and often regarded as the most 

important text by many modern practitioners. 

Raja Yoga – concentration and meditation practice originating from Patanjali’s text. Usually 

it includes Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana and Samadhi. 

Savasana – Corpse posture. 

The BWY - The British Wheel of Yoga. It officially represents the British Yoga population. 

The BWY Diploma teacher training course – People variously refer it as Diploma course, 

Diploma training, teacher training course etc. 



 12  

1. Introduction    
 

Introduction 

This thesis is the result of my curiosity about what makes life meaningful for people in 

modern society. Yoga participants were chosen as the research subject group because I 

happen to have been practicing yoga since 1974, first in Japan, and then in the UK. 

Although yoga has recently become very fashionable and popular, the traditional 

understanding of yoga has been surrounded by tales of mysterious powers and magical 

experiences. The construction of modern forms of acceptable yoga for the West is 

relatively new. The move was started by Vivekananda in 1896 (18
th

 impression, 1982), 

and was given impetus by William James who was then a professor of psychology and 

philosophy at Harvard University. He wrote, 

 

“Yoga means the experimental union of the individual with the divine. It is based 
on persevering exercise; and the diet, posture, breathing, intellectual 
concentration, and moral discipline vary slightly in the different systems which 
teach it. The yogi, or disciple, who has by these means overcome the obscurations 
of his lower nature sufficiently, enters into the condition termed Samadhi, ‘and 
comes face to face with the facts which no instinct or reason can ever know.’ 
(James, 190, p. 400, the quotation is from Vivekananda, 1896)”  
 

Research questions 

The main research question in this thesis is “What is the nature of ‘the self’ modern 

yoga practitioners cultivate?”  

Yoga practitioners are people who practice some form of yoga regularly. After 

discussions with my supervisors, I postulated from my past studies that yoga 

practitioners create their own meaningful ‘self’’ through their practice of yoga. In order 

to find an answer more easily, it was suggested to me that this rather philosophical 

question was divided into three smaller and answerable questions. These are:  

(1). How does yoga practice influence yoga practitioners’ health and well-being? 

(2). How does yoga practice influence the management of life crises? 

(3). How does yoga practice influence yoga practitioners’ sense of self? 

The definition of the core concept ‘the self’ is too complicated and fuzzy to define 

simply, as it has been idealized or conceptualized differently throughout yoga history, 

and across diverse literature. In this study, I investigated how the participants expressed 
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it as a sense of ‘the self’, and explored the outcome of my findings to answer the 

research question. 

 In this study, ‘one’s sense of self’ belongs to everyday consciousness, whereas ‘the 

self’ has a more ontological significance. 

 

The reasons for this research 

I have been practicing yoga with the British Wheel of Yoga trained teachers for almost 

19 years now and I have regular contact with some of their practitioners. I have noticed 

that after practicing yoga for some time, practitioners begin to speak of ‘yoga 

philosophy’ and ‘meditation’. Although many yoga practitioners read yoga books by 

various authors, their ideals of ‘the goal’ of yoga seemed quite diverse. It seemed that 

the idea of ‘the self’ they discussed was eclectic and differed from practitioner to 

practitioner although it seemed to have a positive influence on their lives and lifestyles. 

I found it fascinating that yoga could influence and change people, sometimes to a great 

extent.  

  

This has led me to try to discover what they find of interest in the practice, why they 

embark on the journey of self-discovery, how they begin their journey, what the factors 

involved in the practice are, and where they want to go, by listening to their lived 

experiences.  

 

Background to the research 

Since this study is founded on my personal interest, I need to establish my own 

relationship to it. As a starting point, I describe here how I started to practice yoga, how 

my relationship with yoga developed, and the reasons why I chose this research topic in 

yoga using hermeneutic phenomenology as my methodology. I therefore use the first 

person singular throughout this thesis.  
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When I first started yoga in 1974, I attended classes taught by Mr Masahiro Oki at the 

Oki Yoga school in Tokyo which later spread to the rest of the world as ‘Buddhist yoga’ 

or ‘Oki yoga’. As I enjoyed learning it enormously, I felt better within myself.  

 

I still remember the feeling of euphoria I had after three months of yoga practice. It 

seemed to me then that everything I was brought up with - Buddhism, meditation, 

traditional healing systems like shiatsu, arts, and literature - had deep roots in yoga. It 

seemed that yoga was offering me an enormous wealth of knowledge and an 

opportunity for personal growth. Then, I wished to try yoga work for mental health 

clients. At the time I was working as a nurse with psychiatric outpatients in a Tokyo 

rehabilitation institute which was newly built and funded by the Tokyo local 

government as a pioneering project. To my regret, after a brief trial with the staff, we 

decided not to go further, as it was premature. Yoga practice was, at the time, a very 

strange thing to do for most people. 

 

In the 1960s and in the 1970s, practices in psychiatric treatment were rapidly changing: 

the practice of lobotomy had become a thing of the past, and ECT (Electro-Convulsive-

Treatment) was becoming unpopular. In their place, there had been many new 

psychotropic drugs coming onto the market, as well as new psychotherapeutic 

treatments such as TA (Transactional Analysis) and group therapies (Bernes, 1971). 

Following the counter-culture, or anti-establishment movement, including the anti-

psychiatry movement, the new wave in mental health was opening up locked doors, and 

giving patients back autonomy and independence (Laing, 1970). However, psychiatric 

drugs at that time were primitive in comparison to the drugs that are currently in use, 

and one leading psychiatrist said that they did not understand why the drugs worked, but 

that they were good enough to manage intolerable psychiatric symptoms. The reality 

was that many people who came out of the protective environment of hospitals quickly 

became unstable, or could not face the hard reality of the world, and failed. There were 

many ex-patients who committed suicide, or relapsed, and I felt that I was utterly 

powerless to understand or help them. After I left the job, the feeling of unfinished 

business haunted me. 



 15  

Having practiced yoga for 2 years, I moved from Japan to England, feeling that there 

must be something more than what I knew then. My understanding of yoga at that time 

was based on the Japanese cultural foundation of Buddhism, and in particular on an 

esoteric sect of Shingonshū. Mr Oki’s teachings were extremely eclectic and inclusive, 

ranging from macro-biotic diet and yoga therapy to the combined practice of martial 

arts. Although I had read several of his books on yoga, I did not realize the depth of 

what yoga practice involved. My choices of books at that time were Japanese classic 

literature, Chinese and Indian philosophy, and French literature and phenomenology. I 

did not think at the time that there could be something in common between these at a 

fundamental level. 

 

I went back to practicing yoga more regularly in 1991 and took a BWY Diploma 

teacher training course. When I finished training, I felt the need to gain more in-depth 

knowledge of anatomy and physiology in connection with yoga practice. In 1993, I 

began the Yoga Biomedical Trust’s yoga therapist training course. While I was studying 

the therapy course, I felt I should study biology and psychology - in particular, how we 

feel pain, or how we feel happy. I completed a BSc degree in Psychology and an MSc in 

Medical Anthropology. Medical Anthropology in particular helped me to understand 

that the ways in which we perceive pain and suffering are culturally shaped by the 

community in which we are born and raised.  

 

As a result of my MSc dissertation on yoga therapy, I came to understand certain 

aspects of suffering, in particular that the body has a long and complicated history and 

that the yoga ‘self’ needs to be understood in the paradigm of the holistic unity of the 

body, mind and spirit. 

 

In addition, I studied a module entitled The Brain and Its Behaviour at MSc level with 

the Open University, as ‘Consciousness’ or ‘cognitive science’ seemed relevant to my 

understanding and practice of yoga. 

 

From 1999 to 2001, I was fortunate enough to be given an opportunity to teach yoga at 

a local NHS mental health resource centre for outpatients, which I successfully 
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established and expanded before handing it over to other yoga teachers. It was a moving 

as well as cathartic experience for me. I felt that I managed to empower the attendees 

and helped to make them feel at peace with themselves. Their radiant faces gave me the 

sense of satisfaction that I had not felt while I was working with mental health clients in 

Tokyo.  

 

Over the years, I became fascinated by the ideologies and practice of yoga. Since I 

started studying yoga in 1991, I have been reading about various aspects of yoga, 

psychology, anthropology, sociology, Indian, Chinese and Japanese philosophy, 

phenomenology, cognitive science and Buddhism. I have come to realize that the study 

of yoga encompasses so many academic disciplines.  

 

The last two decades have seen a great change in the social and cultural climate. For 

instance, qualitative methodologies have become accepted as a respectable approach in 

social science research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). Complementary and Alternative 

Medicine (CAM) in general have become more popular with the general public 

although CAM represents such a broad range of practices with so few similarities 

between them that Ursula Sharma (1995, p.1) comments that the efficacy of CAM has 

been and continues to be hotly debated. Some forms of CAM such as homeopathy have 

been the focus of controversy (Goldacre, 2009; Ernst et al., 2006), and others like 

osteopathy and chiropractic became legally accepted and regulated in 1993 (Vincent 

and Furnham, 1998). ‘Which’ magazine’s consumer survey carried out in 2001 reports 

that yoga leads to more patient-satisfaction than any other CAM modality (Ernst et al., 

2006, p. 356). Despite the fact that Ernst et al. (ibid.) suggest that the methodological 

quality of many yoga studies is poor, yoga has become a part of therapeutic techniques 

in some parts of the NHS and Social Services, in mental health and community services 

(e.g. Woolery et al., 2004; Kuei-Min et al., 2007).  

 

The popularity of yoga in the West has seen an exponential growth and an expansion of 

its practicing population (Strauss, 2004). At the same time, the practicing methods of 

yoga have been rapidly diversifying and the secularization of yoga’s teachings has 

become the global norm rather than the Hinduism-based religious doctrine (Newcombe, 
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2008). Articles and news about yoga invade the media everyday (Bellos, FT, 14
th

 

November 2004). The modern form of yoga, which has been commonly practiced in the 

West for the past 50 years, seems to have gone through transformation following the 

popular use of internet communication. Under such circumstances, it is not possible to 

estimate an accurate number of yoga practitioners in the UK. However, Germany 

estimated the yoga-practicing population at 4 million in 2002 (Strauss, 2005). In 2004, 

the yoga-practicing population in the UK was estimated at 2.5 million (Singleton and 

Byrne, 2008). In 2005, the yoga population in the USA was estimated at 16.5 million 

(Yamashita, 2009). Heelas (2006) carried out a fieldwork in a Yorkshire town, Kendal, 

and he found that yoga was the most popular holistic activity.  

 

At a personal level, I do not belong to any particular school of yoga nor do I follow a 

guru. I am a member of the British Wheel of Yoga (BWY) and was qualified through 

their diploma teacher training course. The BWY is a secular umbrella organization 

which represents the majority of yoga teachers in Britain. Yoga contains such diverse 

elements in practice that, after much debate, the BWY became a part of the European 

Sports Council and Sport England in 1996.  

 

Limit of research scope and key methods 

My chief interest in this study is not in the area of yoga history or Sanskrit texts, but in 

the people who practice it and live by it in modern society. My research project will use 

the in-depth interviews of BWY practitioners. I also intend for this study to combine the 

diverse fields which I have studied, in the hope of shedding a new light on modern yoga 

practitioners’ lived experience. 

 

Methodology 

Since the research question is an ontological question about the nature of ‘the self’, the 

approach I take is a philosophical one. Hermeneutic phenomenology used as the 

research methodology in this study is based on the works of Martin Heidegger (1962) 

and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962). In particular, the key ideas drawn from the former 

is Dasein (Being-in-the-world), and from the latter, Embodiment. I regard the two 

concepts of existential phenomenology to be vital in unlocking the phenomena of the 



 18  

lived experiences of modern yoga practitioners and in finding the answer to the research 

question.  

 

Outline of each chapter 

This thesis consists of 7 chapters: 

Chapter one is introductory. 

In chapter two, I outlined an overall literature review on yoga. This chapter started with 

the received definition of yoga. Then an overview of yoga literature was followed by 

classified approaches by various disciplines. Following the literature review, I described 

the ways in which my study was unique and how it could contribute to the expansion of 

academic knowledge in yoga and health. I explored here the relationship between yoga 

and the self, and what studying it historically and in modern society involved. I also 

explored the relationship between yoga, Buddhism and the phenomenological theories 

of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. The sea change of Western social culture was the 

background of the current yoga boom. The rapid ‘Easternization of the West’ 

(Campbell, 2007) popularized yoga and Buddhism. In this section, I explored the close 

link between yoga, Buddhism and phenomenology and the ways in which they shared 

ideas of ‘the self’ and of ‘Being’, and the reasons why I needed phenomenological 

understanding for lived experience of yoga practitioners. Then, I outlined the past 

development of yoga and its legacy which still influenced its practitioners today, 

including the dimensions of modernity and the self, and the New Age Movement. With 

the New Age Movement, modern yoga made a giant leap forward as a popular physical 

practice fit for anyone.  

I outlined the British Wheel of Yoga (BWY), whose members I interviewed as research 

participants. In all, I presented four models of the self for later discussions: Patanjali’s 

Eight Limbs of Yoga from the Classical Yoga perspective; the Hierarchy of Human 

Needs from the Humanistic Psychological perspective by Maslow; the Skill Acquisition 

model from the phenomenological approach by Dreyfus, and The Ten Oxherding 

Pictures of the Zen Buddhism model. 

 

In chapter three, I explored various aspects of research methodology, and explained the 

reasons why I chose hermeneutic phenomenology for this study. Although my intention 
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to study the personal views of yoga practitioners had been constant, the journey to find 

the most suitable research method was not easy. I described and compared the various 

aspects of three methodologies: ethnography, Biographical Narrative Interpretive 

Methods (BNIM), and phenomenological methodologies. I then discussed the difference 

between descriptive phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology, and explained 

that I chose the hermeneutic phenomenology of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty because 

of its existential and embodied understanding of the self.  

 

In chapter four, firstly, I explained the methods in context and the design of the research 

process. This chapter described the issues relating to the chosen research methods, such 

as ethical issues, research design and the step-by-step process of data collection. 

Secondly, I presented an outline of the research group and their individual profiles. This 

chapter also explained the process of data analysis using hermeneutic phenomenology 

as its method. The analytical process resulted in six emergent themes: Health and Well-

being, Management of Life Crises, Sense of Self and Yoga Development, CAMs and 

GPs, Relationships, and Spirituality. This chapter also outlined the research group, 

evaluated the use of the computer software programme ATLAS.ti, and discussed 

research trustworthiness and transparency for this study. 

 

In chapter five, I explored the findings emerging from the data. I interpreted and 

analysed each emergent theme in depth and in relation to the research question 

concerning ‘the self’ of yoga practitioners, using the relevant narratives of participants 

(exemplars) and life stories (paradigm cases). The first theme, Health and Well-being, 

discussed stories of ill-health and recovery, life enhancement and the importance of the 

breath. The second theme, Management of Life Crises, was interpreted using the 

modified model of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs, and the progress of yoga 

learners. The third theme, Sense of Self and Yoga Development, was divided into seven 

stages by expanding Dreyfus’ Skill Acquisition model. Yoga practitioners began as 

novices, becoming semi-novices and eventually experts. Some of them then undertook 

various further study paths in yoga according to their own aspirations. After their 

journey, they seemed to develop a theory of life and of what yoga meant to them. 

Finally, some of them became super-experts, DCT (Diploma Course Tutors), and they 
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wished to pass on their yoga knowledge to the next generation of yoga teachers. The 

fourth theme was CAMs and GPs, where relationships between yoga, practitioners, GPs, 

the NHS and other CAM practices were explored and interpreted. The fifth theme was 

Relationships. This theme was divided into four categories: the relationship with the 

self, with the family, with the yoga community and with society at large. The sixth 

theme was Spirituality. This theme was considered from a pragmatic point of view and 

divided into four categories: (1) What ‘spirituality’ was for secular BWY members, (2) 

How it was expressed: awareness of the inner self, (3) How it was achieved: importance 

of embodiment and (4) How they learned it: transmission of yoga knowledge. 

  

In chapter six, I further discussed the findings in relation to the research questions. The 

discussion and conclusion in this chapter formed the original contribution of my 

research. Firstly, the first research sub-question, yoga’s influence on health and well-

being, was discussed. Through the practice of postures and breathing, practitioners 

developed a sense of empowerment in relation to their health and well-being and gained 

a sense of awareness of the body-mind. Secondly, yoga’s influence on the management 

of life crises was discussed. Using a modified form of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human 

Needs model, I found that the participants interpreted and applied yoga techniques and 

yoga studies to mitigate the suffering and solve their various life crises. Thirdly, yoga’s 

influence on the sense of self was analysed. As shown in a paradigm case, a variety of 

yoga techniques could help practitioners to face the range of challenges in life and 

maintain strength and equanimity. After long term practice, the practitioner felt a sense 

of freedom and of peace. 

 

The research question ‘the nature of the self for modern yoga practitioners’ was 

discussed from two perspectives: that of the embodied self, and that of the social self. 

The sense of the embodied self developed through attending proprioception and 

learning relaxation techniques during the practice of Modern Postural Yoga (MPY). The 

social self was related to the circumstances in which they practiced in modern society.  
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Through comparison to and contrast with the four models of ‘the self’ from literature, I 

articulated a critical appraisal of ‘the self’ in modern yoga practice. The benefit of yoga 

as a therapeutic technique in healthcare was discussed as ‘empowerment’.  

 

Finally, I reflected on this study and commented on my original contribution to health 

study, as well as on its limitations and future research possibilities. 

 

Chapter seven is a summary of this study. 

This chapter came back to the research question “What is the nature of ‘the self’ yoga 

practitioners cultivate?”, and summarized the research as a whole.



 22  

2. Literature review        

2.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I begin with the broadest definition of yoga. Then, I explore how 

modern yoga research has been progressing, so that I can state my research position and 

justify it. Next, I investigate the various aspects of yoga and ‘the self’, the ways in 

which modernity seeks ‘the self’, and phenomenology of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. 

Then, I trace how modern yoga developed on the back of the New Age Movement, the 

close links between yoga, Buddhism and phenomenology. In all, I present four models 

of self development across literature for later discussions: (1) Eight limbs of Patanjali’s 

Yoga Sutra; (2) Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’; (3) Dreyfus’ Skill Acquisition 

model, and (4) The Ten Oxherding Pictures from Zen. And lastly, I trace the 

development of the British Wheel of Yoga up to the present day. 

    

It is difficult to define what yoga is as the word yoga implies so many different things to 

each individual who takes any interest in the matter. The broadest definition is that yoga 

is a system of technology for self-development. Some typical examples are: 

“The word yoga serves, in general, to designate any ascetic technique and any method 

of meditation.” (Eliade, 1969, p. 4) Eliade is one of the first western academics who 

spent an extended period of time in India (1928-31) to study and who practiced yoga at 

the University of Calcutta (ibid., p. xx). Eliade explains “Yoga ended by absorbing and 

incorporating all kinds of spiritual and mystical techniques, from the most elementary to 

the most complex… To become what it has been for many centuries – that is a pan-

Indian corpus of spiritual techniques – yoga had to meet all the deepest needs of the 

Indian soul” (ibid., p. 359). 

  

There have been other yoga practicing academics who wrote their PhD theses in aspects 

of yoga. For instance, Feuerstein wrote a thesis entitled “Textural and semantic studies 

in classical yoga” in 1974. He defines yoga as “a body of knowledge and technique that 

aimed at the transformation and transcendence of ordinary consciousness” (Feuerstein, 

1998, p. 87). 

Whicher’s thesis title was “A study of Patanjali’s definition of yoga: uniting theory and 

practice in the Yoga-Sutra” submitted in 1992. He defines yoga as “South Asian Indian 
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paths of spiritual emancipation, or self-transcendence that bring about a transmission of 

consciousness culminating in liberation from the confines of egoic (sic) identity or 

worldly existence.” (Whicher, 1998, p. 6) 

In the BWY published booklet, Werner (1987, p. 4) defines yoga as “a system of 

training the mind and the whole personality of man by way of specialized techniques 

with the aim of eventually achieving a direct encounter with or knowledge of the 

ultimate reality.” 

 

These are highly idealized theoretical definitions. They remain quite vague and, 

idealistic, and are not easily understood by ordinary people. While the above definitions 

are historically and polemically correct, the phenomenon of modern yoga practice in the 

West appears to be operating on an entirely different ethos. The new modern type of 

yoga practiced in the West is now termed Modern Postural Yoga (MPY) by the new 

breed of yoga researchers (e.g. De Michelis, 2004; Singleton, 2005).  

 

In order to get a bird's eye view of what constitutes yoga, I will review some of the main 

yoga literature in the vast number of written works.  

 

2.2. Classification of literature on yoga  

I firstly describe very briefly historical yoga texts. Secondly, I outline the research areas 

of modern yoga. Then, I will be able to establish where my study stands among the vast 

research literature.  

2.2.1 Historical literature of yoga 

I interviewed the BWY members for data collection, and I realize that it is important to 

acknowledge what they study as their yoga knowledge base. The choice of the Classical 

Yoga texts below and their classification are based on the syllabus that BWY teachers 

study. (The BWY diploma teacher training course syllabus is in appendices.) 

 

The Classical Yoga texts of some Upanishads, Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, and the 

Bhagavad-Gita have been rich sources of academic investigation in various fields, and 

numerous publications have been made ever since Sanskrit was codified in 
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approximately the 4
th

 century BC (Shearer, 1982). Among the Hatha Yoga texts of the 

Middle Ages, Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika (written around the 14
th

 century), and Gheranda-

Samhita (written around the late 17
th

 Century) and some others are well-known 

(Feuerstein, 1998).   

Yoga literature nowadays is written in various languages throughout the world as yoga 

is practiced globally. However, recent important academic studies have been written in 

English or translated into English for international readership (Strauss, 2004).  

At the same time, yoga practice spread from India throughout the world by becoming a 

secular physical practice rather than a spiritual tradition (De Michelis, 2004). As yoga 

has become a global phenomenon, research into yoga has spread over hugely diverse 

disciplines. In the following, I will divide relevant modern yoga literature into major 

academic disciplines so that the scope of this study becomes clearer.   

 

2.2.2 Modern approaches to the study of yoga  

The modern yoga movement can be seen as a part of the New Age Movement (De 

Michelis, 2004; Campbell, 2007). As a researcher on the New Age Movement, Heelas 

(1996) says that modern yoga practices are more secular and its aims are more self-

affirming and this-worldly. In this sense, research into modern yoga practice must be 

considered as a part of the social phenomenon of modernity. However, the approaches 

to yoga research vary widely. A quick survey on the internet in August 2009 indicated a 

considerable amount of research on the subject of ‘yoga’. I limited the modern yoga 

research database between circa 1970 and 2009, where I could. 1970s was the time yoga 

started to establish its legitimacy in the West, and the BWY was founded and 

established around 1965-1970. Firstly, ERSCO, an academic search engine, showed 

there were 11,611 articles across various academic resources between 1973 and 2009. 

Within the ERSCO database, Academic Search Premier hit 3,824; MEDLINE 1,309; 

PsycINFO 1,035; CINAHL 1,674; British Nursing Index 53; Business Source Complete 

1,447 and Regional Business News 652. 

It clearly showed that health and psychology orientated areas indicated a large body of 

study, but a significant number of business oriented articles were shown too. 

JSTOR, the scholarly journal archive online, which is smaller than ERSCO, indicated 

919 research papers across diverse academic disciplines between 1970 and 2009. 
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Among them, religious study showed 398; philosophy 138; language and literature 136, 

art and art history 117 and education 112. Health, psychology and sociology indicated 

less than 10 cases each.  

ISI Web of Knowledge indicated 1,822 articles between 1950 and 2009. The majority 

1,756 articles were since 1970. In a discrete search, Science and Technology hit 1,466; 

Art and Humanities 1,136, and Social Sciences 805. 

The British Medical Journal archive showed there were 159 yoga articles between 

1970 and 2009. The Lancet, a medical journal, suggested that there were 67 since 1973 

to 2009.  

In addition, Google advanced scholar search, which included more popular journals 

relating subjects such as health and sport, showed a total of 61,400 yoga articles 

between 1970 and 2009. Among the discrete subject areas, social sciences, art and 

humanities prominently indicated 25,300, Medicine and pharmacy indicated 10,200.  

 

There are also two useful recent publications. One is “Yoga: An annotated Bibliography 

of Works in English, 1980-2005” (Callahan, 2007), which covers 2490 titles including 

301 dissertations and theses. Another is “Yoga: Medical Dictionary, Bibliography & 

Annotated Research Guide to Internet References” (Parker and Parker, 2003), which 

covers extensive yoga related medical internet links. 

 

From the above publication numbers, I conclude that the overall trends are: (1) Yoga 

research has been carried out in diverse disciplines (2) Social Sciences and humanities, 

including religion and philosophy, and medicine and health orientated studies dominate 

the body of modern yoga research articles. For my study, the latter’s health orientated 

research is relevant. 

 

Next, as my study area is in health, I outline the unique features of research in health. 

Here, I divide them into five main categories: 

   

2.2.2.1 Scientific and experimental approaches, which use mainly quantitative 

methodologies. Examples include research papers on the analysis of brain waves or 

brain chemicals using CATs, MRI and physiological explanations.   
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e.g. Vera, F. M., Manzaneque J. M., et al. (2009) Subjective Sleep Quality and 

hormonal modulation in long-term yoga practitioners. Biological Psychology. vol. 

81, no. 3 pp. 164-168. 

 

2.2.2.2 Medical approaches which have recently been proliferating mainly use 

quantitative approaches.  

There have also been a huge number of research publications about practical 

applications of yoga techniques in treating people. Research areas include clinical 

applications in obstetrics, mental health, sport medicine, cardiac treatment, preventative 

and rehabilitative therapy and so forth.  

e.g. McElroy-Cox, C. (2009) Alternative approaches to Epilepsy treatment, 

Current Neurology And Neuroscience Reports. vol. 9, no. 4, pp. 313-318. 

 

2.2.2.3 Yoga as a Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM):  

Over the past two decades, there have been many research papers on the efficacy of 

yoga as a CAM, which reflects the increasing popularity of yoga among the public.  

e.g. Dittomann, K. A. and Freedman, M. R. (2009) Body awareness, eating 

attitudes, and spiritual beliefs of women practicing yoga, Eating Disorders, vol. 

17, no. 4, pp. 273-92.  

 
2.2.2.4 Psychological study of yoga and meditation:  

Psychotherapeutic study has gained momentum since the 1970s when humanistic and 

transpersonal psychology started to grow as an academic discipline of psychology.  

e.g. Schure, M. B. and Christopher, J. et al. (2008) Mind-Body Medicine and the 

Art of Self-Care: Teaching Mindfulness to Counselling Students Through Yoga, 

Meditation, and Qigong. Journal of Counselling & Development. vol. 86, no. 1, 

pp. 47-56. 

 

2.2.2.5 Numerous textbooks written by yoga gurus and Hindu academics. 

e.g. Iyengar, B. K. S. (1988) Yoga Vrksa: The Tree of Yoga. Oxford: Fine Line 

Books. 

 

There are different approaches to modern understanding of yoga and yoga practice.  

There are roughly three camps. They are: 

a) Theoretical/philosophical publications by Western academics. 

b) Modern scientific and medical understanding of yoga and meditation. 
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c) Modern yoga studies by yoga practicing academics starting in the 1990s. This trend 

came to the fore when yoga became a global phenomenon following a rapid expansion 

of information technology.   

 

It is in this last approach to the study of yoga that my research takes place.  

Next, I explore examples of the expanding study of modern yoga.  

 

2.2.3 Modern yoga studies 

It has been pointed out that the current yoga boom is a multinational and cosmopolitan 

phenomenon, modern yoga practice is often not rooted in Indian spiritual tradition but 

often a commercial or a lifestyle choice with huge money-making potential (Alter, 

2004; McKean, 1996). The cultural features of modern yoga practice are unique and 

original compared to those of a quiet pursuit of the pre-mass-media era (Strauss, 2000; 

2004; 2005; 2008).   

Strauss’s study involved Sivananda global communities from India, Switzerland, the 

United States and Germany, and analyzed how the global yoga community was 

organized. In Britain, Heelas (1996; 2005; 2006) researched the New Age Movement 

including yoga, and found that meaningfulness in the self became more important than 

traditional values such as religion. In India, Alter (2004; 2008) carried out an 

ethnographic study in modern practices of yoga and on how narratives of yoga were 

changing their ideology to fit in with modern popular science and medicine. 

From a sociological approach, Campbell (2007) studied how the West lost its religious 

beliefs through the development of science and capitalism, resulting in disenchantment 

with the world. He explained that the New Age Movement highlighted this religious 

secularization and ‘self-empowerment’ spirituality. Campbell (2007, p. 374) wrote, “a 

decline that created a cultural vacuum that only an Eastern outlook would be able to 

fill.” He coined it ‘the Yogaization of the West’. 

 

As a part of newly emerged yoga practicing academics, Singleton and Byrne (2008) 

edited “Yoga in the Modern World: Contemporary Perspectives”. This new publication 

is a collection of studies on the modern practice of yoga, which includes its history and 

forms, authenticity, and understanding of its practice from various aspects. 
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Other studies concerning modern society and its nature have been conducted in the 

fields of psychology, anthropology and sociology. These publications form the 

background reading for understanding modern yoga practice. For instance, Pepper 

(1991) Communes and the Green Vision, looked at the ethos and practices of various 

new age groups. Anthropologist Puttick (1997) conducted an ethnographic study with 

the Rajineesh Osho movement, mainly in the USA. Others investigated the relationship 

between modernity and religion, or what spirituality meant to the people who lived in 

the modern world (Tacey, 2004). The ideas about modernity, spirituality, the self and 

the influence of Eastern culture are complicated, the above literature helps to understand 

the background of ‘the self’ modern British yoga practitioners cultivate. 

 

2.2.4 Justification of this study 

The reasons why this research is unique, and will contribute to future study concerning 

modern yoga practice are as follows: 

 

Literature survey concerning research into yoga practice and yoga practitioners was 

conducted on http://www.theses.com. The search was initially carried out from the 

1980s to 2008. However, the list was short and all the theses on record were only 22 

titles in the UK concerning any aspect of yoga. The majority of studies have either been 

carried out in theoretically based disciplines such as Indian philosophy, religious studies 

and history or taken scientific approaches.  

 

Among the theses, “Modern Yoga: transmission of theory and practice” by De 

Michelis, is relevant to my research. Her research was carried out in the theology 

department of Cambridge University, and was submitted in 2001. Her study involved 

Iyengar Yoga practices. She coined modern yoga practice as MPY (Modern Postural 

Yoga), and her book based on the thesis “a history of modern yoga” was published in 

2004. Another thesis which gave me some insight into modern yoga practice was 

“Sahaja Yoga: a qualitative sociological study of a new religious movement” authored 

by Coney, J. M. in 1996 at the University of London.  

Since 2003, there have been two further somewhat relevant theses written. The first one 

was “An exploration of the experience of individuals choosing yoga or exercise in a 
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continuous cardiac rehabilitation programme” written by Byatt, K. at Liverpool John 

Moore University in 2004. The research focused on Cardiac rehabilitation programmes 

and health issues using both quantitative methodology and interviews. Another thesis 

that was relevant to my study was “Social History of Yoga and Ayurveda in Britain 

1950 – 1995” by Newcombe, S. (2008) in the faculty of History at Cambridge 

University. In it, she studied the history of the BWY up to 1995, which provides me 

with background knowledge about the development of the BWY from its inception to 

the pre-globalization era. Since then, the use of the Internet and of other communication 

tools has become an important part of everyday life for an increasing number of the 

global yoga population. 

 

The most important aspect of my research is with the British Wheel of Yoga, in a 

contemporary, secular and social sphere of yoga practice through the practitioners’ own 

lived experiences using hermeneutic phenomenology as the methodology. There have 

not been any studies of modern yoga practitioners with this qualitative methodology in 

the UK. I have also been informed by a BWY Officer at their central office that there 

has never been any in-depth social science research into the community of the British 

Wheel of Yoga (BWY), which is now the governing organization for British yoga 

practitioners and represents the majority of British yoga practitioners.  

 

As yoga has become increasingly popular, and media coverage of yoga has become 

ubiquitous, I believe that my study of its practitioners’ lived experiences and the way in 

which they find ‘the self’ is not only meaningful but also useful for future study in 

wider social sciences and health related disciplines.  

 

2.3. Yoga and the self   

In order to put current yoga communities in perspective, I will describe where and how 

yoga history developed and its legacy, which still influences the people with whom I 

study. When a member of the BWY wants to learn more about yoga, he/she is 

encouraged to take its diploma teacher training course.   
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2.3.1 The BWY diploma teacher training course syllabus, and Patanjali’s Eight 

Limbs of Yoga model 

During the course of teacher training, they are required to study the basic yoga texts by the 

syllabus. Then, they absorb the contents of what they are presented with as yoga philosophy. 

It is important to note that the various texts expound on the goal of yoga, often referred to as 

‘transcendence’, ‘liberation’, ‘the ultimate reality’, ‘the truth’ and ‘The Self’ in various 

contexts by different translators and commentators.   

 

Although the meaning of these words in the texts remains controversial, the goal of yoga can 

only be found inside the individual seekers, and yoga has been regarded as a system of 

practice for this purpose (e.g. Eliade, 1969).   

 

Since yoga was introduced to the general public after the Second World War, people’s 

attitude to yoga in the UK has changed considerably. In order to understand ‘the self’ of 

modern yoga practitioners, a history of yoga and its key ideas of ‘the self’ are outlined 

below: 

 

“The tradition of yoga is as complex as it is ancient,” said Feuerstein (1989, p. xx) and 

Eliade called it ‘a living fossil‘(1969, p. 361). As the history of yoga goes back 

approximately 3 000 years, the way people understand and practise yoga has undergone 

many changes. I divide yoga tradition into roughly three relevant eras for this study, 

following Werner’s (1987, a BWY publication) example.  

 

(1), Classical Yoga: 100 BC – 500 AD.  

The Goal: the-other-worldly (Weber, 1991, original work published in 1922) and the 

method is world-rejecting (Bruce, 1996). The transcendent state is the purified ultimate 

Self, and the method required to renounce the world. Classical Yoga has a close 

relationship with Samkhya philosophy and its cosmology (Purusha and Prakriti or the 

essence and the matter). The most well-known textbook is Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, and its 

emphasis is on meditation in progressive stages. Yoga Sutra is taught as one of the main 

textbooks in the yoga teacher’s diploma course 
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(2), Hatha/Tantric Yoga: 500 – 1300 AD.  

 The Goal: the-other-worldly and the method is world-affirming.  

 Hatha Yoga is closely related to Hinduism, with the worship of the Gods Shiva and 

Shakti. Its major texts, Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika and Gheranda-Samhita, emphasize bodily 

transcendence. This yoga uses postures and breath control (pranayama) extensively. 

Hatha Yoga developed sophisticated yogic models of the body and the mind. Most 

publicly organized yoga classes teach secular forms of Hatha Yoga techniques 

(Singleton, 2008). 

 

(3), Modern Yoga: 1900 AD – to the present.   

 The Goal is this-worldly and the method is world-affirming.  

 Yoga schools are organized in global networks with jet setting gurus, and they tend to 

have large-scale ashrams and affiliated faculties such as research centres. Printing 

materials within organizations and e-communication for the members seem extensive. 

Characterized by Green ideologies-eco-yoga, mass-participation, aligning yoga practice 

with modern scientific and medical explanation, the cosmology of yoga is moving from 

Hinduism to more secular, health orientation (Strauss, 2004; De Michelis, 2004). But, 

many practitioners appear to be ambiguous about their own tenets of ‘Yoga philosophy’ 

or ‘The goal of yoga practice’ (Newcombe, 2008). 

 

It is important to emphasise that Indian philosophical history is very different from the 

western equivalent before we start thinking about how yoga is applicable to Westerners’ 

lives. Eliade (1969) explains that Indian philosophy fundamentally believes that the world is 

constructed inside a man’s mind, and thus seeks ‘the universal truth’ internally through 

meditation using yoga technologies. For that philosophy, the world is not ‘out there’, nor is 

‘man a part of the natural world’, but ‘the world is within us’.  

 

For yoga practitioners, Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra maps out a progressive stage model of yoga 

practice. I outline the so-called ‘the eight limbs of yoga’ it expounds, as the first of four 

models of the self in this chapter. 
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The teachings of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras range from personal moral codes, hygiene 

and diet, to social behavior, methods of body maintenance using sequences of 

movements, breathing control, cultivation of psychological states through concentration 

and meditation, and beyond.  

Chapter 1, “The settled mind” - in particular, the first four verses - crystallizes 

Patanjali’s entire teachings: Yoga is the settling of the mind into silence, and only when 

the mind is silent can we realize our true nature, the effortless Being of the Self 

(Shearer, 1982). 

In chapter two, Patanjali explains clearly about what he calls “The Eight Limbs of Yoga” 

the path of Yogic progress/maturation in eight stages. These limbs are interrelated and 

must be simultaneously deepened by Yoga practitioners. The following translation and 

some of the explanation of Sanskrit words are drawn from Shearer (1982). 

(1) Yama (the law of life) sums up the qualities and the inherent characteristics of life. 

It consists of five restrictions upon behaviour: non-violence in action and speech, 

truthfulness in thought, action and speech, non-stealing, pure living, and non-greed 

or attachment. 

(2) Niyama (the rules for living) applies principles to the individual’s life. They are 

five: simplicity, contentment, self-discipline, learning, and self-surrender to Ishvara 

(god). 

(3) Asana (the postures) are physical exercises which strengthen and rejuvenate the 

body, releasing chronic muscular tension and freeing energy.  

(4) Pranayama (breathing exercises) is regarded as progressive control of breathing and 

its refinement into calmness. When the breathing is calm, the mind automatically 

becomes more settled.  

(5) Pratyahara means withdrawal of the senses from sense objects. As the mind begins 

to settle, attention moves inwards, no longer distracted by the outside world.  

(6) Dharana (steadiness of mind) means focusing the mind on a particular sphere or 

object in a directed type of awareness.  

(7) Dhyana (meditation, absorption) arises when meditation stretches continuously like 

a thread. This is the process of the mind’s activity becoming increasingly refined 

and subtler. 
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(8) Samadhi (the settled mind) is reached when even the continuous absorbed 

meditation is transcended, and is the most delicate state of awareness.  

 

It is the settling down of the mind at the beginning of the Yoga Sutra, which synthesizes 

all the limbs of yoga. From the early stages of Samadhi, senses become calmer and 

more peaceful and the body is trained to be comfortable in meditation. Thus, life in 

yoga meant to be healthier in body, calmer, clearer in mind, and more harmonious and 

responsible in living. These preparatory states in Hatha Yoga (Asana and Pranayama) 

are conducive to the later stages for Samadhi. Deepening of meditation leads to 

furthering one’s inner journey. Eventually the meditation is pure enough to experience 

the stillness of the Self. The eight limbs are not necessarily progressive stages but 

simultaneously deepening, although a beginner is only able to begin from the earlier 

stages. 

 

2.3.2 The various ideas about ‘the self’ in yoga  

As the central idea of my research is ‘the nature of the self yoga practitioners cultivate’, I 

now review the ideas about ‘the self’ in yoga and Western understanding of the self. 

 

In Classical Yoga, the resolution of subjectivity and objectivity manifests at the conscious 

level during concentration and meditation. Morley (2001) says Yoga can unite them through 

calming breath and awareness – focusing, observing and shifting intentionality in a 

Husserlian transcendental manner. According to Patanjali’s Yoga-Sutra, the body is to be 

under control and to be a non-obstacle to mental activity. Patanjali expounds that the ‘sacred 

Self’ is to be found in the depth of the mind through meditation (Eliade, 1969). On the other 

hand, Hatha Yoga has a range of sophisticated techniques to control the body mechanism 

and breathing – both are aimed to control and maximise the function of the body and the 

mind, including the autonomic body function and subconscious mind, in order to transform 

the secular self into the sacred bodily-transcendental self (Feuerstein, 1989).  

However, Modern Yoga practice aims to create the beautiful ideals of the body, and an 

imagined state of illusive ‘well-being’ (Strauss, 2005). Its goal is quite different from either 

Classical Yoga or Hatha Yoga. Borrowing Giddens’ (1991) words, it tries to fill the 
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gap/deficiency in bodily health, in psychological satisfaction and in social fulfilment. 

Narratives of yoga practice vary greatly according to what they value in yoga. The figure 

below illustrates the main differences between the traditions, and these differences are 

important to unlock the narratives of modern yoga practitioners. 

 

Figure 1: Ideas about “Body & Mind” in Yoga  

Cosmology The body The mind Transcendence Social/Cultural 

Classical Yoga 

Purified self, based 

on the dualism of  

the sacred and the 

profane (Eliade) 

Calm, steady, 

comfortable body, 

under control. 

No sensory 

perception, 

concentration  & 

meditation. 

Through focusing 

the mind  

Samadhi. 

Other-worldly 

Sacred Path in 

Guru/Cheala in ashram.  

World-rejecting 

Hatha Yoga 

Ecstasy & 

transformation 

through bodily 

transcendence. 

multiple layers of 

the body and the 

mind  

Sophisticated 

techniques in 

postures & 

breathing.  

The subtle body. 

Control of 

autonomic system.  

Mind control & 

psychic 

development. 

The unconscious 

mind model. 

Perfecting the body 

& psychic energy. 

Super-natural 

powers. The union 

of bodily gods of 

Kundalini-shakti. 

Other-worldly 

Tantric & Hinduism. 

Gods Shiva & Shakti, 

and guru worship. 

 

World-affirming 

Modern  Yoga 

Enhancement  of 

health, well-being  

& lifestyle 

The ideals of 

beautiful bodies. 

Bio-Medico-Media 

oriented 

 

New narratives of 

secular ‘spirituality’  

 

‘Happiness’, ‘Well-

being’,  ‘Health’, 

‘Relaxation’. 

Empowerment 

This-worldly 

Secular   

Global community, 

Mass participation. 

World-affirming 

 

Modern Postural Yoga (MPY) practice is mostly centred on the ideas of Hatha Yoga practice 

to various degrees (De Michelis, 2004).  

 

2.3.3 Some key features of modern yoga 

In order to unite Eastern yogic practices with Western culture, outlining some key concepts 

may be useful. Self perception has many dimensions which include a social/cultural self, a 

cognitive self, and a bodily self. The yogic bodily self in Hatha Yoga is rather complex; it 

explains that there are two bodily gods inside the body to be united in order to transcend and 

reach the higher self. However, according to the original theory, Hatha Yoga is perfecting, 

controlling and elevating the unconscious bodily functions, awaking unreachable parts of the 
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body by extra-ordinary means, which is quite an alien idea to most Westerners 

(Worthington, 1982). However, on the back of the New Age Movement, a modern 

approach to yoga was born (Smith & Smith, 1986). Heimbeck (in Smith & Smith, 1986, p. 

xiii) describes, “By venturing westward, yoga has found itself immersed in a powerful new 

matrix of transformation” as a contemporary western yoga.  

 

By exploring practitioners’ narratives of lived experience with their own yoga practices, I 

will try to understand how they absorbed their yoga ‘ideologies’ and fit them into their 

lifestyles. With yoga practitioners who are beginners, their understanding of yoga practice is 

usually associated with stretch and relaxation (Singleton, 2005). Although relaxation was 

said by Patanjali to be necessary prior to meditation practice, and by Gheranda Samhita to 

destroy fatigue and quieten the agitation of the mind (Hewitt, 1991), this modern aspect of 

understanding yoga does not share the same purpose. Relaxation for yoga class students 

largely means that they go home relaxed, so that they can cope with their stressful life better. 

Singleton (2005) explains that it derives from techniques of proprioceptive relaxation 

developed in 19
th
 and 20

th
 century Europe and North America. These relaxation techniques 

with their de-stressing benefits are now embraced by the BWY, and taught in their 

foundation course syllabus (BWY web-site, 2004). The person who propagated relaxation 

techniques was Edmund Jacobson (1938; 1977). Singleton (2005) argues that the progressive 

muscular relaxation technique was established well before yoga became popular in the West 

in 1950-1960. Relaxation technique in Modern Postural Yoga (MPY) was a modern 

invention for western practitioners, but eventually it became popular throughout the world.  

 

2.3.4 The range of other alternative life choices  

In crises, people draw support according to the nature of their difficulties, their beliefs, 

circumstances, affinities with certain ways of thinking and availability of choices. 

For instance, when a person’s health is threatened by low back pain, they may seek orthodox 

medical treatments as well as alternative/complementary medicines. In the cases of health 

problems, people seek help from the ever expanding range of medical, pharmaceutical and 

surgical technologies when and if the particular treatment in need is available. In addition, 

seeking a Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM) has become one of their 
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options. Yoga can be one of these choices available if a suitable form of yoga is accessible to 

the person. It may help to reduce pain and improve mobility, or help to change lifestyle, or 

provide contact with other supportive sufferers. What is less likely to happen to most people 

is that they just remain passive and leave treatment to their GP. Bivins (2007) asserts that in 

modern society, practising pluralism in any area of life has become the norm.  

 

In health crises, most people nowadays try plural remedies (Fulder, 1996; Graham, 1999; 

Heelas, 2006), and yoga is one of them. The question which arises is why many people 

choose yoga out of all the other alternative practices. Out of a huge range of yoga schools, 

availability, accessibility and personal suitability play important parts in starting and 

discontinuing yoga practice.  

 

2.4. Modernity and the self 

As ‘the self’ in question is concerned with modern yoga practice. So, I will consider the 

relationship between modernity and yoga. 

2.4.1 Modernity and yoga 

Living in a modern society means that there are constant challenges to the members 

socially and personally. Modernity offers a multitude of alternative choices in lifestyles. 

For increasing numbers of people in Britain, it seems that yoga has appeared to provide 

a way to express their ideals by combining spirituality and embodiment. As Giddens 

(1991) postulates, the feeling of meaninglessness in life becomes a fundamental 

problem for individuals in circumstances of late modernity. He wrote that in order to 

live a full and satisfactory life, one needed a sense of the moral resources. Yoga seems 

to provide his ‘reflexive project of the self’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 9) to generate 

spirituality, bodily mastery and meaningfulness for practicing individuals.  

 

Eliade (1969) wrote that modern western philosophy tried to explain the basic human 

conditions of being situated by temporality and historicity. 40 years after Eliade made 

the comment, yoga practice attracts millions (Singleton and Byrne, 2008). What is so 

important to understand in the modern practice of yoga is that it reflects the zeitgeist of 

the modern British society in 21
st
 century. The theories and practice of yoga can only 
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exist in the cultural condition of place and time in which yoga practitioners live. Yoga 

ideology and its various forms of practice are far from new, but how modern British 

practitioners practice yoga in their daily lives and how they relate to the theory have 

very unique features.  

 

Descartes (1912, original work published in1637) wrote about the so-called mind body 

dichotomy in relation to the existence of God, and he did not take into account the 

systemic entity of the mind-body. Against Descartes’ idea, Heidegger (1962, p. 2) said, 

“Being is always the Being of entity”. Against the convention of Western thinking, i.e. 

the dichotomy of objectivity and subjectivity, Heidegger postulated the construct 

‘Dasein (being-in-the-world)’ which is a historically situated existence, and which is 

aware of itself as existing in a finite spatio-temporal world.  

 

2.5. Outline of phenomenological approach 

Although phenomenology itself has a long history, the founder of modern 

phenomenology was the German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), who made 

a critical analysis of the European academic tradition of their objective knowledge and 

the positivist approach to science in 1936 (Benner, 1994; Hitzler and Eberle, 2004).  

The paradigm assumptions of the phenomenological approach for research are based on 

the philosophical assumptions founded notably by Husserl, Heidegger and others.  

Its approach uses data collecting methods similar to other narrative studies such as 

BNIM, but the process of data analysis is uniquely different.  

Von Eckartsberg (1998) explains, in Husserlian phenomenological research, that -

descriptions are usually obtained through transcribed personal interviews and the 

researcher’s own accounts. Phenomenological analysis is carried out through the 

researcher’s bracketing of presupposition (époche). By reflecting on meaning, the 

researcher is able to achieve ‘phenomenological reduction’. A further aim is eidetic 

reduction which involves a method of imaginatively exploring the possible variations 

and limits of the phenomena to find the essence or the truth of the structures of 

consciousness.  

Heidegger (1962), who followed Husserl and expanded the theory, also explained, 
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“The expression ‘phenomenology’ signifies primarily a methodological 
conception. This expression does not characterize the what of the objects of 
philosophical research as subject-matter, but rather the how of that 
research.”(1962, p. 50)   
 

Supplementing Heidegger’s idea, Merleau-Ponty (1962) focused on the ‘zero point’ of 

the body, as the pre-categorical ground, and on uniting subjectivity and objectivity. He 

(1962, p. 433) wrote,  

“The solution to all problems of transcendence is to be sought in the thickness of 
the pre-objective present, in which we find our bodily being, our social being, and 
the pre-existence of the world”.  

 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) emphasized that phenomenology is about our raw experience of 

being alive before we start using language to cognize the world. Phenomenology has 

been developed as a philosophical discipline, and yoga is a practice rooted in 

philosophy and religiously grounded in history.  

 

I had always regarded phenomenology to be a philosophical approach, and could not 

use it as an analytical tool. So, it was a discovery to find phenomenology to be an 

analytical method in the search for the meaning of life in narratives.  

Asp and Fasgerberg (2005) explain that, from a life-world perspective, the philosophical 

idea concerning the lived body (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) is consistent with presented 

assumptions of the human being in caring sciences, as the idea of the lived body 

describes a human being undergoing an experience (Bergman and Norlander, 2005). 

Merleau-Ponty writes (1962, p. 84) that the body is regarded as an indivisible, 

ambiguous existence of the subject-object; a ‘fusion of soul and body’. Although this 

approach appears similar to discourse analysis and narrative inquiry, it has a particularly 

radical change of emphasis, as it is oriented towards analyzing the ‘essence’ of 

conscious experience by locating and interpreting within the personal experience, 

expressed in a narrative.  

I will next look into some of the key concepts of phenomenology. 
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2.5.1 Phenomenology and its key concepts for this study 

What is Phenomenology?  

Heidegger (1962, p. 58) defines it as, ‘To the things themselves.’ 

Merleau-Ponty defines it as “Phenomenology is a study of essences” (1962, p. vii), “We 

witness every minute the miracle of related experiences, and yet nobody knows better 

than we do how this miracle is worked, for we are ourselves this network of 

relationships” (1962, p. xx), “The unfinished nature of phenomenology and the 

inchoative atmosphere which has surrounded it are not to be taken as a sign of failure, 

they were inevitable because phenomenology’s task was to reveal the mystery of the 

world and of reason” (ibid. p. xxi). 

Following the above definitions, phenomenology can be broadly defined as a study of 

direct experience of life in the world. 

With this spirit of phenomenology, I will discuss some major phenomenological 

concepts of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, which are relevant to this study. 

 

2.5.1.1 Heidegger’s phenomenology 

In Heideggerian phenomenology, the central key concept is Dasein or Being-in-the-

world. Van Manen (1990, p. 176) explains concisely that “Dasein is a Heideggerian 

term which refers to that entity or aspect of our humanness which is capable of 

wondering about its own existence and inquiring into its own being.” Dreyfus (1991, p. 

xi) simply translates it as Being-human. Watts (2001, p. 25) explains that Heidegger’s 

Being and Time is an analysis of our way of Being and an inquiry into the meaning of 

Being.  

 

For Heidegger (1962), Being with an uppercase ‘B’ is the foundation of his 

phenomenology, as opposed to ‘being’ with a lowercase ‘b’, which means simply 

existing. Van Manen (1990) explains it as Being is a fundamental term of the human 

science research process itself. Watts (2001) explains that Dasein is translated into 

English as ‘Being there’ or ‘there Being’, and the use of ‘there’ refers to the world for 

Heidegger in this context. So, Being means it exists as being a part of the world and 

with a capacity for understanding existence. In this way, Heidegger describes this mode 
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of existence as ‘Being-in-the-world’, meaning the world and Dasein as an indivisible 

unity.  

 

We are surrounded by the totality of the things which are at hand to use for a purpose, 

as Heidegger uses the famous analogy of the Hammer-Thing (1962, p. 98). Heidegger 

uses the word ‘circumspection’ to describe the practical environment full of 

‘equipment’ that enables us to carry on everyday life without thinking deeply. These 

tools and materials which are ready-at-hand to be used for a purpose are called 

‘equipment totality’. However, when something goes wrong and malfunctions, it 

becomes conspicuous, and we suddenly become aware of its un-usability (1962, pp. 

102-5).  

Heidegger (1962, p. 116) emphasises that our fundamental involvement with the world, 

that practical materials and personal concerns are inseparably interconnected, and only 

when it malfunctions, or being lost, we become acutely aware of its un-usefulness. 

 

I believe that this principle also applies to non-concrete matters such as our health, 

friendship, family relationships and social conditions. For example, when we become ill 

or incapacitated, we suddenly feel the loss of bodily function and usefulness to others. 

 

Heidegger asks “who is it that Dasein is in its everydayness?” and his answer is not the 

‘I myself’, but ‘Being-with-others’ (1962, pp. 149-59), and this aspect of our existence 

is discussed in a broader phenomenal domain of everyday Dasein. That is our 

fundamental feature of Being is with other people, i.e. with ‘the-other’ and ‘with-

world’. In this Being-with, we are able to understand and relate to others. 

 

Das Man is translated as the ‘they’ by Macquarri and Robinson (Heidegger, 1962, p. 

164), but Dreyfus (1991, p. 143) translates it as ‘the one, and he says ‘das Man’ is one 

of most basic and important ideas of Heidegger. Heidegger says “The self of everyday 

Dasein is the they-self, which we distinguish from the authentic Self (1962, p. 167).” 

Watts (2001) explains that we live most of the time in a constant state of inauthenticity, 

and this mode of living is characterized by a lack of self-awareness as we are absorbed 

in the everyday social life with others. The mode of das Man is contrasted with the 
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mode of authenticity. Heidegger says of Das Man “This very state of Being, in its 

everyday kind of Being, is what proximally misses itself and covers itself up…Authentic 

Being. (1962, p. 168)” Thus Heidegger contrasts everyday mode of living ‘das Man’ 

with the ideal mode of ‘Authentic Being’. Throughout Heidegger’s writing, there is an 

undercurrent of a sense of wonder towards life, of being alive, and opportunities it 

provides for us of those moments of the truth that change us. He writes, “Being is the 

transcendence pure and simple (1962, p. 62).” The more we live our lives and are 

absorbed in everyday matters which give us our place in society, the more we lose the 

sense of wonder of Being. Kotou (2002) explains that Heidegger was a theology student 

in his youth before he had several heart attacks at 20. As a result, he switched his study 

to philosophy, as he had to give up becoming a priest.. Around this time, he went 

through existential crises of fear of death and despair. But Heidegger talks about his 

experiences as if he was being struck by lightning. He describes that he experienced 

suddenly becoming aware of Being with a sense of wonder, the magical nature of 

existence, and Being surrounded by others. Heidegger calls this awakening experience 

‘Ereignis’ (Kotou, 2002; Watts, 2001; Dreyfus, 1991) and Ereignis is translated as 

‘event’ by Macquarri and Robinson (Heidegger, 1962). Dreyfus (1991) describes it as 

things coming into themselves by belonging together. Watts (2001, p. 73) says Ereignis 

is “the spontaneous arising and interconnectedness of all things in which truth is self-

evident.” I interpret Ereignis for this study as the time the yoga practitioner feels one’s 

life is making sense, and one feels able to make peace with oneself and with the world 

through one’s experience of yoga practice. 

 

2.5.1.2 Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 

Merleau-Ponty is important for two reasons. Firstly, his main concept of embodiment 

plays a large role in Yoga practice. Secondly, his idea of ‘learning arc’ and its 

derivative of ‘Skill Acquisition model’ by Dreyfus are important for understanding the 

process of transformation yoga practitioners make. In contrast to Heidegger who rarely 

mentions the body (Inwood, 1997, p. 28), the concept of the body is the core theme for 

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical thinking.  

 

Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. xxi) says,  
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“phenomenology’s task was to reveal the mystery of the world and of reason… by 
reason of the same kind of attentiveness and wonder, the same demand for 
awareness, the same will to seize the meaning of the world or of history as that 
meaning comes into being.”  
 

I read, in this paragraph, that both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty share a distinctively 

similar tone of expression about ‘wonderment’ as our essence of existence.  

According to Takeda (1989, p. 172), Merleau-Ponty grew out of Husserlian 

phenomenology by placing the centrality of embodiment in his phenomenological 

thinking. Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) thinking is that our experience of life cannot be 

reduced to Husserlian ‘pure consciousness’, as our experience of the body is 

experiential, and this very embodiment makes our consciousness possible. Heidegger’s 

ontological central concept was Being-in-the-world, which Merleau-Ponty (1968) later 

replaced with his ‘Flesh-in-the-world’. For Merleau-Ponty, our being is presented to 

the world with the body. Matthews (2006) asserts that the basis of Heideggerian 

phenomenology is formed against the positivist theory that scientists must remain 

objective. This objective picture implies that the observer’s own body is just one object 

in the world to be observed, where Merleau-Ponty says that our being is both object and 

subject. To be human for Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. 87), one has two dimensions, the 

‘physiological’ and the ‘psychic’. Our body can be an object of scientific observation, 

but it is also a subjective, experiencing human being (Matthews, 2006; Csordas, 1994b, 

2002). Firstly, our body is in a sense a biological unit, and it is ‘the objective body’ 

which can be studied by the science of biology. Secondly, it is within the framework of 

Phenomenology, that our being-in-the-world is only possible with embodiment. Our 

body is always feeling, sensing, perceiving, trying to make sense of the world and find 

meaning. Merleau-Ponty offers the concept of ‘pre-objective’, this is the ‘inner body’ 

which is experiencing the world, and it has culturally and historically compounded 

relationships with the world.  

 

Towards the end of his Phenomenology of Perception (1962), Merleau-Ponty discusses 

freedom. He writes, “Man is but a network of relationships, and these alone matter to 

him. (1962, p. 456)” Merleau-Ponty shares the theme here again with Heidegger that we 

are here, not merely existing but we are with other people together, intrinsically related 

and intertwined. It is the essence of our mode of being in this world. Merleau-Ponty 
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(1964a, p. 210) writes that our life is balanced between hazardous contradictions 

because we are living beings. When we accept the fact that life is what it is and decide 

to live it to the full, then we will find meaning in it “since nothing has meaning if it is 

not his life.” He says that it is our essential freedom to decide to take life into our own 

hands.  

 

In this sense, both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty regard wonderment of Living Being at 

the centre of their phenomenology. However, they differ because Heidegger considers 

that our life has value because of our inevitable death, whereas Merleau-Ponty places its 

importance with our bodily existence.   

 

Next, I will consider Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’ model, as it represents an 

important part of ‘The Human Potential Movement’ and the New Age Movement 

(Puttick, 2004). 

 

2.6. The self and Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’ model 

Abraham Maslow (1943; 1970) postulated the theory of human motivation as a 

‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’. He distinguished five levels of progressing needs that 

individuals strive to satisfy in order to become a healthy, fully functioning human being. 

His theory has been highly regarded and adopted as a useful model in many areas of 

life. Maslow (1970) himself acknowledges that his findings conform more closely with 

Taoism and Zen, both concerned with the ‘serenity experience’ and ‘transcendence’.  

 

I outline here his ‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’ model as the second of four self 

development models. According to Maslow (1943), human beings have ‘higher needs’ 

in addition to the ‘lower needs’ which we share with others. These lower needs - safety, 

belongingness, love and respect - can be satisfied only with other human beings. Free-

choice situation of individuals must also include the gratification of ‘higher-needs’. 

Maslow (1968) called the ‘lower-needs’ as deficit-needs and the ‘higher needs’ as 

growth-needs; satisfying deficiencies avoids illness; growth satisfactions produce 

positive health. At the self-actualization level, Maslow (1970) postulates two states: the 
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peak experience and the plateau-experience. Maslow (1968, p. 90) explains “The peak-

experience is felt as a self-validating, self-justifying moment which carries its own 

intrinsic value with it.” The latter, in contrast, is serene and calm. The high plateau 

experience always has a noetic and cognitive element. It becomes a witnessing, an 

appreciating, serene and cognitive blissfulness. One can experience this as very 

pleasant, continuing, and contemplative, rather than something akin to a climactic 

explosion which then ends (Maslow, 1970). Maslow (1970, p. 64) calls it ‘B-values’ 

and says, “Perhaps my most important finding was the discovery of what I am calling 

B-values or the intrinsic values of Being.” As Maslow recognized, the need for self-

actualization does not necessarily develop when the others are fulfilled (1968, p. 163).  

Although Maslow originally believed that the after effects of peak experiences lead 

individuals to be more altruistic, one does not need to be a self-actualizer to become 

loving and kind to others, but to be reflexive and aware of oneself and others’ needs.  

 

Despite the fact that Maslow’s theory has been widely influential, he did not discuss 

how one can fulfill the various stages of needs, or the mechanisms of particular 

experiences. However, Maslow’s Model became a foundation of ‘Human Potential 

Movements’, and pushed The New Age Movement forwards in the USA and Europe. 

Thus, Modern Yoga spread on the back of these social and cultural movements.    

 

In the next section, I will explore further the relationship between yoga, Buddhism and 

phenomenology, because they are important ideas for this study. I believe that they all 

share the key ideas of understanding of the lived experience of yoga practitioners.   

 

2.6 The close link between Yoga, Buddhism and Phenomenology 

As I mentioned in chapter 1, I started practicing a form of yoga in Tokyo called Oki 

Yoga in Japan, or Buddhist Yoga in the west, and was strongly influenced by Buddhism 

and this view of yoga still imbues my yoga practice.  

From my experience of talking to members of the BWY, I feel as if I am trying to 

understand and integrate two separate systems of yoga, namely, the western view and 
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the eastern view. The main reason for this complex understanding of yoga is that I have 

come to understand the closely intertwined connections between the historical 

development of yoga in India and in the rest of the world, and the historical 

diversification of Buddhism. I have also come to understand the similar philosophical 

standpoints of some of the Buddhist schools and phenomenological theory. I am not 

discussing a so-called universal, singular form of yoga but various systems of self 

development which use some elements of yogic methods. Similarly, neither Buddhism 

nor phenomenology has a unified representative school of thought. However, it is 

important to recognize the common elements which Buddhism and yoga share, which 

leads me to bring phenomenological methodology to this study.  

 

Van Manen asserts that “Phenomenological human science is a western research 

method which should not be confused either with certain ‘mystical’ or eastern 

meditative techniques of achieving insights about the ‘meaning of life’ (1990, p. 23)”. 

However, what I am trying to explore in this section is not a methodological concern, 

but the underlying ontological concepts which inform my study by clarifying where I 

come from. Since hermeneutic phenomenology use my personal understanding of the 

world as the tool to extract the essences of lived experiences of the subject group. 

Heideggerian Swiss psychiatrist Medard Boss (1994, p. 296) comments on the closeness 

between the Eastern thought and phenomenology, 

 

“Whoever has the good fortune to be in close and extended association with the 
people of India, Japan, and China experiences how their being-in-the-world — 
without detriment to the vigour with which they appropriate and exploit Western 
science — is shaped always, continually, and decisively by a traditional 
relationship with the world that is astonishingly close to the vision of European 
phenomenology just now unfolding.” 

 

In the following section, I explore the connection between yoga and Buddhism, 

Buddhism and phenomenology, and yoga and phenomenology. 

Then, I describe and discuss self development models of Dreyfus’s ‘The Skill 

Acquisition’ and ‘The Ten Oxherding Pictures’ of Zen Buddhism. 
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2.6.1 Yoga and Buddhism 

Historically, Classical Yoga and the origin of Buddhism share the same philosophical 

background, i.e. Samkhya philosophy (Eliade, 1969; et al.). With the emergence of 

Hinduism, Classical Yoga went through a period of drastic change towards Tantric and 

Hatha Yoga. Werner (1987, p. 38) describes, “From about the 4
th

 century, A.D., 

religious thought, feelings and practices in India became increasingly influenced by the 

philosophy of Saktism or the role of the ‘eternal feminine’ in the cosmic scheme.” 

Where Classical Yoga emphasizes meditative practice, Tantric and Hatha Yoga 

emphasize psychic energy for spiritual transformation.  

 

200 years after the passing of Buddha, Buddhism began splitting into sections, mainly 

Hinayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, each with its own characteristics and spiritual 

ideals (Sangharakshita, 2004). However, Buddhism eventually disappeared from India 

during the Middle Ages when Islam invaded the subcontinent.  

 

As for Mahayana Buddhism, it made in-roads to in China, and later formed Zen and the 

Pure Land sects. They use sitting meditation and chanting, respectively. 

 

In Japan, the esoteric form of Buddhism, the Yogacara school, has been mainly active in 

Shingonshū which was founded by Kukai (Davis, 2006a). The sect developed Yuishiki, 

an intricate theory of the bodymind (Matsunaga, 1991). Yuishiki theory expounds the 

so-called deep psychology, the complexities of unconscious mind, the body and 

transcendence. It later influenced Jung (1995) and Wilber (1996; 2000; 2004), and 

instigated the development of transpersonal psychology (Okano, 1998). The Zen school 

has also had a huge influence on the Western philosophical/psychological movement 

with its meditative traditions. For instance, Hirai (1989) explored Zen meditation and 

psychotherapy, and Austin (1998) investigated the relationship between the brain, 

consciousness and Zen experience. The history of the movement of Buddhism to the 

West and its influence have been observed and recorded by Fields (1986) and Batchelor 

(1994). 
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Nakamura (1964) explains the reasons why Buddhism became divided into such diverse 

schools. He strongly argues that the differences amongst Oriental countries are 

extremely complex, and the dichotomy that divides the West and the East is too 

simplistic. He explains that because of the characteristics of the inhabitants in each 

country, Buddhism has been transformed to suit their particular populations. Nakamura 

claims that India preferred abstract, metaphysical ontological thinking, whereas the 

Chinese always founded their thinking on concrete, practical and individualistic ideas. 

Tibetans submit themselves to religiously charismatic individuals and the Lamaist 

social order to Shamanistic tendencies. The Japanese have the tendency to accept 

natural phenomena, to emphasize a limited social nexus, and intuitive, emotional 

thinking. There are schools of thought that believe that such differences are brought on 

by the countries’ particular climates (Watsuji, 1979), and their linguistic characteristics 

(Mori, 1978).   

 

I briefly outlined how traditions of yoga and Buddhism have been closely developed 

and are still influencing one another. 

 

2.6.2 Buddhism and phenomenology 

Zen Buddhism was associated with many western schools of thought. In particular, the 

influence of the Kyoto school on western thinkers is important to this study. The Kyoto 

school of philosophy (Davis, 2006b) was led by the philosopher and Zen practitioner 

Nishida Kitaro, a close friend of Daisetsu Suzuki, at Kyoto University. Parkes (1996) 

argues that although Heidegger was reluctant to admit an East Asian connection, his 

principle ideas concerning Being (Sein) and Nothing (Nichts) are too close to be 

coincidental. According to Parkes (1996), Heidegger’s direct contact with four members 

of the Kyoto School went back to 1922, and over fifteen years he discussed with them 

East Asian thought and culture at a sophisticated level. He finally admitted their 

influence on him in 1954 during an interview with Tetsuka Tomio, ‘An Hour with 

Heidegger’ (May, 1996, pp. 59-64). Ueda (1992) recalls that Heidegger was so 

impressed with The Ten Oxherding Pictures of Zen, that he recommended it to be 

translated and published in German, which eventually materialized in 1958. The Ten 

Oxherding Pictures will be discussed later in this section.  
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In ‘Zen Buddhism’, Barret (1956) recalls a remark made by Heidegger to a friend upon 

reading one of Suzuki’s books, “If I understand correctly, this is what I have been 

trying to say in all my writings.” (quoted in von Eckartsberg and Valle, 1981, p. 296) 

 

Watts (2001, pp. 75-78) explains his understanding that Heidegger’s description of 

‘authenticity’, ‘care’, and in his later idea of ‘release’ (‘let things be’) are so close to 

Zen Buddhism, that “The parallels between Heidegger and Asian thought are clear.”  

There are other philosophers (Dallmayr, 1992; Steffney, 1977) who have examined how 

closely Heidegger’s ideas are influenced by the Kyoto school scholars and Zen. 

 

However, I notice that the difference between Heidegger’s phenomenology and the 

Kyoto School is the Christian idea of ‘Guilt’, which Heidegger seems to take seriously 

(Watts, 2001). For Nishida, as a Buddhist, he regards individuals as having the inherent 

‘Buddha nature’ of goodness (Parkes, 1987). I think that this different perception of the 

human nature plays an important role later on for the New Agers who want to believe in 

the ‘inner self’, and their acceptance of the Eastern ideas. 

 

There is another difference between Heidegger and some Buddhist schools of thought, 

which is the doctrine of ‘karma and reincarnation’ (von Eckartsberg and Valle, 1981). 

This doctrine has no place in Heideggerian phenomenology.  

 

Kazashi (1999, p. 107) explores ‘the striking convergence’ between the central ideas of 

the later Merleau-Ponty and Nishida (Maraldo, 2005). Although there is no direct 

influence of Nishida on Merleau-Ponty’s writing, Kazashi asserts that there are enough 

shared elements in their philosophical thinking. I believe this similarity may explain the 

perennial and strong interests in Merleau-Ponty in Japan.  

   

2.6.3 Yoga and phenomenology  

The key connection between yoga and phenomenology seems to involve the Husserlian 

phenomenological process of ‘transcendental reduction’. The phenomenological 

process of reduction was the focus of Husserl’s work to “ensure that his researches truly 
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attained the status of genuine science” (Russell, 2006, p. 57). Russell (2006, p. 58) 

explains that the transcendental reduction is to bring into views the fundamental subject 

matter of Husserlian phenomenology – i.e. pure intentional consciousness – and isolate 

it as a sphere of being for investigation.  

 

However, the importance of the reductive process in yoga as well as phenomenology 

has been discussed by Sinari (1965), Morley (2001), Marion (1998), and Sarukkai 

(2002). Sinari (1965) compares yoga’s meditative process of samadhi to Husserlian 

reduction. He examines whether Husserl’s ‘unbracketability’ of reflective ego may 

impose fundamental limitations on its attempt to transcend reflection, and also whether 

the final stage of phenomenological suspension is similar to yogic samadhi. Sinari 

(1965) and Marion (1998, pp. 142-3) describe Husserl’s transcendental reduction as 

wanting.  

The Husserlian phenomenological reduction process contains contradiction. As Marion 

(ibid.) suggests extracting ‘pure consciousness’ by the act of cognition is rather 

difficult, and the objectivity of the process is questionable as it requires intuition and 

imagination. Furthermore, Husserl’s determination to build phenomenology as a 

rigorous science (Smith, 2003, p. 18) and psychology of consciousness (Giorgi, 1985) is 

rather limiting for my study. The study of yoga not only investigates consciousness but 

also the mode of ‘the Being in the world’ (Heidegger, 1962) and ‘the being in the Flesh’ 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962). For my research aim, ‘pure consciousness’ is only a part of 

‘Embodied Being’ in the living world with others. 

 

Sarukkai (2002) and Morley (2001) explore further the notion of the inner body from a 

phenomenological point of view. Using Merleau-Ponty’s terms, such as 

‘dimensionality’, ‘thickness’, ‘corporeality’ and ‘depth’, they investigate the lived 

experience of yoga practice, and what the practice means for the practitioners. Sarukkai 

(2002, p. 471) explains, “Like the asanas, the practice of pranayama is also one that has 

an essential engagement with the inner body, both in a phenomenological aspect of this 

practice and in the beneficial effects on specific organs like the liver, spleen, pancreas, 

and the abdominal muscles.” Therefore Sarukkai suggests that Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophy comes closest to understanding the phenomenological import of yogic 
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practices.” Then, Sarukkai (2002, p. 475) concludes that “The absence of the idea of 

inner body in his (Merleau-Ponty) philosophy compounds this confusion. Yoga is most 

definitely a philosophy and practice of the ‘inner’.” Sarukkai (ibid.) tries to show that 

the ‘inner’ phenomenology of yoga and Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy complemented 

each other.  

 

In summary, Merleau-Ponty’s idea of inner and outer was conceived to be integrated 

and transcended paradigmatically. By uniting inner and outer with corporeality of the 

body, we can rise above the dichotomy of the body and the mind, the self and the other, 

the person and the world and so forth. In Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, ‘inside’ 

means the internal body as well as the internal mind, ‘outside’ means the outer body as 

well as the relatedness with outside people and the world. 

 

2.7. Development of the self in Phenomenology and Asian Thought  

I now look at the theories and ideals of ‘The Skill Acquisition’ model and ‘The Ten 

Oxherding Pictures’ model. Both depict a process of transformative self-development.  

 

2.7.1 Dreyfus’s Skill Acquisition model  

Dreyfus (1982) uses Merleau-Ponty’s theory of ‘Learning arc: the way a skilled agent 

moves towards obtaining a maximum grip’ to analyse the skill acquisition processes of 

computing. Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986, p. 5) assert that their model of ‘Five Stages of 

Skill Acquisition’ is based on the writings of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger.  

Merleau-Ponty (1962, pp. 135-6) writes on the ‘intentional arc’,  

 

“Beneath intelligence as beneath perception, we discover more fundamental 
function, ‘a vector mobile in all directions like a searchlight’. One through which 
we can direct ourselves towards anything, in or outside ourselves, and display a 
form of behaviour in relation to that object…that the life of consciousness – 
cognitive life, the life of desire or perceptual life – is subtended by an ‘intentional 
arc’ which projects round about us our past, our future, our human setting, our 
physical, ideological and moral situation, or rather which results in our being 
situated in all these respects. It is this intentional arc which brings about the unity 
of the senses, of intelligence, of sensitivity and motility.” 
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Merleau-Ponty regards the intentional arc to be the driving force of our motivation for 

learning. In his view, the intentional arc is also the uniting force of our functioning 

existence. Upon this idea, Dreyfus builds the theory of skill acquisition (Dreyfus, 1982; 

1987). Through the processes of skill acquisition, the learner must acquire the skills to 

deal with the tools and situations, and transform his relationship with them. As the 

result the learner transforms his relationship with the world and his place in it.  

 

Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986, p. 5) refer Merleau-Ponty’s claim that perception and 

understanding are based in our capacity for picking up not rules, but flexible styles of 

behaviour. Explaining Heidegger, they also say that we are able to understand what a 

chair or a hammer is only because it fits into a whole set of cultural practices in which 

we grow up and with which we gradually become familiar. It is the way we learn a skill, 

how to use tools and the body for certain purposes. 

 

According to Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986), Skill Acquisition consists of Five Stages: 

Stage 1: Novice. This is the stage of the instruction process in which the instructor 

guides the novice in deconstructing the complex skills to an easy-to-understand form. 

Stage 2: Advanced Beginner. As the practice progresses and the novice gains 

experience and confidence, he begins to build meaningful additional aspects of practice 

into the situation. 

Stage 3: Competence. Gaining more experience and confidence, the learner recognizes 

and performs the work-at-hand with requisite skills without hesitation or failure. As he 

becomes more competent at this stage, he tends to become more emotionally involved 

in his tasks, and wants to advance his skill and knowledge. 

Stage 4: Proficient. As the learner becomes more proficient in the skill, and is seen as 

such, he becomes more involved with the performance and emotionally attached. He 

tends to recognize a large number of relevant skills applicable to each different 

situation. He also tends to aim for higher goals, or to set more personally selected goals.  

Stage 5: Expert. The proficient performer is immersed in the world of his chosen skilful 

activity, sees what the best way of handling the given situation is, and is able to carry it 

out. He is also able to guide others if necessary with his expertise. He may also be 

involved with creative activities using his skill. 



 52  

In a clinical research, Benner (2001) successfully applied this model to investigate how 

nurses acquire clinical skills. 

 

This skill acquisition process appears quite relevant for Yoga practitioners’ progression 

up to certain stages. The problem for my study is that this model seemed insufficient as 

it stops at stage five, and I would need to refine the model and add further stages, i.e. 

the internalization of the skill practice, and the usage of the skill for aiding others. 

 

2.7.2 The Ten Oxherding Pictures of Zen model  

It was reported that Heidegger liked the Zen drawing of The Ten Oxherding Pictures, 

and he was said to be attracted to the 9
th

 picture. This episode was recorded by one of 

the students at his research office at that time (Ueda & Yanagida, 1982, p. 19). The Ten 

Oxherding Pictures symbolically depict personal development in the Eastern cultures, 

and a number of academic papers in the East as well as the West mention them in 

connection with yoga (Watanuki, 2004), Buddhism (Suzuki, 1935; Akizuki, 1978), 

Phenomenology & Philosophy (Watts, 2001, p. 75; Fukuyama, 2005, pp. 303-14), and 

Psychology of personal growth (Yokoyama, 2008; von Eckartsberg and Valle, 1981).   

 

The outline of the drawings was summarized mainly from Suzuki’s (1935, pp. 89-98) 

account as his books on Buddhism were most well-known in the West, and I took some 

other accounts (Ueda and Yanagida, 1982; Yokoyama, 2008) into my own 

interpretation. The Ten Oxherding Pictures were authored by a famous Chinese Zen 

monk, Kaku-an Shi-en in the 12 century A.D. The pictures aim to depict a symbolic 

representation of personal growth/transformation through searching for ‘the Self’. When 

one wants to search for his ‘true self’, it is usually the case that he is feeling insecure 

and having doubts about where he belongs, or if his life has meaning. 

 

The summary of the Pictures is below: 

No. 1 Searching for the Ox (the Self): The beast is lost, for the oxherd has himself been 

led out of the way through his confusion and misjudgement in life. His desire for gain 

and fear of loss is burning like fire inside him. Alone in the wilderness, the boy is 
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intently searching for the missing ox. In Heidegger’s everyday fallenness, this is the 

state of mind that is not lost but hidden. 

 

No. 2 Seeing the Traces: By learning about the nature of being and practicing 

meditation, the boy finds the Traces. He is still too confused to distinguish truth and 

falsehood. He is not ready to understand that the objective world is a reflection of the 

Self.  

 

No. 3 Seeing the Ox: The boy finds the way to the ox by hearing the sound of the bell. 

He can see himself clearly in harmonious order.  

 

No. 4 Catching the Ox: In the wilderness for a long time, he faces up to the ox, but it is 

hard to keep under control, and refuses to be broken. He sometimes is at peace and 

harmony with himself, at other times his will becomes overwhelming and ungovernable.  

So, he needs to hold a whip and tether to keep the ox tightly bound. 

 

No. 5 Herding the Ox: He is trying to tame the wild ox. When a train of thought 

distracts the boy, the ox sees it and tries to escape. When he feels that he is awakened to 

his true nature, he loses his grip, and the ox runs away. When the ox is properly looked 

after, it will grow pure and docile, and will follow the boy without a chain. 

 

No. 6 Coming Home on the Ox’s back: The struggle is over, and the boy is not bothered 

by gain or loss but himself. Nothing can disturb his simple joy. He is coming home. 

The theme changes here from the ox, and ‘the self’, to ‘home’ where one belongs. The 

boy becomes a man. 

 

No. 7 The Ox forgotten, Leaving the Man Alone: When the man arrives home, the ox is 

nowhere to be seen. He does not need to look for the ox, he and the ox are one, and he is 

just be himself. 

 

No. 8 The Ox and the Man Both Gone Out of the Sight: The picture is just a white 

tableau showing nothing. All thoughts disappear, even the meaning of sacred is gone. 
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Everything becomes one, the man, the ox, the home and his thoughts. It is at the state 

where everything has gone back to serenity, ‘śūniyatā’, the original state of the world. 

Eliade (1969:215) calls it as ‘the truth of the universal void.’ 

 

No. 9 Returning to the Origin, Back to the Source: The picture depicts the simple 

unspoiled nature, while the man watches it with immobile serenity and equanimity. The 

waters are blue, the mountains are green, and he is sitting in a hut observing things 

undergoing changes. He accepts things as they are without emotional involvement.  

Heidegger was said to be fond of this picture (von Eckartsberg and Valle, 1981, p. 306).  

Suzuki (1965, p. 144) quotes William Blake’s poem (1977, p. 506) to represent the 

acceptance of the world as it is; 

To see a World in a Grain of Sand 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour 

 

No. 10 Entering the City with Bliss-bestowing Hands: His cottage gate is closed, no 

sage knows him, his inner glow hidden away and he goes on his own way refusing to 

follow the steps of the ancient sages. Bare-chested and bare-footed, the man go into the 

market. Covered by dust and mud, he smiles broadly. At this stage, the man goes back 

to the community of people again, joining in and helping them as one of them without 

conspicuous gestures.  

 

The Ten Oxherding Pictures illustrate the developmental stages of Zen self-seekers. It 

starts with a person in a state of confused insecurity. He searches his inner self with the 

help of elders. He finds it (awakening), tames it (deepening insight), harnesses it, and 

comes home with it (subjective-self and objective-self becoming one). Then, he forgets 

about the ox / the self (non-requirement of the self-identity), and one (the self) becomes 

nature/the world itself. Finally he returns to the community to take part, and helps 

others (deciding to live among ordinary people). It is a circulatory or spiral movement. 

For Zen practitioners, the stages 8, 9 and 10 are significant as they illustrate the nature 

of their ideal goal and ‘no-self’. 
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It is also significant for my study that The Ten Oxherding stages share similarities with 

the developmental stages of Patanjali’s eight limbs in classical Yoga.  

However, they both remain nostalgic and out-of-time ideals for us who live in the 

highly technologized era where we can choose to take a path which can lead to our 

chosen personal growth.  

 

In the next section, I investigate the historical background to the propagation of modern 

yoga, the New Age Movement.  

 

2.8. The New Age Movement 

Modern Postural Yoga became popular on the back of the New Age Movement. I will 

consider new age spirituality, some characteristics of the movement and ‘the self’ 

project for New Agers, and its social implications.  

2.8.1 Spirituality 

In order to understand recent yoga popularity in the UK, we need to understand the 

background social movements after the Second World War. In particular, the New 

Religious Movement (NRM) and the New Age Movement (NAM) in the latter half of 

the 20
th

 century in the West greatly influenced our views towards health and well-being. 

Both movements share many elements of a new spiritual search after the World wars 

and the cold wars (Bruce, 1995). The late 1960s and early 1970s saw a large number of 

new cults and sects entering the world. Some of them were from the eastern Hindu and 

Buddhism sects such as Rajneeshism, Transcendental Meditation (TM), and Krishna 

Consciousness (Campbell, 2007; Partridge, 2004; Ram-Prasad, 2005; Bruce, 1995).  

Bruce (1995) divided the new religious movements into two camps, the world-rejecting 

and world-affirming, corresponding with Weber’s (1991, original work published 

in1948) other-worldly and this-worldly orientations. The World-Rejecting Movement 

does not value the human self much. As in traditional Christianity, a human person 

(self) is essentially sinful and is only redeemed by being subordinated to the hierarchical 

authority. World-affirming movements do not have most of the features associated with 
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‘religion’, i.e. they have no church, no collective ritual of worship, no fully developed 

theology (Bruce, 1995).  

Both camps draw on some notion of a ‘cosmic consciousness’ to explain how the 

individual self may have powers and potentials beyond its ‘this-worldly’ constraints. 

Importantly, the self is the main focus of attention (Bruce, 1995; Heelas, 1996). Those 

movements which were least traditionally religious, mostly individualistic, and mostly 

directed to help consumers to either succeed in the material world, or to become 

reconciled to their present circumstances. They have proved the most popular and 

enduring (Bruce, 1995; Partridge, 2004).  

 

2.8.2 The New Age Movement 

Bruce (1995) and Campbell (2007) explain that the 1970s’ new religious movement 

occurred partly as the mainstream churches declined and the cultural authority of 

Christianity eroded, leaving a large hole in society. Their appeal can be understood as a 

response to the rationalisation and the intellectualisation of the modern world, which 

often leads ordinary individuals to feel alienated in what Weber (1991, p. 350) called 

“the disenchantment of the world”. With the loss of a sense of a God-given, meaningful 

and ethically orientated world, modern life is so fragmented that many people find it too 

difficult to identify with their public roles and find them satisfying and fulfilling.  

The New Age Movement is regarded as a semi-overlap of the new religious movement. 

According to Heelas (1996), who has written extensively on the subject, the ‘New Age’ 

is the term used loosely to describe a very wide range of beliefs and practices which 

became popular in the 1970s, and one of the dominant characteristics of the New Age 

thought is its eclecticism. With eclecticism comes a diffuseness that means that there 

are few clear divisions and boundaries, but instead a milieu in which people acquire and 

absorb a variety of beliefs and practices that they combine into their own and attend to 

with differing degrees of seriousness. Bainbridge (1997) likened the New Age 

Movement to a cultural fog bank, almost completely lacking in large-scale formal 

organization giving the fringes of faith a mysterious appearance. Bloom (1991) 

summarized the themes of the New Age under the following four categories: 
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1) New Science: The interconnectedness of everything informs New Age attitudes to 

health and healing. In place of medical/scientific treatment of symptoms and organs, 

there is attention to the whole person. 

2) New Ecology: The planet is seen as an organism and is connected with our 

responsibility to the earth. 

3) New Psychology: it claims to be able to liberate our real and vast potential so that we 

become integrated, fulfilled and completely loving human beings. 

4) New Spirituality: this is the dynamic underlying the above three themes. 

Heelas (1996) finds that the New Age Movement is popular in the most affluent and 

cosmopolitan parts of the country, and spiritual growth appeals mainly to those whose 

more pressing material needs have been satisfied. He asserts that the spiritual dynamics 

of the New Age Movement most appeal to the university educated middle classes 

working in the expressive profession whose education and work cause to have an 

articulate interest in human potential (Heelas, 1996).  

The traditional forms of Christianity possess a degree of cohesion through their shared 

histories, traditional liturgies, and common language, compared to the amorphous world 

of the New Age. The New Age god is ‘within’, or ‘inside’, and all of us have the 

potential to tune in to ourselves. According to Heelas (1996), trajectories within 

Christianity have increasingly developed towards that position epitomized by the New 

Age. More and more Christians have come to emphasize the immanence of God; 

increasing numbers have come to accord religion a therapeutic role, as much to do with 

self-actualization in the here-and-now as eternal salvation (Heelas, 1996). According to 

Heelas (ibid.), the central values and assumptions of modernity facilitated the self-

sacralization of the New Age faith. But he predicts that with the rapid spread of 

computer usage and the development of its technology, our sensitivities and forms of 

life were leading to a genuinely postmodern condition (1996, p. 217). In the current 

climate of the 21
st
 century, the New Age Movement is no longer a common currency to 

describe group activities. With the extremely globalized world, lifestyle activities -

including yoga- are organized with world-wide networks and freely mobile participants 

who cross cultural, geographical and ethnic boundaries so lightly. 
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2.8.3 The self project 

Against the cultural back drop of the late 20
th

 century, the new religious movements 

transformed major Christian ideologies from the supernatural being to the God ‘within’. 

As Heelas (1996) describes, beliefs which have served to differentiate between the 

saved and the damned, true and false religion, have increasingly been replaced by 

beliefs of a more perennialized New Age variety. As a result, the notion of well-being 

and healing takes the dimensions of body, mind, emotion and spirituality, utilising 

psychologized rhetorical language for transformative, imaginative self processes 

(Csordas, 1994; 2002).  

Examples of Westerners’ experiences of these self processes in yoga are: Ram Das 

(alias: Richard Alpert), who wrote the book “Be Here Now (1971)”. He felt desperate 

and empty in his academic pursuit in psychology at Berkeley and Harvard, until he 

found his spiritual guru. Later he became a devoted yogi. He describes the moment he 

met his guru,  

 

“And at the same moment, I felt this extremely violent pain in my chest and a 
tremendous wrenching feeling. And I started to cry. And I cried and I cried. And I 
wasn’t happy and I wasn’t sad. It was not that sort of crying. The only thing I 
could say was that I felt like I was home. Like the journey was over. Like I had 
finished” (1971, journey). 

 

R.D. Laing (1930-1980) describes his experience of yoga in a typically psychoanalytical 

manner, as a rebirth (quoted in Cray, 1996). 

 

“First, it seems pretty hopeless and despairing – there is no future, no movement, 
you’re not getting anywhere. And then you start getting somewhere, but you don’t 
know where, don’t know whether it’s forward or backward. And, finally, a light 
begins to dawn at the end of the tunnel, the abscess or bubble bursts, and you are 
out of it.” 

 

Both authors describe their experience of yoga as a process of self re-discovery. 

 

2.8.4 The social implications 

Stan Grof was the editor of the book “Ancient Wisdom and Modern Science” (1984), 

which has been widely read by transpersonal psychologists, personal-development 
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psychologists and the New Agers. It was “a result of the culmination of movement to 

bring the Western and Eastern ideas together”, and the attempt urged the international 

transpersonal movement into a wider circle (Grof, 1984). The key theme of the book 

was ‘spirituality’, and it included the major spiritual leaders including yogis and 

‘spiritually’ oriented scientists of that time.  

 

Charles Tart (Then, Professor of Psychology at the University of California) was the 

editor of the books “Trans-personal Psychologies” (1975) and “Ancient Wisdom and 

Modern Science” (1969). His attempts were to bring ‘spirituality’ into the area of 

academic discipline. In the process, he brought “Ancient Wisdom and Modern Science” 

to the public. There have been many other influential western educated scientists who 

have tried to combine the Eastern ideas of yoga, Zen, and meditation with their 

discipline. The typical examples are Capra (1984), Austin (1998), and Wilber (1996; 

1998; 2000). However, Hanegraaff (1996, p. 517) views ‘New Age as secularized 

esotericism’. 

Together, they all have played a part in the cultural change in the way we think about 

‘spirituality’ now. At the grassroots level, yoga was also going through a renewal and 

rebirth. Heimbeck (1986, p. xiv) writes “In but a few brief decades and in what must go 

down as the swiftest transcontinental importation in the history of human spirituality, all 

of the above-mentioned yogic practices and beliefs are being purveyed on a mass scale 

across the land, embraced by enthusiastic multitudes, and rapidly assimilated into the 

ever-evolving American culture.” With the New Age transnational movements, yoga 

was transported globally, and ensconced rapidly where it was imported.   

 

In the next section, I will summarise the British Wheel of Yoga’s course texts used for 

teacher training, and give a brief outline of the British Wheel of Yoga and of some 

related issues such as the characteristics of their practice, the organization and its 

members. 

 

2.9. The British Wheel of Yoga 

The British Wheel of Yoga developed in the 1960s, and the organization has formed the 

characteristics of Modern Yoga in Britain. 
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2.9.1 A very brief guide to yoga texts 

As yoga practice deepens, yoga practitioners start reading yoga texts, and learning yoga 

theories and philosophies to understand what yoga is. Particularly when they enter the 

courses that the BWY organizes for the students, there are sets of books they are 

recommended to study. I outline some of the major texts the diploma course students 

must learn in order to understand the basis of yoga tradition. The following four texts 

are stated in the BWY teacher’s diploma syllabus 2003 (attached in appendices). 

 

These four texts are: 

• Bhagavad-Gita 

• The main Upanishads 

• The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali 

• Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika  

Bhagavad-Gita (Lord Krishna’s song) 

An episode from Mahabharata, it belongs to the literature of Hinduism tradition. It 

was composed approximately 3-4
th

 century BC. It consists of 700 stanzas, expounds 

various Yogic paths.  

The main Upanishads 

A genre of Hindu literature, with over 200 extant works, they are regarded as a 

sacred revelation of the wisdom, as opposed to the Vedas. The main themes are:  

1. The teaching that the transcendental core of one’s being - the Self (atman) - is 

identical to the transcendental core of the universe (brahman). 

2. The doctrine of embodiment and the death of human beings. 

3. The doctrine of karma and retribution. 

4. The notion that karma production and reincarnation can be prevented through 

spiritual practices of renunciation and meditation. 

The yoga Sutra of Patanjali (Aphorism of Yoga by Patanjali) 

The authoritative exposition of Classical Yoga, it was probably written by several 

different authors between the 2
nd

 century BC and the 2
nd

 century AD. It comprises 4 

chapters with 195 aphorisms. The work explains the 8 ‘limbs’ of yoga. In its 

terminology, this work is closer to Mahayana Buddhism than Hinduism. It is 
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regarded as ‘the bible of yoga’ by modern yoga practitioners (Smith and Smith, 

1986:6) 

Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika (Light of the forceful Yoga)  

The most widely used manual on Hatha Yoga, written by Svatmarama Yogin (mid-

14
th

 century). He tried to integrate the physical disciplines with higher spiritual goals 

and practices. The book comprises 4 chapters totalling 389 couplets. 

(Information mainly drawn from Feuerstein, 1997) 

 

There are other reference books the BWY recommends to use, specifically anatomy and 

physiology books. But titles and authors are not specified, and choice is left to the 

students and Diploma Course Tutors (DCT). 

 

2.9.2 Modern Postural Yoga (MPY) 

I summarize here how yoga has become a current phenomenon in Britain.  

It seems that yoga practitioners believe that yoga not only improves their health, 

strengthens them against difficulties in life, but also provides a continuing and strong 

sense of self. By tracing yoga development in the West during the 20
th

 century and the 

social zeitgeist which made this development possible, personal narratives of individual 

yoga practitioners can be placed in the wider perspective of western yoga history. 

    

Yoga was originally developed in ancient India, and the knowledge has been handed 

down by demonstration and word of mouth from teacher to pupil as tradition. 

After the British Empire colonized Southern Asia, yoga practice became known to a 

few westerners who had an academic interest in Indian history and philosophy 

(Worthington, 1982). Worthington (1982) explains that public interest in yoga was 

revived by Ramakrishna (1836-1886) whose message then was of the essential oneness 

of all religious traditions. Many of the yoga movements today follow this integrative 

teaching. His most well-known disciple was Vivekananda (1863-1902), and many 

westerners followed him by mainly spreading Hatha Yoga to the West.  
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The Theosophical society was formed in 1875 in New York by Mme Helena Blavatsky 

(1831-1891) and Henry Olcott. The society had been a catalyst in assisting the spread of 

yogic and Indian philosophical knowledge in the West (Stuckrad, 2005; Heelas, 1996: 

Faivre, 2000). The society translated and published many yogic texts, and there were 

attempts to modernise yoga in India. Ramana Maharishi (1879-1950) passed on his 

knowledge of Jnana Yoga. Aurobindo Ghosh (1872-1950) advocated an Integral Yoga 

in which he tried to combine the fragmented methods of specialized yoga practices into 

a holistic lifestyle. Sivananda (1887-1963) spread the moderate Hatha Yoga practice 

worldwide, and taught in his ashram in Rishikesh many teachers who have proved 

successful and reliable guides (Strauss, 2005). In this moderate Hatha Yoga way, yoga 

has gained grass-roots popularity in the West and other Asian countries (De Michelis, 

2004). 

 

In those days, the people who wanted to study yoga met difficulties of finding a guru. 

They were prepared to learn the Indian and/or Tibetan language and Sanskrit to read the 

scriptures, and spend years practicing yoga in order to gain spiritual satisfaction. There 

were also a number of Indian gurus who travelled to the West to spread their teachings. 

One of the famous yogi was Swami Vivekananda who gave a talk on yoga at the 

Chicago World Religious Convention in 1893. He made such a huge impression on the 

audience that William James writes,  

 

“In India, training in mystical insight has been known from time immemorial 
under the name of Yoga. Yoga means experimental union of the individual with 
the divine. It is based on persevering exercise; and the diet, posture, breathing, 
intellectual concentration, and moral discipline vary slightly in the different 
systems which teach it. The Yogi, or disciple, who has by these means overcome 
the obscurations of his lower nature sufficiently, enters into the condition termed 
Samadhi, “and comes face to face with facts which no instinct or reason can ever 
know.” …When a man comes out of Samadhi, they assure us that he remains 
“enlightened, a sage, a prophet, a saint, his whole character changed, his life 
changed, illuminated.” (James, 1902, p. 400) 

 

Vivekananda visited many towns in the USA and founded the Vedanta society. He 

visited Britain and gave many talks (De Michelis, 2004; Worthington, 1996). 

Around the turn of the century, some westerners were opening their eyes to yoga.  
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C. G. Jung was also fascinated by the East and its cultures. He travelled in India, and 

was influenced deeply; for instance, he drew Mandala (pictures of Buddha) in later 

years.  However, Jung writes (1995, original work published in1936) on yoga,  

 

“The spiritual development of the West has been along entirely different lines 
from that of the East and has therefore produced conditions which are the most 
unfavourable soil one can think of for the application of Yoga. Western 
civilization is scarcely a thousand years old and must first of all free itself from its 
barbarous one-sidedness. This means, above all, deeper insight into the nature of 
man. But no insight is gained by repressing and controlling the unconscious, and 
least of all by imitating methods which have grown up under totally different 
psychological conditions. In the course of centuries the West will produce its own 
Yoga, and it will be on the basis laid down by Christianity.” (Jung, 1995, p. 165) 

 

Jung’s well-known interest in yoga has been often quoted (Naitou, 1991), and 

commented on (Hanegraaff, 1996; Stuckrad, 2005). However, his opinion that yoga 

would have difficulties spreading in the West was quite premature. The forms of yoga 

currently practised in the West are not based on Christianity or Hinduism, but health 

orientation and popular spirituality (Campbell, 2007). I will discuss further the reasons 

why yoga has become so popular later in chapter six.  

 

2.9.3 A history of the British Yoga 

In the West during the 1930s and 40s, there was a growing interest in India and yoga, 

that saw a torrent of books published, for example Alexandra David-Neel on Tibet and 

Theos Bernard on Hatha Yoga. Among them, Paul Brunton was very popular, and his 

book “A Search in Secret India” (1947) sold well. In particular, and importantly for my 

study, M. Eliade published his scholarly and influential book “Yoga: Immortality and 

Freedom” in 1954. It was translated into English later (1969). He studied Sanskrit in 

Calcutta for three years and yoga in an ashram for six months (1928-31), then 

completed a doctoral thesis, which was published later and formed the basis for the 

above book. His books are still well-quoted in any serious studies on the subject of yoga 

(Feuerstein, 1989; Wicher, 1998; Burley, 2007; Stuckrad, 2005; De Michelis, 2004). 

According to Worthington (1982), the first yoga school was set up in Britain (in 

Epping) in 1949 by Sir Paul Dukes, an eminent ex-India civil servant. He also wrote a 

popular yoga book (1960). Yoga then had ‘cult’ status for the people who sought it out, 
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who had been a member of the elite class in Western society but who were disillusioned 

and wanted to find ‘an alternative style of life’ or ‘deeper meaning in life’. Newcombe 

(2008) traces the way the British Wheel of Yoga was established in 1965. In the 1970s, 

hundreds of yoga classes started throughout Britain on the back of Local Adult 

Education classes (Newcombe, 2008), but there were many private classes too. Richard 

Hittlemen ran a popular colour TV series in 1973, which was watched by millions of 

people. Hittleman also wrote popular yoga books (1969; 1966) which helped to spread 

yoga further. With many yoga gurus establishing branches in the major Western cities, 

yoga became accessible to most ordinary people. During the summer months, Indian 

gurus regularly visit North America, Britain, Europe and Australia, and Western 

students in return often visit their guru’s ashrams in winter. Those well-known gurus 

often have world-wide networks of teaching centres, teachers and followers in addition 

to well-devised teacher training and teaching programs (Strauss, 2004). As more 

western teachers qualified to teach, an increasing number of venues ran yoga classes. 

Yoga continued to spread, mainly among the middle classes (De Michelis, 2004; 

Newcombe, 2007)).  

In 1972, the European Union of National Federations of Yoga was established in 

Switzerland (Worthington, 1982). Seminars and retreats started being organized more 

widely. Since then, national bodies have been affiliated from all countries in Western 

Europe, and some from the eastern bloc. A `Minimum Programme’ was drawn up to 

provide a minimum statement of principles, so that all member countries could build 

their teacher training programmes on a similar standard, which is based on Patanjali’s 

Eight Limbs of Yoga (Worthington, 1982). In this way, Western yoga has been 

standardized and quality-controlled within the western cultural milieu. 

I will briefly sketch some of those gurus well-known in the West here, since these gurus 

and their disciples have had a profound influence on western yoga practitioners.  

Swami Sivananda (1887-1963) of Rishikesh (in the Himalayas) trained many 

outstanding yogis, and sent them outside India to spread yoga. He was a physician but 

renounced the world, and set up the Divine Life Society, which later won an 

international reputation (Strauss, 2005; McKean, 1996). His best-known disciples are 

Swami Cidananda, the head of the Divine Life Society, Swami Satyananda of the Bihar 

School of Yoga. The Mahareshi Mahesh Yogi became famous for his system of mantra 
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yoga named Transcendental Meditation (TM), when the practice was associated with 

The Beatles in 1967 and hit the world’s news headlines. It has been very successful in 

helping many people to reduce stress and bring them a peaceful mind (Worthington, 

1982). There have been organizations (e.g. the NHS), which officially sanction its use 

as a medical treatment. The technique is very simple and uses repeated intensive mantra 

(Hewitt, 1991).  

The big three schools of yoga in the UK trace their lineage to one Indian guru Sri T. 

Krishnamacharya (1888-1989). He taught B.K.S. Iyengar, K. Pattabhi Jois and T.K.V. 

Desikachar (Grzybowski, 1997). Krishnamacharya and these three teachers he trained 

are hugely responsible for yoga’s rapid spread in the West. Between them they created 

the current popular schools of yoga: Iyengar Yoga, Ashtanga Yoga and Desikachar 

Yoga (later remaned Vini Yoga, and The Association of Yoga Studies, now Centre for 

Yoga Studies). All have a strong emphasis on Hatha Yoga, the practice of postures and 

breathing. Gryzybowski (1997) explains about these three schools: The Yoga developed 

by B.K.S. Iyengar demands attention to detail, symmetry and precision of alignment in 

the postures. His school uses specialized props extensively in this practice. K. Pattabhi 

Jois teaches a strong method called Ashtanga/Power Yoga. It is distinguished by using 

Bandha (body lock) and Ujjayi (strong breathing), accentuating a flow of postures. One 

aim of this style is to generate enough heat to cleanse the body of impurities; another is 

to break down any rigidity in the body and to build strength and stamina (Smith, 2008). 

T.K.V. Desikachar, Krishnamacharya’s son, prefers to teach students individually, with 

just four or five gentle postures at a time. The student is given a prescribed sequence to 

practice to progress step by step. Pranayama and chanting are an important part of the 

sequence. This form of modern yoga practice emphasizes postures and breathing which 

characterize modern yoga practice in the West (De Michelis, 2004). 

I traced here how yoga has evolved to gain popularity in the West, and who the main 

movers were in nutshell, I will turn to the history of the BWY next. 

 

2.9.4 A short history of the BWY   

According to the official website of the British Wheel of Yoga, the organization was 

founded by Wilfred Clark 40 years ago in Birmingham. The main dates are: 
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1965 - The Wheel of British Yoga (WBY) was set up, and was run by volunteers. 

1970 - The quarterly magazine was launched. It was later named Spectrum. 

1972 - The European Union of National Federations of Yoga was established. 

1973 - The Wheel ratified its first constitution and began to hold elections for official 

 posts.  

1975 - A teacher training program was drawn up to state the minimum principles. 

1976 - The British Wheel of Yoga (BWY) was adopted as the formal name for the 

 organization. 

1987 - The central office was established at Sleaford in Lincolnshire. 

1995 - The Sports Council awarded the BWY Governing Body status for yoga in Great 

 Britain. 

1999 - A full time office manager was employed at Central Office. 

2005 – A full-time CEO was appointed to run the organization as a business enterprise. 

 

The British Wheel of Yoga (BWY) has represented the yoga population in the UK as an 

umbrella organization for the European Union since 1995. In turn, the BWY came 

under the control of the European Sports Council and now under Sport England. The 

standard of adult education and safety regulation monitoring have become stricter, and 

these organizations make sure that the standard of qualification, insurance schemes, and 

in-service training are updated. This politically organized, regulated and structured 

secular yoga organization is a far cry from yoga gurus who originally spread the sacred 

teachings in ancient India. De Michelis (2004) describes this change as a shift from 

matha (monastery) to the fee-paying classroom. Currently the BWY is affiliated with 

other yoga organizations such as Mandala Yoga Ashram, The Life Centre and Triyoga 

(information drawn from their official site, http://www.bwy.org.uk, 2008).  There are, 

however, yoga practitioners who are not registered with the BWY. They may belong to 

other unaffiliated guru schools, or they may not be keen enough to belong to any 

particular organization. 
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2.9.5 The characteristics of the organization 

Yoga has become popular among the general population, and consequently an 

increasing number of public premises run yoga classes. Most of their learners want to 

gain improved health and well-being rather than spirituality (Newcombe, 2007). There 

has been a proliferation of ‘Yoga schools with a difference’, such as Power Yoga (for 

men), Tantric Yoga (for better sex), and Kripalu Yoga (for dancers and gymnasts), 

Yoga and Tai-chi and so forth. Some regard yoga as a leisure activity, and run courses 

such as Disco-Yoga, ‘Yoga and Champagne’ health farm weekends and Yoga holidays 

(FT, 13th November 2004).  

 

With the help of mass media and the Internet, yoga has become marketable, yoga 

practice has been targeted as a field of commerce, and yoga tools and clothing are 

treated as desirable merchandise (Singleton and Byrne, 2008). The features and 

practices of yoga in these aspects can only be understood within a contemporary 

consumer culture and late-modernity as Giddens (1991) asserted.  

 

I now consider some of the conspicuous features of the BWY. 

At the start of year 2008, the membership of the BWY was approximately 8,500, half of 

whom are registered as teaching members (Spectrum, spring, 2008). The BWY is an 

eclectic, secular, educational and sport organization with an elected chairperson and 

various committees. According to their official web site, there is also a paid manager for 

running the organization in an effective businesslike way. It comes under the European 

Sports Council and receives support from them. It also organizes insurance policies for 

its teaching members and an in-service-training scheme, as well as organizing teacher 

training courses. It is affiliated with other European Yoga organizations to standardize 

the teaching program. It also organizes several annual events, such as the National 

Congress, the National Training Week, Regional Yoga Days, and Yoga Festivals. All of 

these are advertised in the quarterly magazine `Spectrum’, venues are hired, and some 

teachers are invited from various schools. They have an administrative office, but no 

other fixed building for their own. The committee members and the organizers are 
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elected and ratified, and there are no spiritual leaders in the organization. It illustrates a 

quintessential aspect of democratic, not charismatic, non-denominational modern yoga 

practice in the UK at the grassroots.  

 

2.9.6 Its yoga practice and the members  

In this section, I will clarify who the BWY practitioners are, and what constitutes a yoga 

community, drawing information mainly from my 20 years of experience as a member. 

 

Most yoga communities are basically organized internationally. If it is a guru oriented 

community, the headquarters or the main ashram is normally in India or in the United States. 

In the case of the British Wheel of Yoga, the central administrative office is in Lincolnshire. 

True to this organizational fact, many practitioners I have met on various occasions say 

that they started yoga as part of their sport/relaxation/fitness activities. Most yoga 

practitioners come to join publicly organized yoga classes such as adult education 

classes, and follow instruction from a teacher. Of those beginners’ classes, yoga is 

limited mostly to bodily exercises and relaxation. In general, yoga practitioners’ 

understanding of yoga, the contents of practice, theoretical and spiritual affinities differ 

considerably, and mostly their personal allegiance to yoga schools, gurus, organizations, 

teachers divide them. During the last 50 years in the West, yoga has become very 

popular through intense diversification. They all claim to have grounding in particular 

yoga schools, theories, particular gurus, or particular ways of applying yoga practice 

(Alter, 2004). Most of the BWY practitioners are slotting their practice into a busy daily 

life. Heelas (1996) describes it as fitting ‘spirituality’ into their way of life. 

 

Since 1954, while many Christians objected to yoga in general, Krishnamacharya’s 

disciple Iyengar and others introduced a very physiologically oriented yoga which 

spread and reduced resistance significantly (De Michelis, 2004; Hewitt, 1991).  

 

To take an example, one of Iyengar’s Italian disciples Vanda Scaravelli imbued her 

practice with Krishnamurti’s teachings. In turn, she taught John Stirk, Peter Blackaby 

and John Carter, three currently popular British teachers with the BWY members. They 

are influenced by their profession, osteopathy, and they practise ‘spine centred, gravity 
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awareness’ yoga. Their main reference book is ‘Emotional Anatomy’ written by Stanley 

Keleman (1985).  

This particular example includes four generations of a teaching lineage and students, 

illustrating how modern yoga transforms the meaning of practice in the process to suit 

the practitioners, i.e. the BWY members. Strauss (2004) described that yoga 

communities are very much like Tönnies’ (2001, original work published in1887) 

Gemeinschaft, united by intention rather than by blood or place.  

 

2.9.7 Yoga therapy 

There are many new yoga students who are coming into classes, including the elderly, 

chronically ill, terminally ill, pregnant, and people with many other medical conditions. 

For those who practice therapeutic yoga, there have been a number of publications by 

medically trained yoga teachers (McCall, 2007; Ornish, 1990; Garde, 1975; Nagarathna 

et al., 1990). In order to teach yoga to those students, yoga teachers need to be taught 

and trained in therapeutic aspects of yoga. There has been a movement in yoga schools 

to establish medicalization of yoga as a form of complementary medicine (De Michelis, 

2008). The standardization, professionalization and regulation of yoga therapy to a 

certain extent seem inevitable if yoga therapy attempts to establish credibility and 

legitimacy (Cant and Sharma, 1996; 1999). Unfortunately, yoga therapists’ 

qualifications are complicated to organize or standardize since there are a number of 

different schools of yoga in Britain, and many of them are branches of international 

yoga organizations, each with their own gurus abroad. They also place emphasis on 

different aspects of yoga theory or practice. There may lie huge problems needing 

solutions, for example, how to synthesize the ideologies of complementary therapy and 

yoga therapy, how to maintain spirituality in the commercial environment, the 

relationship between wholeness and consumerism (Saks, 1992; Saks, 1995; Fisher and 

Ward, 1994; Mitchell and Cormack, 1998; Furnham, 2000; Bivins, 2007).  
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2.10. Summary   

In order to place my study in the vast amount of yoga literature, I have classified them 

into very broad categories, from scientific quantitative research to modern social 

scientific research, and justified the contributory value of my study.  

In order to understand how a modern yoga practitioner studies yoga, I summarized their 

main yoga text, Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra as a self-developmental model. 

I have looked at ‘the self’ from various points of view. I presented Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy 

of Human Needs’ theory, and I also touched on the key ideas of phenomenology. I 

discussed the close link between yoga, Buddhism and phenomenology, and presented 

further two models: Skill Acquisition model by Dreyfus and The Ten Oxherding 

Pictures of Zen model.  

I explored why and how people who live in a modern society, search for a sense of ‘the 

self’ on the back of The New Age Movement. I sketched the outlines of The New Age 

Movement, and their influence on us and the consequent social implications. Lastly, I 

traced the history of modern yoga in Britain, and The British Wheel of Yoga’s progress 

over time, and where it is now. I noted its characteristic organizational features, secular 

aspects of managing the quality of yoga for members, as well as some problematic 

aspects of yoga therapy.   

In the next Chapter, I will discuss how I decided to choose hermeneutic phenomenology 

as my research methodology, and justify the reasons for my choice.  
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3. Choosing Methodology   

3.1 Introduction                                     

Through the process of yoga practice, the practitioner interprets what he/she does, and 

creates a unique individual meaning of ‘the self’ that fits into a modern individual 

lifestyle. This process of meaning construction will be examined through the lived-life 

narratives of yoga practitioners, and the theoretical foundation for analysis and 

interpretation will be based on hermeneutic phenomenology. 

In order to answer the research question, “What is the nature of ‘the self’ yoga 

practitioners cultivate?” I have investigated various approaches, and concluded that my 

study required a qualitative research methodology since what I was trying to find out 

was the subjective experience of yoga practitioners. The following section explains how 

I reached the conclusion that the right methodology for my research was hermeneutic 

phenomenology. 

 

This chapter ‘Choosing a Methodology, and the next chapter ‘Hermeneutic 

Phenomenological Methods in context’ are closely linked.    

 

3.2 Choosing a Methodology 

Firstly, I summarize qualitative research methodology, then I will provide an overview 

of ethnographic methodology and the reasons I could not use it. Thirdly, I will 

summarize the BNIM, and the reasons why I thought it was not for this study. Fourthly, 

I will summarize hermeneutic phenomenology for this study, and the reasons for 

choosing ideas of Heidegger (1962) and Merleau-Ponty (1962; 1964b). Finally, I will 

discuss the similarities and differences between descriptive phenomenology and 

hermeneutic phenomenology, and the reasons for my choice of the latter. 

 

3.2.1 Qualitative research methodology 

This research intends to investigate the nature of ‘the self’ that arises out of individual 

life experiences of yoga practitioners. 
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Denzin and Lincoln (2003) explain that qualitative research is a field of inquiry which 

crosscuts disciplines, fields, and subject matters. It is surrounded by a family of 

complex, interconnected terms, concepts and assumptions. Denzin and Lincoln (2003, p. 

3) divide qualitative research in North America into seven moments; (1) the traditional 

(1900 – 1950); (2) the modernist (1950 – 1970); (3) the blurred genres (1970 - 1986); 

(4) the crisis of representation (1986 – 1990); (5) A Triple Crisis: the post modern, a 

period of experimentation and new ethnographies (1990 – 1995); (6) postexperimental 

(1995 - 2000) and (7) the future (2000 -  ).  

During the blurred genres, the period of transition from positivism to post positivism, 

many qualitative methodologies were conceived and taken up. Denzin and Lincoln 

(2003, pp. 4-5) offer a generic definition of qualitative research as:  

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 
It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of 
representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 
recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an 
interpretative, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative 
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 
to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.”  

 

The blurred genres era was a turning point for narrative and story telling (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2003). As Bruner (1990, p. 115) recalls “By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 

notion of the Self as a story teller came on the scene – the Self telling stories that 

included a delineation of Self as part of the story.” Bruner (ibid.) believes that narrative 

and story telling are the process of constructing meaning. 

Narrative research has grown rapidly during the last two decades (Lieblich et al., 1998). 

According to Polkinghorne (1988, p. 3-4), one of the projects of the mental realm is 

knowledge of the whole self. Against the tide of the cognitive revolution since the 

1970s, narrative inquiry has grown, because “narrative is one of the operations of the 

realm of meaning”. Thus, Polkinghorne (1988, p. 6) summarises that we study narrative 

meaning “to make explicit the operations that produce its particular kind of meaning, 

and to draw out the implications this meaning has for understanding human existence.” 

However, there are a variety of approaches to textual analysis in the social sciences, and 

the study of narrative is interdisciplinary. Geertz (1973) called it ‘interpretive turn’. 
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Critics who are sceptical about treating language as a transparent medium treat story-

telling as “constructed, creatively authored, rhetorical, replete with assumptions, and 

interpretive.” (Riesman, 1993, p. 5) 

From the above point of view, the approach to narrative analysis is distinguished by an 

interpretive thrust (Riesman, 1993), and has to do with how the researcher interprets 

things (Bruner, 1990). Since then, there have been a number of qualitative research 

theories relating to the different ways narrative data are treated (Flick et al., 2004).  

 

3.2.2 Comparing three qualitative methodologies 

For this research, I have tried and tested ethnography and the Biographical Narrative 

Interpretive Methods (BNIM) before deciding to use hermeneutic phenomenology.  

 

3.2.2.1 Ethnography   

Prior to this doctoral research, I studied for an MSc in medical anthropology, and wrote 

my dissertation on “Yoga therapy as a complementary medicine for low-back-pain 

sufferers”. For this study, I carried out a 3-month ethnographic field work project at a 

yoga therapy organization learning about how to use the methodology. I found it was a 

fascinating experience. 

 

According to Flick (2002, p. 147, sourced from Atkinson and Hammersley, 1998), there 

are 4 features of ethnographic research: 

1. A strong emphasis on exploring the nature of a particular social phenomenon.  

2. A tendency to work primarily with ‘unstructured’ data, that is, data that have not been 

coded at the point of data collection. 

3. Investigation of a small number of cases in detail. 

4. Analysis of data that involve explicit interpretation of the meanings and functions of 

human actions, the product of which mainly takes the form of verbal descriptions and 

explanations, with qualification and statistical analysis playing a subordinate role at 

most. 
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While I did the field work, I found that yoga therapy was founded and practiced on 

ideologies different from orthodox medicine. I used medical anthropological concepts 

of healing models which were based on cultural understanding of suffering. There were 

two reasons why I could not continue in this vein for further research despite my 

original intention. They were:   

 

Firstly, I could not find a suitable research field.  

The yoga therapy centre where I was going to do the fieldwork had to relocate. The 

director of the centre told me that they could not accommodate me until they had found 

a new suitable site, had settled down, and had started treating clients. Consequently, I 

turned to other areas of yoga therapy, as I knew from contemporary articles in yoga 

journals such as ‘Spectrum’ and ‘Yoga and Health’, that there were many clinics and 

mental hospitals which used yoga for treating illnesses. Unfortunately, although I wrote 

letters asking for permission for fieldwork at various sites, I could not obtain any 

permission from them. Hammersley & Atkinson (1995) explain that gaining permission 

to do an ethnographic field study in a formal organization is difficult. In particular, if 

the organization is an authoritative and bureaucratic one such as a hospital, the police, a 

prison, or the government, gaining entry becomes a hurdle unless one is already a 

member.  

I then turned my research focus on the BWY practitioners’ community using 

ethnographic methodology of participant observation. However, yoga communities in 

the UK are usually not concrete, but nebular and transient by nature, and I did not 

manage to find a suitable community in which to immerse myself for a period of time.  

As far as The British Wheel of Yoga is concerned, the yoga community is where yoga 

practitioners gather for the purpose of doing yoga, i.e. talking, teaching, learning, and 

practising. The nature of modern yoga community is voluntary, mobile, secular and 

temporal.  

Strauss (2000, p. 183) describes, 

 “The bodily practices of yoga likewise generate many different types of communities; 
the ones I am concerned…(with which) are transnational, but intersect with many 
other more localized circles. Approaching community in this light does, however, 
force us to re-evaluate our criteria for valid ethnographic research, established as 
they were during the period when geographically isolated communities provided the 
basis for anthropological study.”  
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Strauss calls this community ‘an imagined community’ (2008, p. 68). 

 

However, the second reason ethnography was not suitable for my study was that I was 

already a member of the BWY practitioner community. 

An ethnographer is traditionally an outsider to the community under study since the 

anthropological stance is to take a stranger’s viewpoint for social and cultural 

phenomena (Denscombe, 2003, p. 84), and, according to van Maanen (1996, p. 263), 

“ethnography typically refers to fieldwork conducted by a single investigator who ‘lives 

with and lives like’ those who are studied, usually a year or more.” Rapport (2002) 

explains that ethnography is suited to the study of exotic small life worlds because of its 

openness and flexibility. An anthropological ethnographer is, by tradition, required to 

take an objective view about the culture of a subjective group, i.e. ‘other cultures’, 

he/she is usually a stranger to the community.  

 

From this point of view, I agreed that my inside knowledge of the BWY community 

might prevent me from having an objective understanding of phenomena related to the 

BWY. Consequently, I found that anthropological ethnographic research methods were 

not suitable to study BWY practitioners’ experiences, because I was no longer an 

outsider to the subject group.  

 

However, I still consider that the ethnographic method in general is a very useful tool to 

obtain information about a group of people at the grassroots level. As Flick (2002, p. 

147) says, “Ethnography has been the most powerful influence on the transformation of 

qualitative research into some kind of postmodern research attitude as opposed to the 

more or less codified application of specific methods.”  

 

When I decided that the ethnographic research method was not suitable, I turned to 

another methodology which would facilitate my research. 
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3.2.2.2 Biographical Narrative Interpretive Methods 

I was then introduced to the Biographical Narrative Interpretive Methods (BNIM) by 

my supervisor. I went to a 4-day methodology training course which was run by the two 

academics who had been using it to study refugees and homeless people in Europe 

(Wengraf, 2001; Chamberlayne, et al., 2000; Chamberlayne, et al., 2002).  

As I learned the theory, I felt that the analysis of narratives was interesting. Having 

done two pilot interviews and a group analysis, I felt that the method was lacking some 

important element to study yoga practitioners’ life stories. I concluded that the social 

constructionalist view of BNIM was not suitable to analyse yoga practitioners’ 

narratives of ‘lived-experience’. As I found that the narrative of yoga’s lived experience 

is about bodily practice and embodied experience, which are subjective and private 

feelings, and difficult to understand through language deconstruction.  

 

I outline what BNIM is, and the reasons why I decided not to use it. 

On the back of the so-called ‘interpretive turn’ (Geertz, 1973), biographical research 

methodology was re-discovered and re-invented by Gabriele Rosenthal in Germany in 

1980 (Rosenthal, 1998) after examining the first wave of Chicago biographic studies in 

the 1920s. Biographical research is now re-established and being used in sociology, oral 

history, and educational sciences (Wengraf, 2001). In the 1970s, Rosenthal was 

introduced to the narrative interview methods of Fritz Schutze (1983) which were 

provoking a great deal of discussion in the field of qualitative research (Rosenthal, 

1998; Rosenthal, 2004).  

Since the nature of BNIM requires an extensive and time consuming process, its sample 

size is relatively small, approximately 7 – 10 (Wengraf, 2001). I outline Wengraf’s 

interview procedure method for BNIM (ibid.). Its data collecting method is mainly in-

depth interviews, and the interview session is divided into three parts.  

The first stage is to invite the informant’s life story. The second stage is to ask the 

informant some further details on his/her life story, based on the researcher’s notes 

taken during the first stage. Jones (2001; 2004) recommends the Single Question which 

is designed to instigate the life story of the informant. Wengraf (2001) explains that 

analyzing and interpreting Single Question aim at Inducing Narratives (SQUIN). The 
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informant may then be asked to fill in a questionnaire to give factual lived life details, 

e.g. the date of birth, family members, educational and occupational backgrounds.                                                                                  

Wengraf says that (ibid.), once the interview material has been worked over to produce 

answers to two theory questions – “what is the pattern of the lived life?”, and “what is 

the pattern of the told story and the self-presentation?” He uses Breckner’s (1998) 5 

stages of ‘Principles and Procedures of the Biographic-Interpretive Methods’ to identify 

the case structure (ibid.). The deconstruction of narratives through spoken language 

aims at illuminating the difference between the life viewed from outside and self 

expression about their life. In order to do so, BNIM uses a group of outsiders to discuss 

the life trajectory of the narrator. 

After I had obtained research permission from the university’s ethical committee, I 

interviewed two volunteers from the BWY members as pilot cases. I applied the in-

depth interview procedures of BNIM, transcribed interview tapes, and carried out a 

group discussion. As a result, I decided that BNIM was not for my study.  

After these two case studies, I felt that, firstly, doing 2 sub-sessions of interviews and 

performing SQUIN - BNIM procedure did not unravel the deeper level of bodily 

feelings. Particularly, the significance of yoga’s embodied practice that plays a 

symbolic significance in their sense of ‘the self’ was not captured.  

Similar to my view, an anthropologist Csordas (2002) argues that textual narrative 

analysis is not adequate to capture the richness of the being-in-the-world experience, 

and interpretation of narrative needs the idea of the ‘Dasein’ (Being-in-the-world) 

(Heidegger, 1962) from phenomenological philosophy to fill the gap.  

Secondly, I felt that the ‘minimalist passive interviewing technique’ (Jones, 2004) for 

interviewing the participants was difficult as what they narrated was not a chronological 

life story, but a reflexive inner-life story of transformation, and they needed prompts 

and gentle encouragement with empathy and understanding. I realized that it was a slow 

process for the participants to become aware of inner-feelings, and become reflexive in 

their mode of thinking before they actually talked about the subtle bodily feelings. A 

single question interview technique was not helpful in this respect. Consequently, I 

decided that I needed to look for another methodology.  
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However, I still regard BNIM’s analytical approach as valid for other areas of research 

and for other research questions.  

 

3.2.3 Phenomenology as methodology 

After taking an MA course in Applied Health Qualitative Research Methodology with 

De Montfort University, I decided that phenomenology was the best methodology for 

my research purposes. I then discovered that there were two different approaches within 

phenomenological methodology: descriptive and hermeneutic. Having read some of the 

related theoretical and research publications, I chose hermeneutic phenomenology as the 

most suitable methodology.  

 
The reasons for choosing this approach were: firstly, from my past experiences in 

qualitative research, I realized the importance of in-depth interviews about their inner-

selves. I also realized that, in order to do so, an mpathetic approach played an important 

role (Smith, 1998). Secondly, phenomenology provides a tool to understand 

embodiment (Csordas, 1994a; 1994b; 1997; 2002). Thirdly, it enables us to understand 

the transformative processes of the experiences through narratives (Csordas, 1994a; 

1994b).  

In the following section, I outline what phenomenological methodology is, and probe 

into the entailing issues. I then briefly compare and contrast hermeneutic 

phenomenology and descriptive phenomenology, and explain the reasons why I chose 

hermeneutic phenomenology for my study. 

 

As Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. vii) describes, phenomenology is the search for “a 

philosophy which shall be a ‘rigorous science’, but it also offers an account of space, 

time and the world as we ‘live’ in them. It tries to give a direct description of our 

experience as ‘it is’”. Thus, phenomenology tries to understand the essences of human 

experiences from inside without an objective view of causality. Van Manen (2002b) 

explains that phenomenology may be considered a human science method as a 

profoundly reflective inquiry into human meaning. Van Manen (1990, p. 184) writes, 

“Phenomenology differs from the various human science approaches such as 
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ethnography, symbolic interactionism, and ethnomethodology in that phenomenology 

makes a distinction between appearance and essence.”  

 

In these descriptions, I felt that phenomenological analysis was suitable to answer the 

research question relating to ‘the nature of the self’ of yoga practitioners.  

 

According to van Manen (2002b), there are two approaches to phenomenological 

inquiry, the philosophical one and the practical one. From a philosophical point of view, 

there are various phenomenological orientations. For social science researchers, 

phenomenology is useful in applying its method to their professional practice or to the 

areas of their lifeworld. Those applied areas of study are mainly in the human sciences 

department, e.g. education, clinical psychology, nursing, medicine. Van Manen (2002b) 

and Benner (1994) suggest that practitioners in the health sciences may study areas such 

as the nurse/doctor-patient relationship, how young children experience pain, or how the 

body experiences illness.  

 

Adopting van Manen’s phenomenological methods, this study uses phenomenological 

views as part of a philosophical paradigm, and a practical methodology as an analytical 

procedure to extract essences.  

 

3.2.4 Descriptive phenomenology and Hermeneutic phenomenology  

The major research methodologies in phenomenological research are descriptive 

methodology and hermeneutic methodology (Maggs-Rapport, 2001), and they are 

considered here for their relevance to my study. Firstly, I will consider 

phenomenological reduction; then, I will explain my reasons for rejecting descriptive 

phenomenology, and finally, my reasons for choosing hermeneutic phenomenology.  

 

3.2.4.1 Phenomenological reduction   

Research on the subject of yoga practice and phenomenology cannot avoid the issue of 

reduction, i.e. the process of abstracting the essence out of phenomena. Merleau-Ponty 

(1962, p. xiv) stresses the impossibility of a complete reduction. Van Manen (1990, p. 

185) uses the word ‘reduction’ as a necessary analytical process, but in a different way 
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to Husserl (1970) and Giorg (1985). He writes that we should not see the reduction as 

an end in itself. Rather the reduction is a means to an end. 

 

Denscombe (2003, p. 102) explains: 

“Researchers who use a phenomenological approach need to be explicit about 
their own ways of making sense of the world and, in order to get a clear view of 
how others see the world, they need to suspend (or bracket off) their own beliefs 
temporarily for the purposes of research.” 

 

A phenomenological approach requires a detailed description of lived experiences, but 

the researcher also needs to suspend their own beliefs, expectations and predispositions 

as much as possible about the phenomenon under investigation. As Denscombe (ibid.) 

says “From a phenomenological perspective researchers are part and parcel of the 

social world they seek to investigate.” When the researcher interprets data, he/she needs 

to be aware of the way in which he/she is making judgement on the materials, and 

he/she needs to minimize the personal assumptions and briefs.  

 

Since phenomenology is an analytical methodology, I will next compare and contrast 

Husserlian/descriptive analytical process and Heideggerian/hermeneutic analytical 

process.  

 

3.2.4.2 Descriptive phenomenology  

Existential phenomenology seeks a descriptive understanding of participant experiences 

from participant’s perspectives (Pollio, Henley and Thompson, 1997). Moustakas 

(1994) explains the process of obtaining the phenomenological goal, i.e. the essence of 

the participant’s experiences. In phenomenological understanding of lived experiences, 

how we obtain the essence of those experiences is crucial. Descriptive phenomenology 

has been instigated by Husserl (Marion, 1998; Smith, 2003; Russell, 2006), and it has 

been expanded and disseminated by Giorgi (1985) as a credible research methodology. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Moustakas (1994) explains the analytical process of descriptive phenomenology. He 

quotes Husserl’s (1970) “Logical Investigations”, 

“We must exclude all empirical interpretations and existential affirmations, we 
must take what is inwardly experienced or otherwise inwardly intuited (e.g. in 
pure fancy) as pure experiences …. We thus achieve insights in pure 
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phenomenology which is here oriented to real constituents, whose descriptions 
are in every way 'ideal' and free from…presupposition of real existence” (1970, p. 
577).   
 

Moustakas thus divides Husserlian analytical process into 4 stages. 

1. Époche: Setting aside prejudgments and opening the research interview with an 

unbiased, receptive presence. 

2. Phenomenological Reduction 

Here, the task is that of describing in textural language just what one sees, not only in 

terms of the external object but also the internal act of consciousness, the experience as 

such, the rhythm and relationship between phenomenon and self. 

3. Imaginative variation 

The task of this step is to seek possible meanings through the utilization of imagination, 

varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the 

phenomenon from divergent perspectives, different positions, roles, or functions.  

4. Synthesis of composite textural and composite structural descriptions 

Intuitively and reflectively integrate the composite textural and composite structural 

descriptions to develop a synthesis of the meanings and essences of the phenomenon or 

experience. “This is the guiding direction of the eidetic sciences, the establishment of a 

knowledge of essences.” (Husserl, 1931, p. 44) 

 

Moustakas (1994) says that understanding nature, meanings, and essences of above 

processes is necessary in order to conduct phenomenological research. The aim of this 

methodology is for investigating human experience and for deriving knowledge from a 

state of pure consciousness. Husserl (1931) asserts that “The aim is to arrive at 

structural descriptions of an experience, the underlying and precipitating factors that 

account for what is being experienced; in other words the ‘how’ that speaks to 

conditions that illuminate the ‘what’ of experience.” Husserl’s quest is to describe “how 

did the experience of the phenomenon come to be what it is?” Husserl aims to achieve 

this knowledge by imagination and eidetic, transcendental intuition. His aim is to 

describe the pure conscious experiential essences. Giorg (1985) inherits and continues 

the above Husserlian analytical methodology, hence his method is called descriptive 

phenomenology. 
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As I described above, ‘pure consciousness’ is not the main medium for my study of 

lived experiences. The self through yoga practice would, I envisage, involve 

embodiment, and Dasein (being-with-others). I need a more open and multilayered 

approach which would enable me to study phenomenological understanding of ‘the self’ 

in lived world for yoga practitioners, as I believe ‘consciousness’ is only a part of lived 

experience of the world. 

 

3.2.4.3 Hermeneutic phenomenology 

Van Manen (2002a, p. 249) asserts that ‘sense of wonder’ is at the heart of the 

phenomenological attitude. And this elusiveness of wonder raises epistemological 

issues and ontological issues. He says that if we understand the phenomenological 

method not as a controlled set of procedures but more modestly as a ‘way towards 

human understanding’ then we need to find a way to it. For this point, Heidegger (1962) 

insists that phenomenology is a hermeneutic methodology, i.e. a method of 

interpretation. 

 

Heidegger (1962, p. 46) explains that with ‘cogito ergo sum’ Descartes (1912, original 

work published in1637) had claimed that he was putting philosophy on a new and firm 

footing. From Heidegger’s point of view, Descartes ignored one’s sense of being as a 

whole, and that is what phenomenology is addressing. Heidegger (1962, p. 62) writes,  

 

“With regard to its subject matter, phenomenology is the science of the Being of 
entities – ontology…Our investigation itself will show that the meaning of 
phenomenological description as a method lies in interpretation…The 
phenomenology of Dasein is a hermeneutic in the primordial signification of this 
word, where it designates this business of interpreting.”  

 

About hermeneutic methodology, Dreyfus (1987; 1991) explains the difference between 

Husserl and Heidegger in their approaches to the methodology. Dreyfus (1991, p. 2) 

says that Heidegger developed his hermeneutic phenomenology in opposition to 

Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. Husserl (1970) explains that the human 

sciences failed because they did not take into account intentionality – the way the 

individual mind was treated as object. Husserl developed an account of man as 

essentially a consciousness with self-contained meanings, which he called intentional 
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content. Heidegger countered that there was a more basic form of intentionality than 

that.  

 

At the foundation of Heidegger’s new approach is a phenomenology of das Man, 

‘mindless’ everyday coping skills as the basis of all intelligibility. According to Dreyfus 

(ibid.), Heidegger calls this more fundamental way of making sense of things our 

understanding of being, he claims that he is doing ontology, i.e. asking about the nature 

of this understanding of being that we do not know, but that we simply are. In this 

respect, Heidegger breaks with Husserl and Cartesian tradition by asking ontological 

questions concerning “what sort of beings we are.”  

 

Therefore, there are two problems with descriptive phenomenology for me; the first one 

concerns the impossibility of ‘epoché’ (bracketing-off) at the first stage, and the second 

one is the ‘goal’ of ‘pure consciousness’ at the last stage. The research question I am 

trying to answer is not metaphysical pure consciousness but it concerns the bodily 

awareness of the self. Thus, hermeneutic, or interpretive understanding of phenomena 

becomes more relevant for my study than descriptive phenomenology.  

 

3.2.5 Methodological problem with design 

Pollio, Henley and Thompson (1997) warn about the negative effects of excessive 

concern with methodology. Their concern arises from the way in which 

phenomenological themes function interpretatively, and the criterion of validity 

becomes whether a reader would be able to see the textual evidence supporting the 

interpretation, and whether the goal of providing a first person understanding is attained 

(ibid.).  

 

As there seems to run a considerable risk of becoming arbitrary in interpretation, there 

is the important issue of triangulation to increase credibility for this methodology. It 

requires careful application of extensive reflexivity. From this point of view, a 

phenomenological approach is not a stand-alone methodology, it may need to be 

combined with other theoretical ideas to enrich the final findings. Similarly, Maggs-
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Rapport (2000a) and DeSouza (2002) encourage the use of multiple methodologies to 

increase its trustworthiness. 

 

Therefore, data triangulation may consist of a combination of various methods, e.g. in-

depth interviews, questionnaires for factual information, participant observations, 

interview and research diaries, and information gathering through relevant publications 

and web-sites.  

 

For the interpretive process, I believe my being foreign and having different 

perspectives on yoga, can be of use in being more reflexive in the interpretive process, 

and help me to understand the British yoga practitioner’s lived experiences.  

 

3.3 Summary 

In this chapter, I firstly considered qualitative methodology. I then described the reasons 

why I did not wish to use ethnography or BNIM, and explained the reasons why I chose 

hermeneutic phenomenology for the research methodology.  

I also discussed the differences between descriptive phenomenology and hermeneutic 

phenomenology, and explained why I rejected the former. Lastly, I considered the 

shortcomings of the phenomenological approach, arbitrariness, and suggested the use of 

multiple methods to reduce bias.  

 

In the next chapter, I shall describe in detail hermeneutic phenomenological methods in 

context, i.e. its design, the actual step-by-step data collection and research analysis. 
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4.  Hermeneutic Phenomenological Methods in context 

4.1. Introduction 

The research question for this study is to find out the nature of the self of yoga 

practitioners. The outcomes of the study should reveal a better understanding of  

modern British yoga practitioners and their relationship to everyday ‘lived’ life, 

including who the practitioners are, what they do and how they feel, what the practice 

means to the individuals, how the practice helps them to overcome their life crises, and 

how they relate yoga to the meaning of their lives.  

As the title of this thesis indicates the data I used was narratives of ‘lived experience’, 

and I planned to use an open-ended interview method for data collection. By taking an 

open-ended, in-depth one-to-one interviewing method, I intended to gather 

practitioners’ individual and subjective narratives about their innermost feelings and 

reflections on their lives and yoga practice. 

 

In this chapter, I explain and explore hermeneutic phenomenological methods in 

context, i.e. data collection and data analysis. It is divided into two parts: the first part 

relates to general aspects of the methods in the context of this study, including ethical 

issues in research which concerns informed consent, confidentiality and research 

consequences. The second part is about the actual step-by-step data collection and 

analysis, and an outline of the research group. I evaluate the use of the qualitative 

research software ATLAS.ti for the analytical application and management of data, and 

I also consider the research trustworthiness and transparency. 

 

4.2. Theoretical issues of research design  

According to Denscombe (2003, p. 3), there is no ‘one right’ direction to take. But, 

there are some strategies for tackling specific issues. In practice, he says that good 

social research is a matter of ‘horses for courses’, where approaches are selected 

because they are appropriate for specific aspects of investigation and specific kinds of 

problems. However, the choices must be reasonable and they should be written down 

explicitly to maintain transparency of research.  
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My main research method was to analyse interview transcripts of lived experiences of 

yoga practitioners, and the use of interview method for this research was chosen 

because it could provide (1) detailed information; (2) indepth data based on emotions, 

experiences and feelings; (3) data based on sensitive, delicate issues and face-to-face 

approach is required (Denscombe, 2003, pp. 164-5).  

I now look into the basic principles of the interviewing process. The methods I 

employed will be described further below. 

 

4.2.1 Overview for the data collection 

Here are some of the important points during the data collection:  

(1) I take multiple data collection methods for research rigour; that is I need to keep 

taking field notes, interview diaries and research diaries. 

(2) I keep the research question in mind, and avoid confusion; I needed to focus 

interviews on yoga practice and related issues. 

(3) I stay alert, and avoid trouble, or deal with any problems arising from the 

interviewing process.  

(4) I record new discoveries during data collection as possible emergent themes.  

 

4.2.2 Interview forms  

There are different forms of interviews, e.g. seeking factual information, opinions and 

attitudes, narratives and life stories, etc. Flick (2002) lists semi-structured and open-

structured interview methods for qualitative research. The difference between them is 

the degree of control exercised by the researcher over the nature and length of the 

responses allowed during the interview. The qualitative research interview is more 

likely to be semi-structured, or even unstructured, and often a semi-structured interview 

has a focus on a ‘topic’ (Flick, 2002). In this study, the topic is yoga practice. I decided 

to use a semi-structured interview and rejected use of unstructured or structured, 

because, I hoped that participants would narrate more freely on the topic of yoga with a 

semi-structured interview. The reasons are described below. 
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Semi-structured interviews and the use of an interview guide 

Concerning the use of an interview guide, Kvale (1996) says that an interview guide 

indicates the topics and their sequence in the interview. For the semi-structured type of 

interview, the guide contains an outline of topics to be covered, with open-ended 

questions. Each interview question should be relevant to the research theme. With good 

interview questions a researcher can build a good rapport and produce a successful 

interview interaction. Flick (2002) similarly emphasises the use of an interview guide, 

and sums up the role of an interview guide as a strategy to avoid confusion in the 

interview situation. I sought advice from my supervisor on the semi-structured 

questions and discussed possible issues in advance. The aim was to draw out 

spontaneous descriptions from the participants. (A copy of the interview guide that I 

used is in the appendices.) 

 

Concerning more practical tactics for interviews, Denscombe (2003, p. 180) suggests 

using the following useful techniques: 

Prompts; for instance, the researcher remains silent, repeats the question, repeats the 

last few words spoken by the informant. 

Probe; the researcher asks for an example, asks for clarification, asks for more 

details. 

Check; the researcher summarizes their thoughts.  

 

The researcher must also respect the rights of the interviewee/participant. This means 

sometimes accepting if a participant simply does not wish to tell you something, and 

knowing when to back off and withdraw if the discussion is causing the participant 

particular embarrassment or distress.  

 

4.2.3 How many participants do I need?  

Kvale (1996) recommends interviewing as many participants as is necessary to find out 

what you need to know. The number of participants depends on the purpose of the 

study. According to Kvale (ibid.), the number of subjects in qualitative interview studies 

tends to be either too small or too large. If it is too small, it is not possible to get general 

ideas, or to find the differences between groups. If it is too big, then it is difficult to 
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extract deeper complex interpretations of the interviews. In Kvale’s (1996, p. 103) view, 

the number of interviews tends to be around 15 ± 10 in current interview studies, and 

this number may be due to a combination of availability of time and resources and of 

the law of diminishing returns. Harris (2005) interviewed 51 participants using the 

principles of grounded theory and stopped interviewing when saturation point was 

reached.  

Polkinghorne (1989) also comments that the number of subjects selected for 

phenomenology-based studies varies considerably. At one end of the continuum is Van 

Kaam’s (1969) use of 325 written descriptions from high-school students in his study on 

the experience of ‘really feeling understood.’ In the mid-range is Stevick’s (1971) use 

of 30 interviews in her study of the experience of ‘being angry’ and Mruk’s (1983) use 

of 25 descriptions of ‘being pleased and displeased with self’ in his study of self-

esteem. Frances Maggs-Rapport (2001) interviewed 11 participants with van Manen’s 

approach. An in-depth interview method required around 10-14 (Kvale, 1996) but other 

researchers manage bigger numbers (Nettleton, S. et al., 2005a). 

 

4.2.4 Sampling Methods  

Using Denscombe (2003)’s categorization for research methodology, I divided 

sampling techniques into two types: probability (statistical) sampling and non-

probability sampling, which are described below. The former is more closely associated 

with quantitative, hypothesis-testing research. The latter is usually associated with a 

qualitative research, where the focus is upon choosing a sample that will help to explore 

the theoretical constructs being studied. However, this distinction is not that clear cut, 

and using multiple methods of sampling is often justifiable (Denscombe, 2003).  

 

In addition, Denscombe (ibid.) stresses the importance of generating a sampling frame. 

This is an objective list, or description, of the population from which the sample will be 

drawn. This could be anything from the electoral register, an outpatient attendance list, 

the membership of a society, to a professional caseload, and so on. My data collection 

involves a number of local BWY members who are willing to participate. 
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Selection of samples 

Polkinghorne (1989) points out that the participants are selected for phenomenological 

research because they are able to provide rich descriptions of the experience being 

investigated. The first requirement of selection is that the person has had the experience 

that is the topic of research. The second is that they have the capacity to provide full and 

sensitive descriptions of the experience under examination. Van Kaam (1969) proposes 

that this capacity requires participants to have six important skills: (a) the ability to 

express themselves linguistically with relative ease, (b) the ability to sense and to 

express inner feelings and emotions without shame and inhibition, (c) the ability to 

sense and to express the organic experiences that accompany these feelings, (d) the 

experience of the situation under investigation at a relatively recent date, (e) a 

spontaneous interest in their experience, and (f) the ability to express what was going on 

within themselves.  

These skills require an environment where they can relax so that they are able to put 

sufficient time and orderly thought into the interview. Colaizzi (1978) similarly states 

that experience with the topic under investigation and the ability to articulate it suffice 

as criteria for selecting subjects. However, selecting enough participants is not 

straightforward, and requires skill and care. 

 

Selection procedures for participants 

The first decision concerning the selection of the participants is that, with individuals 

the first hurdle is accessibility and their willingness. 

 

In research designs using a priori definitions of the sample structure, sampling decisions 

are taken either to select persons or groups of persons. However, this form of sampling 

restricts the developmental space of the theory in an essential dimension.  

Flick (2002) describes that gradual strategies of sampling are mostly based on 

‘theoretical sampling’ developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Decisions about 

choosing and putting together empirical material (i.e. cases, groups, institutions etc.) are 

made in the process of collecting and interpreting data. Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

explain that theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory 
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whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyzes his/her data and decides what 

data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his/her theory as it 

emerges. This process of data collection is controlled by the emerging theory.  

The next question is how to decide when to stop integrating further cases. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967, p. 67) suggest the criterion of ‘theoretical saturation’ (of a category etc.). 

They explain that the criterion for judging when to stop sampling the different groups 

pertinent to a category is the category’s theoretical saturation. Saturation means that no 

additional data are being found whereby the researcher can develop properties of the 

category. Sampling and integrating further material is finished when the ‘theoretical 

saturation’ of a category or group of cases has been reached, i.e. nothing new emerges 

anymore. 

 

Flick (2002) describes gradual selection as a general principle in qualitative research. 

Comparing different conceptions of qualitative research in this respect shows that this 

principle of selecting cases and material has also been applied by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967). The basic principle of theoretical sampling is to select cases or case groups 

according to concrete criteria concerning their content instead of using abstract 

methodological criteria. Sampling proceeds according to the relevance of cases instead 

of their representativeness. This principle is also characteristic of related strategies of 

collecting data in qualitative research.  

 

Flick (2002) says that sampling decisions cannot be made in isolation. The 

appropriateness of the structure and contents of the sample, and the strategy chosen, can 

only be assessed with respect to the research question of the study. Therefore, the 

decision between defining in advance and gradually developing the sample should be 

determined by the research question and the degree of generalization one is seeking.  

 

At a more practical level, Different sampling techniques are suggested by Denscombe 

(2003). He divides sampling into two groups: probability and non-probability 

sampling. For probability sampling, sample size can be ‘large’ and will usually be pre-

determined, and needs to be linked to the ‘error rate’ inherent to the data and 

measurements being used (Denscombe, 2003, p. 12). 
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When probability sampling is difficult, e.g. the intended sample size is small, or 

information about the research population is insufficient, non-probability sampling 

becomes useful. Non-probability sampling is often linked with qualitative research and 

its techniques stem from the idea that the research process is ‘discovery’ rather than 

‘testing’ (Denscombe, 2003, p. 25). For this reason, non-probability sampling methods 

relevant to this study are discussed below. 

 

Non-probability sampling strategy  

Sampling rationale (Denscombe, 2003, p. 25)  

o Purposive: A sample that is “handpicked” for the research, i.e. cases that 

are seen as critical for the research. 

o Snowball: A sample that emerges through a process of recommendation, 

usually from one participant to the next. 

o Theoretical: An explicitly grounded theory approach to sampling, where 

emerging theory points to appropriate cases to be studied in the next 

phase of research. 

o Case selection: This can be in terms of extreme, typical, maximal 

variation and critical cases, etc. 

o Complete: Using criteria to define a particular sub-group, every case is 

selected. 

o Convenience: A poor basis for generating a sample, but still may be a 

major consideration in practice. 

Sample size: This is usually ’small’, and is not set in advance, but the study is 

completed when theoretical saturation has been reached, i.e. when further cases will 

offer little further theoretical insight. 

 

According to this classification, a snowball sampling appeared to suit my research, as 

the hermeneutic phenomenological method required a certain type of participants who 

were articulate, and were expressive of their experiences and emotions with lesser 

inhibitions. During the interviewing process, I also needed to use theoretical sampling, 

so that I could interview a wide range of participants with different life experiences.   
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I expected that the benefits of snowball sampling were that it gave articulate 

participants, who were prepared to be interviewed. However, I also expected that the 

limitations of this sampling were that participants might be a narrow, biased group, and 

not a representative group of yoga practitioners as a whole. This possibility was 

carefully avoided by intentionally combining another method of sampling, theoretical 

sampling.  

 

Interviews in steps 

There are a number of steps to be taken for a skilful interview. Denscombe (2003) 

recommends paying attention to the following steps. 

Before the interview: Contact a prospective participant and obtain his/her agreement for 

an interview. Then arrange the venue and time. 

For the interview: allow time to relax for both parties and be ready with interview 

guide, information sheets, a consent form and tape recorder. Take field notes as parts of 

interview data. 

During the interview: introduce oneself first. Then try to build trust and rapport by 

being attentive and sensitive to the participant’s feelings. Give gentle encouragement 

when necessary but respect their right not to say anything. 

Ending the interview: ask the participant if there are any issues to be raised. Thank 

him/her for participating the interview. 

After the interview: make field notes of any impression of the interview.  

These were basic procedures for the researcher to remember when interviewing. 

 

Transcribing interviews  

Following the interviews, the recorded narratives must be transcribed. Kvale (1996, p. 

170) comments on transcribing that although there is no standard form or code for the 

transcription of research interviews, there are some standard choices to be made. They 

involve such issues as whether the statements should be transcribed verbatim, whether 

the interview should be transformed into a more formal, written style, or whether the 

transcriber should condense and summarize some of the parts that have little relevant 

information and so on.  
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Kvale (ibid.) explains that there are no correct, standard answers to such questions, and 

the answers will depend on the intended use of the transcript. One possible guideline for 

editing, to do justice to the interviewees, is to imagine how they themselves would have 

wanted to formulate their statements in writing. If they are to give some general 

impressions of the subjects’ views, rephrasing and condensing statements may be in 

order. Also, if the analysis is to be in a form that categorizes or condenses the general 

meaning of what is said, a certain amount of editing of the transcription may be 

desirable. If, however, the transcriptions are to serve as material for sociolinguistic or 

psychological analysis, they need to be given in a detailed, verbatim form.  

However, this research was not sociolinguistic or psychological analysis, but 

phenomenological, i.e. its aim was to extract the essences of data. Therefore, a minimal 

amount of editing will be necessary to make the interview transcripts meaningful. 

After transcription, identifiers should be removed or disguised, and analysis can then be 

carried out on the transcript, not the tapes.  

 

Verification of transcription  

Denscombe (2003) advocates checking the transcript with the interviewee where it is 

possible, to check if it accurately represents their statements. This is an opportunity to 

ensure that the facts are correct and that the interviewer has got correct information.  

On the other hand, Kvale (1996) expresses reservation that some subjects may 

experience shock as a consequence of reading their own interviews. The subjects may 

become offended and refuse to cooperate further, and withdraw their consent for the use 

of what they have said. The different rhetorical forms of oral and written language are 

frequently overlooked during the transcription of social science interviews. The 

problems with interview transcripts are written in spoken language expression which is 

quite different from literary expression of discourse. The issue of transcription will be 

considered further in a later section of this chapter. 

 

4.2.5 The role of the researcher 

There are two issues to consider about the role of the researcher in interview situations. 

Firstly, Kvale (1996) explains that the researcher as a person plays a critical role in 

maintaining the quality of the scientific knowledge and the soundness of ethical 
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decisions in any research project, because the interviewer themselves is the main 

instrument for obtaining such knowledge. Thus, in interview situations, I as a person 

matter, since the interviewer becomes the medium for getting knowledge through 

interacting with the participants, and I must remain truthful and tactful. Secondly, the 

NMC code (2007) reminds the researcher that if there is any risk involving either the 

participants or the researcher because of partaking in research, he/she must report the 

concerns to management immediately, and take action to avoid any possible harm 

occurring. Being interviewed and talking about a very personal experience can be a 

positive, cathartic experience, but it could be a negative, traumatic experience too, and I, 

as the researcher, must stay alert for any sign of danger. 

 

4.3. Ethical principles 

The importance of maintaining ethical principles for the integrity of the research is 

important for researchers. According to the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) (2009, 

web-site), ethical principles include: informed consent, confidentiality, data protection, 

right to withdraw, potential benefits and potential harm. 

 

Similarly, the Nursing & Midwifery Council (NMC) (2007, web-site) states that their 

ethical guidelines provide a frame of reference for conduct, performance and ethics for 

nurses and midwives. The National Research Ethics Service (NRES) at the National 

Patient Safety Agency (NPSA) also emphasises the importance of transparency in the 

research process (2009).   

 

Thus, it is essential to take ethical questions into consideration from the beginning of 

the data collection process, so that protecting the participants’ confidentiality and 

ensuring no harm to them come as the priority. 

 

4.3.1 General principles 

Similarly, Christians (2005) sums up four codes of ethics for social science research in 

general: 
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1. Informed consent. Proper respect for human freedom requires two conditions: 

Firstly, subjects must agree voluntarily to participate. Secondly, their agreement must 

be based on full and open information.  

2. Non-deception. Social science codes of ethics uniformly oppose deception, and the 

research methods need to be morally acceptable. 

3. Protection of privacy and confidentiality. Confidentiality must be assured as the 

primary safeguard against unwanted exposure, and all personal data ought to be secured 

and the anonymity of participants protected. 

4. Accuracy. Ensuring that data are accurate is a cardinal principle. 

 

Similar codes to those above are recommended by others. Denscombe (2003, p. 135) 

says that there are also practical reasons to protect research participants from possible 

harm caused by careless data collection and mishandling of data, as “Protection of the 

public from the unscrupulous collection and use of data has become enshrined in 

legislation” including data protection laws and human rights legislation. 

 

Holloway and Freshwater (2007) recommend that researchers who involve participants 

should adhere to ethical principles of guidelines and codes set by their research 

institutes, and the application of such codes should be contextual. They stress that 

following appropriate codes of ethics is important for researchers in order to protect 

both the integrity of the research and the participants.  

 

For this purpose, De Montfort University has set up a strict Code of Practice for 

Research Degree Students (2009). Under The Human Research Ethics Committee, 

codes of research ethics relating to research on humans identify the following 

principles:  

(1) No harm to participants; (2) Informed consent; (3) No deception; (4) Avoid undue 

intrusion; (5) Confidentiality; (6) Anonymity; (7) Security. 

All research students are required to obtain approval from the Faculty Human Research 

Committee prior to the beginning of data collection (ibid, pp. 53-55).  
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For research methods which involve interviews as does this study, Kvale (1996) stresses 

that there are ethical issues concerning each of the research stages. Following Kvale’s 

(1996) suggestion, three ethical issues are considered below: 

 

4.3.2 Informed Consent  

Informed consent is aimed at informing the research participants about the overall 

purpose of the investigation and the main features of the research project. It is vital that 

the content of the information sheet remains honest. However, it requires a careful 

consideration to decide how much information is given and how it is expressed in the 

written information sheets in order to avoid prejudgement and bias over the forthcoming 

interview. It is important that the participants be informed that their participation is 

voluntary, and that they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time. At De 

Montfort University, the Faculty Research Ethics Committee examines each research 

application form before the start in order to ensure that the researcher follows their 

guidelines.  

 

4.3.3 Confidentiality  

Kvale (ibid.) writes that confidentiality in research means that any personal information 

which can identify the participants should not be in the public domain. When I write the 

study findings, it is vital to protect participants’ privacy. The confidentiality and 

anonymity of the participants for this study should be protected by eliminating all the 

private names and indicators of personal identities.   

 

4.3.4 Consequences 

The NMC’s code of conduct (2007) states that protection of the rights, safety, dignity 

and well-being of participants is vital. Kvale (1996, p.116) comments that the 

consequences of an interview study should consider the balance between the possibility 

of any harm to the participants and the expected benefits of participating in the study. 

The researcher also needs to consider the responsibility of the possible consequences for 

each participant and for the larger group (the BWY) that they represent. If one listens 

carefully to the in depth narration of their experience, partaking in an interview can be a 
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satisfying experience for participants. In this way, taking part in the study can offer 

benefits to the participants provided that their confidentiality is protected and 

participation is voluntary.  

 

4.4. Data collection in steps: How I did it 

Out of the philosophy of phenomenology, psychologically-focused descriptive 

phenomenological methods have been developed and propagated by Giorgi (1985), and 

hermeneutic phenomenological methods have been developed and outlined by van 

Manen (1990), Benner et al. (1994) and Cohen et al. (2000).  

However, there are common phenomenological analytical processes which they all 

share. As Maggs-Rapport (2001, p.151) describes, “It is common practice in 

hermeneutic and descriptive phenomenological studies to adapt tried and tested 

phenomenological techniques to one’s own research questions.” In this study, I 

followed hermeneutic analytical processes of phenomenological methods, but added my 

own variations so that the research questions I presented could be answered.  

 

4.4.1 The design of data collection methods  

In this section, I describe how I actually collected data step by step. 

 

The multiple data collection methods that I used were a combination of semi-structured 

interviews which were carried out over several months, my interview diaries and 

background information gathered from yoga practice in general, and existing yoga 

literature.  

The data collecting process followed ‘theoretical saturation’, which is the way ground 

theory developed. Although the main methodology was hermeneutic phenomenology, 

some aspects of the ethnographic approach were also adopted in order to understand the 

wider cultural perspectives of human experiences (Spradley, 1979; Kuznar, 1996; Ellen, 

1984; Ellis & Bochner, 1996), i.e. research diaries, field notes from attending Yoga 

classes, various publications and the BWY's web-site, and talking with other members 

of the BWY community. I also used the computer software programme ATLAS.ti to 

manage the data for analysis. Methodological pluralism has been encouraged in recent 
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years not only for triangulation, but also to enrich the study findings (Maggs-Rapport, 

2000a, 2000b; DeSouza, 2002).  

 

4.4.2 Ethical Guidelines 

In this study, I was obliged to follow De Montfort University’s ethical guidelines, and 

sought approval from the faculty Human Research Ethics Sub-Committee for my 

research proposal. Their permission was obtained prior to the start of data collection. 

Following their guidelines, permission from the BWY chairperson to approach the 

BWY members was sought and obtained. (Copies of the approval letter from the 

Faculty Human Research Ethics Sub-Committee, and the permission letter from the 

chairperson of the BWY are attached in appendices.) 

 

The guidelines also required me to give a sufficient level of written information for each 

participant about my research. I also had to obtain a consent form signed by each 

participant after they had read the information sheet.  

The participants in this study were assured in the information sheet that they could 

withdraw from partaking at any time, and could ask for a copy of their own interview 

transcript. They were also informed that if they needed counselling as a consequence of 

the interview, help would be provided. (A copy of the approved information sheet is in 

appendices.) 

 

4.4.3 Recruitment 

The participants were recruited among members of the local yoga groups who belonged 

to the BWY (the British Wheel of Yoga). The criteria for recruitment (van Kaam, 1969) 

were that the participants needed to be: (1) articulate enough to be able to express their 

thoughts and feelings, (2) reflexive enough to be able to examine their inner emotions, 

and (3) willing to undertake an interview for this study.  

 

Initially, I wrote 3 letters to some active yoga-practicing members by selecting names 

from the BWY journal ‘Spectrum’, but received no answer. Then, one of the active 

teaching members of the local BWY branch was recommended by a yoga acquaintance. 
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Thus, I started the snowballing sampling process. I telephoned the person and explained 

the situation. She came back a few days later agreeing to be interviewed, and confirmed 

a date and place. The interview was carried out one afternoon at a private residence in a 

friendly atmosphere. She was friendly and talkative, although she was busy and had to 

leave soon afterwards. She then recommended 2 more people with whom an interview 

might be possible. Using this ‘snow-balling’ method, two further participants were 

contacted and interviewed successfully. Through recommendation, 4 more participants 

were contacted and interviewed. One teacher was keen to participate but had to 

withdraw because of the funeral of a family member. One participant, who was a long 

standing yoga teacher, asked in one of her yoga classes for some volunteers to be 

interviewed, and 5 students came forward and gave me contact addresses; they were 

interviewed individually later. In total, there were 13 participants with varying degrees 

of yoga experience. Then, realizing the diversity of their backgrounds, and using 

theoretical sampling, 2 more participants with different backgrounds were added to 

complete 15 interviews. When I felt that there was enough interview material, 

interviewing came to an end as it reached the saturation point. 

 

4.4.4 Interviewing process 

At this point, I spent an intense period of data collection of approximately 4 months, (1) 

recruiting participants, (2) interviewing, (3) making transcripts, (4) reading and 

selecting themes, (5) reflecting on the themes, (6) adjusting the next questions, and 

repeating the same process, which was a part of a hermeneutic circle, continually 

reflecting on the methods and contents, until reaching saturation point. 

 

I believed that the interview should take place where the participant felt comfortable. 

Therefore, they should decide on a place and time for the interview. As a result, most 

interviews took place at the private homes of the interviewees, or outdoors for 

convenience.  

 

Before the interview began, the information sheet was given to the participants with a 

face-to-face explanation of its contents. Then, a consent form was signed voluntarily 

without exception.  
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4.4.5 Interview guide 

Framing this interview, a semi-structured interview guide was constructed after a 

discussion with my supervisor, covering potentially important questions later on. The 

interviewing process started with 10 open-ended questions. After conducting the first 2 

interviews, two further questions were added to the list of questions as I realized the 

participants emphasized ‘the importance of the breath’ and ‘their yoga teachers’; and 

questions related to these issues were not included at first in the guide. I felt that there 

were new themes emerging, and wanted to explore them with the rest of the 

participants. (A copy of the interview guide is attached as Appendix 4). 

 

The structure of the interview began with the interviewer asking to talk about the life 

story of the participant. By talking about their childhood memories, the participants 

became more reflective about their life experiences and feelings. Then, it continued 

with questions and encouragement from the interviewer. It was a very loosely semi-

structured interview with open-ended questions, and it went with the flow, following 

important events, topics, issues etc. What distinguishes structured from semi-structured 

and unstructured interviews is the degree of control exercised by the researcher over the 

nature of the responses and the length of the answers allowed to the respondent 

(Denscombe, 2003, p. 167). I also asked participants to answer a questionnaire for 

certain factual matters (date of birth, duration of yoga practice, their particular yoga 

preference, starting place, profession, etc.) at the end, so that I could obtain factual 

information which might not come up during the interviews. A copy of the 

questionnaire is attached as Appendix 5. 

 

4.4.6 Duration of interview 

From examples of other studies (Nettleton, et al, 2005a and 2005b; Cohen, et al, 2000) 

and my past experiences of interviewing, each interview was planned to be around one 

hour, but it was kept flexible so that the participant was able to take enough time to talk 

about their experiences. The reasons for this timescale were:  

1. The participant could take their time to relax and talk without pressure.  
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2. If they wished to talk longer, or important topics came up, they could expand their 

talk.  

3. If more than one hour was set out, the participant might feel overwhelmed.  

One participant talked only for 20 minutes, the majority talked for 45 – 60 minutes, and 

2 people talked for over 1 hour.  

 

4.4.7 Interview materials 

The interviews were audio-tape recorded, after obtaining the consent of the participants. 

On one occasion, the battery of the tape-recorder ran out, but the remaining 2 questions 

were recorded in writing without any problem. The tapes were later transcribed by 

myself using a transcriber machine. 

 

4.4.8 Transcription notations  

Styles of transcription method and notation were sought and considered in the texts 

from various studies carried out using interpretive phenomenological methodology (van 

Manen, 1990; Benner et al., 1994; Cohen et al., 2000). For instance, whether Silverman 

coding methods (Wengraf, 2001) were necessary for this study was considered and 

rejected. The main reason for not adopting Silverman coding was that the transcript 

should be read and be understood as a meaningful entity in order to extract the 

interviewee’s phenomenological experiences. Another reason for rejecting this 

transcript style was that the research software ‘ATLAS.ti’ required a certain edited 

version of transcripts without a detailed description of the manner of speech (see 2 

interview transcripts as examples in the appendices).  

 

The transcripts were re-transcribed and edited to remove excess repetition and hesitation 

prior to feeding it into the qualitative software ‘ATLAS.ti’ for analysis as some 

‘editing’ was a requirement for the program (di Gregorio, 2004). The participants’ 

names and identity indicators had been removed from the data files before analysis. The 

individual transcripts were recorded with numbers instead of names in order to protect 

their anonymity. The tapes and related documents were labelled and kept in a locked 

safe for safekeeping. Tapes were destroyed at the end of the research.  
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4.4.9 Rationale for Data analysis  

Using van Manen’s (1990, p. 94) ‘selective or highlighting approach’, the meanings 

that yoga practitioners attached to their experiences of yoga practice, and the way in 

which their practice influenced and cultivated their sense of the self were highlighted, 

explicated and interpreted. As paradigm cases, the stages of thematic analysis were 

illustrated with 2 transcripts as pilot data analysis (see below, and also Appendices).  

Findings were shown thematically as suggested by van Manen in his hermeneutic 

phenomenological method (1990). By sorting out the initial thematic findings, more 

emergent essential themes were discovered and elaborated.  

 

Although there have been extensive writings about phenomenology and its usefulness as 

a methodology, each phenomenologist takes a slightly different approach to analysis 

(Friman et al., 2004; Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000; Smith, 1999). Cohen et al. (2000, 

p. 76-7) provide practical advice for the hermeneutic phenomenology analytical 

process. Their method suggests: 

1. Analysis begins during the interview, and possible labels for these meanings may 

begin to be constructed. 

2. ‘Immersing oneself in the data’ until one becomes aware of its gestalt.  

3. Data transformation or data reduction, which is similar to editing. 

4. Line by line coding necessary for thematic analysis. 

5. Thematic analysis, tentative theme names are written in the margin of the text. 

6. Important phrases are underlined, and passages are labelled with the theme (code). 

Then, passages are cut out of the text. 

7. Piles of passages with similar labels were made, and groups of text are sometimes 

subdivided into elements or categories. The passages are labelled together. 

8. Some of the themes from the passages can be developed into a manuscript. 

Other themes/categories that relate to the theme in question can emerge in the analysis.  

9. In a large project, it may be useful to conduct a descriptive analysis of demographic 

data. 
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10. The process of writing and rewriting. The movement from identification and 

comparison of themes to a coherent picture of the whole occurs through this reflective 

process. 

11. Field notes and relevant narratives are used to contextualize and clarify the themes 

from the interview data. 

 

In the phenomenological approach, data analysis is an interpretation of the spoken 

phenomena. It is recommended to read repeatedly and analyse the data, with other 

researchers forming a collaborative group for researcher triangulation (van Manen, 

1990; Maggs-Rapport, 2001; Flick, 2002). At stages 5 & 6, the collaborative group was 

formed with my two supervisors to read the two pilot transcripts, and exchanged ideas 

and suggestions over how to interpret and analyse the narratives of the lived experience.  

 

In van Manen’s (1990, p. 87) thematic analysis, he explains that, in a text, a theme we 

look for is as follows:  

(1) Theme is the experience of focus, of meaning, of point. 

(2) Theme formulation is at best a simplification. 

(3) Themes are not objects one encounters at certain points or moments in a text.  

(4) Theme is the form of capturing the phenomenon one tries to understand. 

 

In order to extract themes from texts, van Manen suggests three approaches in ‘Isolating 

Thematic Statement’ (1990, p. 92) 

(1) The wholistic or sententious approach; 

In the wholistic approach we attend to the text as a whole and ask “What sententious 

phrase may capture the fundamental meaning or main significance of the text as a 

whole?” We then try to express that meaning by formulating such a phrase. 

(2) The selective or highlighting approach; 

In the selective reading approach we listen to or read a text several times and ask, “What 

statement(s) or phrase(s) seem particularly essential or revealing about the 

phenomenon or experience being described?” These statement(s) we then circle, 

underline, or highlight. 

(3) The detailed or line-by-line approach. 
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In the detailed reading approach we look at every single sentence or sentence cluster 

and ask, “What does this sentence cluster reveal about the phenomenon or experience 

being described?” 

 

As I aim to take a practical and realistic approach for analysis, the first wholistic 

approach appears too vague and arbitrary, and the third line-by-line approach is too 

time-consuming and not practically applicable for the volume of my interview texts. 

Consequently, I chose the second selective / highlighting approach as the most useful 

one for the data analysis of this study. 

  

According to van Manen, theme analysis refers to the process of recovering the theme 

or themes that are embodied and dramatized in the evolving meanings and imagery of 

the work. He divides the process into stages (1990, p. 79; Maggs-Porter, 2001, p. 182). 

The ‘Selective/highlighting approach’ divides its stages into four: 

1. Searching for ‘structures of experience’; 

2. Describing how structures of experience are thematic of the phenomenon; 

3. Searching for essential and incidental themes; 

4. Explication and interpretation of essential and incidental themes.  

 

4.4.10 Process of analysis for this study 

By considering the above examples, I produced the following analytical procedures 

loosely based on Cohen et al’s data analysis steps except step 4, replacing it with the 

van Manen’s (1990, p. 94) ‘selective/highlighting approach’ described above. Using van 

Manen’s approach above, the meanings yoga practitioners give to their experiences of 

yoga practice, and the ways in which their practice influences and cultivates their sense 

of the self are highlighted, explicated and interpreted. In order to illustrate the process, 

vignettes of thematic analysis are shown below. Emergent themes were also shown 

thematically as it was suggested by van Manen in his hermeneutic phenomenological 

methods (1990, pp. 77-80). By sorting out initial thematic findings, more emergent 

essential themes were discovered and elaborated. The initial pilot analyses were 

integrated into the whole study later. Information from field notes was integrated 

gradually at the last stage. 
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Thus, the following process was constructed to analyse the data.  

 

1. Listen to interview tapes as the recording progresses, pick up the major themes, and 

explore further these themes with interviewees. If necessary, add more questions for 

interviewees to explore. 

2. Transcribe the interview tapes and edit them in order to load the ATLAS.ti software. 

Editing here means that the transcripts should be tidied up, removing excessive 

stuttering and habitual “oh’, ‘erm’ noises. 

3. Read the first interview transcript a minimum of 3 times, in order to get the overall 

‘feeling’ or ‘gestalt’, consciously avoiding any personal presuppositions. 

4. Extract and analyse the themes and divide them into major themes and minor themes. 

5. From the transcripts, highlight the passages and codes using ATLAS.ti for each major 

theme. 

6. Condense/describe and re-write highlighted quotations into the researcher’s 

expression as interpretive/hermeneutic process, and gradually the central themes 

emerge.  

7. Relate and cluster the quotations and codes into a meaningful organization for each 

major theme. 

8. Summarize the themes, and go back to the transcribed texts to validate, and modify 

the summary, then improve it.  

9. Synthesize the first interview themes with other data, i.e. the researcher’s diaries and 

the record of the participant’s information from the questionnaires.  

10. Discussion with other researchers as a pilot analysis. Two interview materials are 

discussed in depth using the transcripts and the highlighted quotations. 

11. Further and deeper analysis by the researcher in accordance with the research 

questions in mind. 

 

 

By using the above process, the following was what actually happened. 

 

Step 1, interviewing and extracting first themes 



 106  

At an early stage during the interviews, I noticed that participants placed an important 

self developmental meaning on the breath, and their own view towards life with yoga 

practice. So, after the 2nd interviewee, new questions were added to the interview frame 

to explore the participants’ view on these aspects of yoga practice. Transcription of 

interviews 1-7 with mostly yoga teachers, and thematic analysis on them were carried 

out, and tentative major emergent themes were identified as follows. 

 

With Yoga teachers participants 1 – 7 

Tentative major themes 

1. The participant’s health and well-being concerning yoga practice. 

2. The relationships with family and the practitioner concerning yoga are varied. 

3. The relationships with other people and yoga practice. 

4. The sense of self and yoga practice, development of theory of life. 

5, Yoga practice is a part of personal development, a part of life which enriches its 

quality.  

6: Yoga practice is good, but it is not a big deal. 

7. My achievement in yoga community gives satisfaction. 

8. The importance of the breath – it mediates the body with the inner self. 

9. I don’t need a guru, I take what I need from anyone. 

10. Yoga is my profession. 

 

However yoga student participants 8 – 13 illustrated very different 

dimension/attitudes to yoga practice. 5 more emergent themes were added below. 

After analysing the transcripts, further two interview participants 14-15 were added. 

Participant 14 was also a member of a guru-oriented yoga school, Kripalu Yoga, and 

participant 15 knew the local history of yoga development. Both participants provided 

the extra depth and dimension to my understanding. 

 

11. The new spirituality for modern Yoga practitioners. 

12. Notable knowledge gap in yoga between individuals. 

13. Yoga practice is the source of my energy. 

14. Scepticism towards yoga’s so called spiritual benefit and other virtues.   
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15. Yoga is my saviour. 

 

Step 2, transcribing and editing the tapes 

The rest of audio-recorded interview tapes were transcribed, and personal identity 

indicators were removed. The transcripts were then edited carefully to tidy the spoken 

records into meaningful and analyzable texts without damaging the original 

interviewee’s narratives. 

Step 3, reading the transcripts repeatedly to get the ‘gestalt’  

Step 4, extracting and analysing the themes  

After considering the above 15 themes carefully, they were regarded as 15 major 

themes, because they were all significant in some ways. 

Step 5, highlighting the passages and codes using the ATLAS.ti software 

The transcripts were processed by the software, each participant’s transcript was 

analysed passage by passage, and meaningful quotations for each theme were selected.  

Adapting the document to ATLAS.ti, with which the researcher followed the procedure 

below. 

 

1. To present 2 cases for pilot analysis, I chose the first participant and the second 

participant interview scripts for convenience.  

2. I edited the 2 documents for ATLAS.ti, and loaded them onto the system. 

3. I selected suitable passages as quotations. Quotations from the transcripts were 

underlined. 

4. Highlighted/selected shorter passages for coding.  

5. I chose open codes (short) which extracted the essence of the experience. 

6. I added comments to the selected passages. 

7. I added memos (longer) to the selected passages. 

8. I established a family of codes, and a hierarchy of codes, then illustrated the 

hierarchical mappings of the codes. 

 

Step 6, condensing/describing and re-writing highlighted quotations in the 

researcher’s words, which were relevant to the research question, i.e. the central 

themes were decided. 
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Some examples of step 5, 6 and 7 of data analysis are briefly illustrated as follows: 

 

Interview  

because it was the 60s and very hippy kind of times, love and peace and I was very 
much a hippy, and I started to go to a yoga class.  

 

Code: starting yoga  

Description: being young, a hippy and yoga in the 1960s. 

Explication: yoga was a fashionable thing to do then. 

Interpretation: The New Age Movement influenced her starting yoga and her idea of 

spirituality. 

 

it’s a bodily thing because that’s what the postures are there for, but it transcends 
the body, eventually it has to go up into the mind, it has to become a spiritual 
philosophy.  

 

Code: Yoga & spirituality 

Description: Yoga practice starts with the body, then progresses into the mind and 

transcends to become spiritual. 

Explication:  She believes that yoga progresses from bodily to mental and spiritual 

practice.  

Interpretation: Yoga is progressive, and should become a spiritual philosophy one lives 

by. 

 

Interview 2 

 

I find that for my bad neck that yoga has helped me tremendously with that, it makes 
me more aware of it. I worked out which postures I can do to help it and I can keep it 
free and fairly painless and I mean it stiffens up all the time so I’m always doing 
stretching and the forward flight I find is the best for me. When you’re standing, 
hands behind your back and you go [demonstrates]. That one, I do it everyday. And 
everyday it goes ‘click’.  

 

Code: yoga and health 
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Description: She explains that for her neck pain, yoga postures like forward flight help 

keep her pain at bay. 

Explication: Her practical yoga knowledge helps alleviate her pain. 

Interpretation: Therapeutic yoga knowledge provides empowerment over her painful 

body. 

 

I don’t think yoga is the be and end all, I think we must do what we like, and if you 
like yoga then, then you’ll enjoy it and that’s fine and if you’d rather go and play 
tennis that’s fine too. So if somebody said “Oh well I couldn’t do it”, that’s fine, do 
whatever you want to do. I have my little class, if anybody wants to come, they’re 
welcome, if they don’t that’s ok too. So that’s my sort of attitude really around it, 
I’m, I don’t mind. 

 

Code: yoga teaching 

Description: She explains her attitude that yoga is not everything, and one should just 

enjoy the things one wants to do.  

Explication: The best way to be happy in a class is “let it be”. 

Interpretation: Her self-development is at the stage where she arrived at resolution. 

 

Step 7 was to organize and rearrange the above quotations and codes for each major 

theme to make sense. This task was done using ATLAS.ti’s ability to group together the 

related codes and quotations according to their hierarchical order, and search relevant 

comments and memos.   

 

Step 8 was to summarize the emergent themes, then read the transcripts for validation, 

go back to improve the summary and repeat the circular process.  

 

Step 9 was to add other data to the interview themes and integrate them together. 

 Step 8 and 9 were circular processes of abstracting the essence of phenomena, and they 

have been tedious and time-consuming. The emergent themes were extracted, 

expressions and emphases were altered, or discarded, and reorganized. At the end of 

abstracting the essential themes, six major overarching themes emerged, as important 

and relevant to the research questions. 
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Step 10 was taking place while I was working on steps 8 and 9. This step was to have a 

discussion with other research co-ordinates as a pilot analysis to ensure the steps I was 

taking were appropriate and relevant for the aim of my study. My two supervisors 

attended and the interview materials, some of which are shown above, were discussed in 

depth using the transcripts and the highlighted quotations and codes. The processes of 

emerging themes were discussed on several occasions, and my supervisors’ advice was 

appreciated.  

 

Following the process of data analysis described above, the essential themes listed in 

the next page were sorted and reorganized into 6 over-arching themes. These 6 themes 

were all important major themes. Some of the key expressions and relevant key issues I 

picked up from the transcripts were apportioned for each theme. Then, the six emergent 

themes finally emerged through hermeneutic circle. 

 

These 18 early emergent themes are illustrated into the grid below for easy reference. 

The relevant themes have more numbers of ‘yes’ in the narratives of participants. 
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Figure 2: Thematic grid (T stands for theme, P stands for participant, Y is for yes, 

N is for no, s.y is for small yes, E is for expert)  

 
 Particip

ant A 

P. B P.C P.D P.

E 

P.F P.

G 

P.H P.I P.J P.

K 

P.

L 

P.M P.

N 

P.O 

Them

e1 

Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  y/n Y  Y  Y  Y  

2 Y  Y  Not 

expli

cit 

Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  s.y Y  Y  Y  Y  

3 Y  Y  No Y  Y  Y  Y  s.y s.y Y  N  y/

n 

? Y  Y  

4 Y  Y  N  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  N  N  Y  Y  Y  Not 

explici

t 

5 Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  s.y s.y Y N  s.

y 

Y  Y  Y  

6 Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  ? Y? N  Y  Y  Y  Y  

7 N  N  Y  N  N  N  N  N  N  N  Y  N  N  N  N  

8 s.y N  N  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  N  N  N  N  N  s.y Y  

9 Y  N  N  N  N  Y  N  N  N  N  N  N   n Y  Y  

10 Expert  E   Semi

- 

exper

t 

Super

-e  

E   Supe

r- e  

E  Semi

-

novi

ce 

Novi

ce  

Nov

. 

No

v  

S-

n 

S-e E  S-e 

11 Y  Y  Open  Y  O  O  O  Y   O  O  O  O  Y  Y  Y  

12 Y  N  ? ?don’

t go 

? ? Y  ? y/n ? ? Y  ?don’t 

go 

? ? 

13 Y  y/n s.y Not 

expli

cit 

Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  N  N  N  N  Y  s.y 

14 Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  

15 Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  y/

n 

Y  

16 Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y  Y ? Y  Y  Y  Y  

17 N  N  s.n N  N  N  N  N  N  N  Y  N  N  N  N  

18 catholic non-

specif

ic 

n-s n-s n-

s 

n-s n-

s 

n-s catho

lic 

hind

u 

n-s n-

s 

buddh

ist  

n-

s 

n-s 

 

These six major themes will be explored in more details in the next two chapters. 
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4.4.11 The six emergent themes 

The way I conducted hermeneutic phenomenological analysis was described in the 

previous section. After reading and reorganizing many times, the six overarching 

themes emerged. The 18 early emergent themes which were combined and integrated 

into overarching larger themes were listed with numbers. 

 

HEALTH & WELL BEING 

1. Yoga practice was important for regaining health and improving well-being. 

2. The importance of the breath – it mediates the body with the inner self. 

3. Yoga practice was beneficial physically and mentally. 

 

MANAGEMENT OF LIFE CRISES 

4. Practicing yoga helped to overcome one’s difficulties in life. 

 

SENSE OF SELF & YOGA DEVELOPMENT 

5. Yoga practice helped to develop the sense of self and a theory of life. 

6. Yoga practice was a part of personal development, a part of life which enriched its          

quality.  

7. Yoga practice was good, but it was over-rated. 

8. Achievement in the yoga community gave satisfaction to some participants. 

9. Yoga was one’s profession/occupation. 

10. There were significant knowledge gaps between groups. 

 

CAM & GP 

11. If participants have other CAM (Complementary and Alternative Medicine) experiences. 

12. Some participants found GPs (General Practitioners) to be helpful/unhelpful. 

  

RELATIONSHIPS 

13. Yoga practice helped family relationships. 

14. Yoga practice helped to improve relationships with other people. 
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SPIRITUALITY  

15. There was no need for a guru.  

16. There were talks about new spirituality for modern yoga practitioners. 

17. There was an expression of scepticism towards yoga’s so called spiritual benefit and 

other virtues.   

18. Participants’ self claimed religious status. 

 

4.5. Summary of the research group 

This section presents the interview participants in the following order: 

1. An outline of the group 

2. General characteristics of the group 

3. An outline of the individuals 

4.5.1 An outline of the group 

The BWY had an 8,500 membership in 2008 (This information was given by the central 

office). The interview participants were 15 yoga practitioners who were members of the 

BWY. They were recruited by the snowballing and theoretical sampling methods from 

the London region of the BWY.  

In order to describe the profile of the participants as a group, I divided the biographical 

data of the members into the following components (see the figure below). 
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Figure 3: Demographic information of the participants based on self-report 

(Personal ID indicators are deleted) 

 Yoga Status  Occupation  with yoga Qualification First Yoga 

practice 

Teacher A 

 

Teacher  F-t (full-time) yoga teacher BWY Diploma  1960, 1979  

A-E class 

Teacher B Teacher  P-t teacher. 

 

Diploma. 

others 

1975 

A-E class 

Teacher C Teacher,  but not teaching none Diploma 1978 

A-E class 

Tutor D DCT 

Teacher  

DCT.  

P-t teacher 

Diploma, DCT 

 

1965 

A-E class 

Teacher E Teacher P-t teacher Diploma 

BA 

1979 

A-E class 

Tutor F DCT 

Teacher  

F-t yoga teacher Diploma, DCT 1981 

A-E class 

Teacher G Teacher  P-t teacher Diploma 

BA, MA PGCE 

1970 

TV programme 

Learner H Student 

 

BWY- committee 

member 

MBA 1990 

Private class 

Learner I Student 

 

none  BA 

PGCE 

1995 

A-E class 

Learner J Student  none BA 1983 

at school 

Learner K Student  none B. Eng 2006 April  

Private class 

Learner L Student none O levels 2001 

Hospital 

Student-teacher M Student-teacher P-t teacher trainee 

 

RGN 

 

1990 

Private class 

Teacher N Teacher F-t teacher 

 

BA 

Diploma  

1972 

A-E class 

Ex Tutor O Ex-DCT 

Ex-teacher 

Retired teacher Retired DCT Diploma DCT 1960 

A-E class 

  

 

4.5.2 General characteristics of the group 

As a result of the snowballing and theoretical sampling with the small number of 

participants, it is not possible to determine whether the interviewees for this study 

reflect an average group of typical yoga practitioners. However, it is useful to clarify the 

characteristics of this group. 
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Yoga skill statuses: 

With 15 practitioners, there were 5 yoga teachers with a diploma, 3 DCTs (Diploma 

Course Tutors) and 1 teacher trainee. The remaining 6 were yoga class learners. Among 

them, 2 diploma holders were currently not teaching. Therefore, they were divided into 

three different groups. 

1. Super-expert: 3 DCTs were qualified yoga teachers’ teachers; 

2. Expert: 9 yoga teachers with diplomas form the majority of the group;  

3. Trainee teacher to beginner: 6 learners who range from trainee teacher to beginner 

with a few months experience.  

 

Gender:  

There were 3 men and 12 women practitioners. It was not possible to say if it was a 

typical gender ratio in the BWY from this study because data relating to gender are not 

available. Women practitioners tend to outnumber their male counterparts in the 

majority of yoga practicing groups in the West (Newcombe, 2008), and the BWY seems 

to be no exception as I have been able to observe for a long time. However, there have 

been a number of male gurus in guru orientated international yoga schools, and there 

have been a dedicated number of yoga teachers who have been trained by male gurus. 

This gender gap has appeared to be undergoing a change since yoga teaching became an 

alternative livelihood and occupation, or a business enterprise (Singleton and Byrne, 

2008).  

 

Age group:  

The age-range was quite wide within the group, going from the 30s to the 80s.  

 

Nationalities:  

Nationalities were by self-declaration in this study. 2 practitioners were Irish, 9 were 

British, 1 was Spanish, 1 was British Jamaican, 1 was Indian, and 1 was French. 

These various nationalities might reflect the characteristics of the location of the 

research area, i.e. the North West region of London, which is largely suburbia. London 

itself has a highly internationally mixed population, and the local region is no exception. 

However, whether the makeup of the nationalities in this group was representative of 
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the BWY branch was not clear as, again, the BWY could not produce demographic 

information. 

 

Religion:  

Self declared religiosity was strikingly secular, as only 4 participants explicitly claimed 

a religious orientation. 2 practitioners mentioned a Catholic upbringing, 1 practitioner 

claimed to be a Hindu, 1 practitioner said to be a practicing Buddhist, and 11 

practitioners did not claim any specific orientation towards religion. However, those 

nonreligious practitioners expressed ‘spirituality’ as an important element of life.  

 

Educational qualifications: 

There were 3 qualified nurses, and 6 participants had degrees and further qualifications. 

 

Yoga teaching:  

3 practitioners were full-time yoga teachers, 4 were part-time yoga teachers, 7 had jobs 

other than yoga teaching, and 2 were retired. 

 

Duration of yoga practice:  

The length of participants’ yoga practice was varied as 2 practitioners had 0.5~10 years’ 

experience, 3 had 11~20 years, 5 had 21~30 years, 3 had 31~40 years, and 2 had 41~50 

years’ experience. The bigger group (33%) had 21 – 30 years’ experience, which means 

that they started yoga around 1977 – 1987.  

 

 

The place of learning:  

9 practitioners started at local Adult Education (A-E) classes, and 3 practitioners started 

with private classes. Only 1 started at school in India, 1 was introduced to yoga at a 

hospital as a therapeutic activity, and 1 practitioner began by watching a yoga TV 

programme in the 1970s, and moved to a local Adult Education class later on. These 

trends in yoga teaching practice will be discussed in depth in chapter 5, as they signify 

the shifting nature of yoga practice following the change in the social and political 

climate. 
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4.5.3 An outline of the individual participants 

I outline here the individual participants, as their life trajectories were important 

information for this study. (Some specific information which may indicate personal 

identification is excluded.) 

 

Teacher A: She first practised yoga around 1960, but she did not continue. She later 

worked in London and married. A few years after, her husband became ill. As she 

needed to maintain and support her strength mentally and physically, she decided to 

return to yoga in the late 1970s. She took a BWY teacher training course and qualified 

in the mid-1980s. She was also trained as a yoga therapist. She taught 15 classes a 

week. She believed that yogic breathing was important for health and peace of mind. 

She was known as a warm, caring teacher by her students. 

 

Teacher B: She started yoga in the 1970s when her eldest son was 6 months old, with a 

local BWY teacher. She qualified as a BWY teacher in the 1990s. She had been 

teaching 2 – 3 yoga classes locally since that year, and enjoyed teaching yoga very 

much. She liked to have a variety of work integrated into her life and she went to 

various yoga teachers. She had cancer and used yoga techniques to recover in the early 

2000s. She felt she was happy and satisfied with how her life turned out (See her 

interview transcript in appendices). 

 

Teacher C was born in the 1950s, and had a happy childhood. She met her husband, got 

married and had a family. After her second son was born, she started yoga about 1978. 

When her father died around 1988, she went through a difficult period, and studying to 

become a BWY teacher helped to mitigate the pain of loss. She and her husband ran a 

family business, so she had not been teaching or practicing yoga. She did not consider 

herself a dedicated yoga practitioner, but she hoped to reduce her working hours soon, 

and start to do things she enjoyed, such as yoga, drawing, tennis, and dance. 

 

Tutor D was born in the 1930s. She started nurse training at 18. She got married and 

had children while she had a part time job. After she had the second child, she started 
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going to a yoga class in the 1960s. Then she did a BWY teacher training course and 

qualified, she had been teaching privately ever since. She became involved with the 

BWY organization, and became a regional officer, yoga event organizer, and other roles 

with the BWY. She still held a post in the region committee. She actively taught yoga 

for other yoga teachers. She felt meditation was important, and went to meditation 

retreats regularly. She felt pleased with her achievement for the BWY. 

 

Teacher E was born in the 1940s. She had a happy, easygoing childhood. At the end of 

university studies, she got married and became a school teacher. They bought a house in 

the suburbs and had a family. After her third child was born, she went to a local yoga 

course to relieve stress and found it suited her. She did BWY teacher training, started 

teaching in 1990, and still taught 2 private classes. She regularly went to Yoga 

workshops. Yoga practice was an important part of her life. She considered her life to 

be transformed through yoga. She felt healthy and happy in life. (See her interview 

transcript in appendices) 

 

Tutor F was born in the 1950s. She was a rebel and fat in her teens. She met her 

husband and married later. After having 2 children, she started to go to a yoga class in 

the 1980s, to relieve the stress at home. A few years later, she decided to train as a 

BWY teacher. She started to teach with the local Adult Education and continued until 

2005. She qualified in the 1990s, became a professional yoga teacher, and she was 

teaching 12 classes involving 150 students a week when interviewed. The classes were 

mostly with private health clubs, private companies, and the NHS sector. She also 

became a DCT and started to help teaching a diploma teacher training course. She felt 

she had been very lucky to have a profession she loved.  

 

Teacher G was born in the 1930s. She went to university, and did a PGCE afterwards. 

She taught at various schools and colleges for a few years. Then she studied child 

development and education while she worked in a primary school in order to get 

teaching experience with young children. After that she taught at a college, she met her 

husband, and married and had her first child. In the meantime, she watched and 

followed a TV yoga programme run by Richard Hittleman in 1970, which she found 
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very interesting and helpful to reduce the stress of a busy life. Later, she started going to 

a yoga class, and joined a BWY teacher training course in the early 1980s; she started 

teaching in A-E classes and became involved with the local yoga committee. Her 

husband suddenly died some years ago, but yoga helped her when she went through a 

difficult period of grieving. She felt the spiritual side of life more as she became older. 

She still taught a small numbers of classes privately. 

 

Learner H was born abroad in the 1940s. His father was very strict and his mother was 

gentle. He had an illness when he was young, which changed his life in many ways. 

After graduating, he found a job and moved abroad. He got married and they travelled 

widely together. They came back to settle down in England. While he was working, he 

became heavily stressed. His wife recommended that he went to a yoga class as she had 

found it helpful. He started going to a yoga class and found it suited him. He had an 

accident and was injured in the 1990s, and yoga helped him to remain calm in this 

painful period. He retired later and became involved with the BWY organization. He 

still went to the same teacher, but he did not want to become a yoga teacher.  

 

Learner I was born in the 1950s. She went to a University, took a PGCE and worked as 

a teacher for the education authority. In the 1990s, she suffered from back pain, and her 

GP recommended an operation. Instead, she went to a chiropractor, and upon his 

recommendation she joined a yoga class and decided that it was what she needed. She 

changed teachers a couple of times before settling down to her current one. She felt that 

yoga had helped to reduce the stress from work. When her husband had back pain, he 

went to a yoga class and found it helpful. At the moment, she was quite busy, and did 

not want to study to become a yoga teacher. She said she was happy that she had 

discovered yoga, which she could carry on as a part of her life. 

  

Learner J was born abroad in the 1970s. She started practicing yoga at school, and 

found it interesting. She went to a university and got married. She had 3 children and 

had a busy life. Last year, she decided to start practicing yoga again and also started 

going to a class. She practiced one hour in a park everyday after taking her children to 

school. She was hoping to join the BWY teacher training course shortly, although she 
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was teaching one private voluntary class already. She found yoga empowering and 

energizing. 

 

Learner K was born in the 1940s. He went to a university and had a professional job. 

He had been quite athletic and sporty all his life, and played competitive games until he 

ruptured his Achilles tendon. His marriage broke down, and he was depressed and took 

anti-depressants for a while. He met his current partner 6 months earlier, and with her 

recommendation he joined a yoga class. Although he found yoga helpful physically, he 

was not convinced about the spiritual side of its benefits.  

 

Learner L was born in the 1940s. She got married young. She got divorced and 

afterwards started suffering from depression, and attended a day centre in a hospital 

mental health unit where she was introduced to yoga in the 2000s. After changing 

teachers a couple of times, she settled with her current teacher. She found a new partner, 

and shared many sporting activities with him including yoga, and felt happier. She 

practiced yoga one hour every morning before work. 

 

Student-teacher M was born in the 1950s. After she qualified as a nurse, she took up 

psychiatric nursing, then left to travel abroad for 3 years. She then did district nurse 

training and specialized in Palliative Care nursing. After her mother’s death, she moved 

abroad for a while. During the 1990s, she got married and divorced, and moved to her 

current house but went through a period of ill health. She practiced Buddhist chanting 

with a group of people. She also started going to a yoga class which helped her back 

problems. She decided to learn how to teach, so she joined a BWY teacher training 

course in the 2000s. She felt the study had completely taken over her life. 

   

Teacher N was born in the 1940s. She went to an art college, got married and had a 

child in the 1960s. While she was pushing a pushchair, she saw a notice about a yoga 

class and decided to go. When she attended the first class in the 1970s, she felt very 

relaxed. At the 6
th

 class, she felt that something had changed, and could not stop crying. 

She loved yoga, continued it, and attended a Pranayama course, and a Kripalu Yoga 

(see in glossary) course. She felt something special, so she went to the head ashram in 
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the USA for initiation in the 1980s. She also took a BWY teacher training course and 

qualified in the 1980s. Both of these were meaningful achievements for her. She started 

teaching while she was studying, and still continued to teach several classes a week.  

When she encountered life crises, she said that the yoga family was always on her side 

to support her. She kept going and learning from different yoga schools and teachers.  

 

Ex-Tutor O She was born in the 1920s, and trained to be a nurse and midwife, and 

became a sister. She got married in the 1940s and had a family. In the 1960s, she started 

going to a yoga class. Later she qualified as a yoga diploma teacher with Chris Stevens 

(one of the founders of the BWY). In the late 1970s, she attended training as an Iyengar 

Yoga teacher. At the same time she started teaching BWY diploma teacher courses as 

there were no other teachers locally. In order to teach, she had to study and think 

through the syllabus and contents as she became involved with the BWY organization. 

She taught 10 diploma courses and DCT training courses as well as running workshops 

and Adult Education courses until she retired. She had a great pride in what she 

contributed and achieved with the development of yoga and the BWY.   

 

4.6. Evaluation of the use of ATLAS.ti for this study 

The ATLAS.ti software for qualitative data analysis was recommended by my 

supervisor. Following her advice, I attended the introductory course run by its 

specialists for two days in London. Then, following my purchase of the licence, I loaded 

the transcript files onto the programme. Although my volume of transcripts was 

approximately 200 pages, I only needed a small portion of its capacity. If a group of 

researchers were sharing the same data, or co-operating to work on a bigger project, the 

ATLAS.ti software may have been used to its full capacity. However, what I did with 

the programme was quite useful for me. The process of learning how to use it was not 

complicated. I used mainly the functions for coding, memos, comments, networking and 

grouping of codes, and mostly searching relevant quotations using their codes. I found 

that it was a useful tool for management of data on the whole.   

 

There have been various opinions about the use of software for qualitative research. For 

instance, Diekelmann et al. (1994) commented that phenomenological researchers must 
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balance the benefits of managing large amounts of textual data, and the risk of losing 

the integrity of the hermeneutic/interpretive method. Flick (2002) comments on 

ATLAS.ti for qualitative research that the software is for building code-based theory 

and for conceptual networking. He says that computers and software, at the moment, 

should be seen as a pragmatic tool to support qualitative research. Kelle (2004) 

expresses his concern that analytical processes of textual interpretation may become 

unintentionally pushed aside by a preoccupation with coding categories. All three 

cautiously agree that software used for qualitative research can be a useful practical 

tool, and may improve to be a more enjoyable method in the future. 

 

4.7. Research trustworthiness and transparency 

The experimental/positivist approach for credibility of research is measured by validity 

and reliability. However, qualitative research in social sciences aims to find meaning in 

human reality, e.g. narratives, conversations, interactions, relationships, and other social 

practices. Therefore, qualitative research must instead be measured by different criteria. 

In their place, various expressions such as trustworthiness, credibility, authenticity, 

transferability for validity, transparency, dependability, truthfulness, and auditability for 

reliability are suggested (Flick 2002). I consider trustworthiness and transparency as 

being particularly important for my hermeneutic phenomenological research 

methodology in order to reduce personal bias. The principles of trustworthiness and 

transparency should be observed during data collection, analysis and abstracting the 

findings.  

There are a number of ways to reduce the researcher's unintentional bias. One 

suggestion is to use multiple data collection methods. For instance, using interview(s), 

participant observations, and researcher’s diaries together, helps the researcher to see 

the phenomena more clearly (Flick, 2002). In addition, researcher discussions during 

analysis and researcher's peer reviews for the conclusion are also recommended (Kvale, 

1996; De Souza et al. 2002). Maggs-Rapport (2000a; 2000b; 2001) also suggests that 

combining multiple methods can increase research rigour.  
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In this study, plural research methods used for hermeneutic phenomenology were in-

depth interviews of lived experience, field notes/research diary/interview diary, 

background data gathering through attending yoga events and talking to other members 

of the BWY practitioners, and relevant yoga literature and internet information.  

Field notes and research diary” became useful to keep track of changing or developing 

ideas and thoughts. 

The interview diary was invaluable for keeping a record of the impressions and small 

details concerning interview situations. 

There were regular analytical discussions with my two supervisors to check if I was on 

the right course, and was observing the correct procedures. 

 

I informed all the participants that they were welcome to read the transcript of their talk 

at the time of their interview. After I repeatedly communicated with the participants, 

only one participant later contacted me wanting to obtain a copy of her interview 

transcript, saying “This is my life story, and I feel good about it. Thank you for asking 

me to be interviewed”.  

In addition, I communicated with all the participants twice informing them of my 

progress with a summary document, and asking them for any opinions.  

In fact, I felt a slight concern about the possibility that participants might feel that they 

would want to change the sentence structure into more structured coherent writing. 

However, no other participants came back requesting transcripts, or with negative 

opinions. A few people I contacted for feed-back only gave me words of 

encouragement. 

 

4.8. Summary  

This research was based on the philosophical premise of phenomenology, and this 

chapter explored ethical issues, data collection, and employing analytical methods 

proposed by van Manen (1990), Benner (1994) and Cohen et al. (2000). This chapter 

was divided into two parts: general issues concerning research design and methods, 

followed by the actual step-by-step process of how I carried out data collection and 

hermeneutic phenomenological analysis according to the research design. The 
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snowballing and theoretical methods were used to recruit interview participants from 

members of the London region of the BWY. The participants belonged to various local 

yoga groups, and recruitment was through recommendations and volunteering. 

Interviews were conducted until saturation point was reached with the 15th participant. 

After the analysis, I outlined the research group and profiled the participants. There 

were 6 emergent themes and these themes will be explored closely with data in the next 

chapter.  
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5.  Major Themes and Findings     

                                                                                                                                            

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter explores and considers the six overarching major themes which emerged 

through the process of data analysis in the previous chapters. 

 

Through qualitative, in-depth interviews with yoga practitioners, this research explores 

the relationship between ‘the self’ of participants and lived experiences of yoga 

practice, so that the research question, the nature of ‘the self’ they cultivate, is 

uncovered.  

 

Six overarching themes of yoga practice are shown in the diagram below. These themes 

are inextricably intertwined, and multilayered in the practitioners’ individual life. There 

are also the important elements of the life history of those individuals and the broader 

spectrum of the history of yoga practice in the BWY which I must take into account.  

 

What underlies the individual’s experience of yoga practice is profoundly 

multidimensional, ranging from the spiritual/religious to bodily exercise, from seeking 

meaningful life through yoga to finding a professional career in yoga teaching. One 

participant simply described her experience as life changing. For most yoga 

practitioners, yoga means a combination of some of those elements.  

 

There are six overarching emergent themes from the previous chapter, which are: 

                                 Figure 4: Six major themes 
1. Health and Well-being 

2. Management of life crises 

3. Sense of Self and yoga development 

4. CAM and GP 

5. Relationships 

6. Spirituality                                    

 

6．
Spirituality 

5. 

Relationshi

ps 

4.  

CAM and 

GP 

3. Sense of 

self & Yoga 

developmen

2. 
Managemen

t of life 

1. Health 

Well-being 

 

Yoga 

practice 



 126  

 

Under each theme, the deeper meaning and significance are explored and considered in 

this chapter in relation to the research questions.  

 

The narratives of the participants share keen attitudes to yoga practice, although they 

showed various degrees of enthusiasm and diverse personal backgrounds. As Benner 

(1994, p. 104) said, “The goal of interpretive phenomenology is to uncover 

commonalities and differences”, these similarities and differences will be discussed in 

relation to each theme where appropriate. 

 

Some of the themes are presented with a diagram showing smaller categories together 

with some of their typical words of expression. All the diagrams are shown here to 

illustrate a clear picture of themes elucidating the complex and multidimensional 

experiences of yoga practice. 

 

In the diagrams, some of the keywords are shown to indicate the relevant quotations and 

the interviewee tags. As van Manen (1990, p. 115) explains that a common rhetorical 

device in phenomenological writing is the use of anecdote or story in narrative form.  

 

The quotations are presented as verbatim and conversational wording, although any 

elements of personal identification have been removed in order to maintain participants’ 

anonymity and confidentiality. Thus the participants are addressed by yoga skill status 

with alphabetical tags in Italics. For instance, Participant no. 1 is referred to as Teacher 

A in this chapter. 

 

The analysis of data uses examples of narratives, ‘exemplars’ from the interviewees’ 

transcripts to illustrate the theme in discussion. Cohen et al. (2000, p. 80) explain that 

“Exemplars are defined as bits of textual data in the language of the informant that 

capture essential meanings of themes… analysis of data includes elements or categories 

within themes.” Benner (1994, p. 117) says that the collection and aggregation of 

exemplars is central to the interpretive task.  I also use the term ‘categories’ to indicate 
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what a theme includes within it as subdivisional elements suggested by Cohen et al 

(2000).  

 

Hermeneutic phenomenology sometimes uses ‘paradigm case’ by selecting a particular 

person’s narratives to illustrate the deeper meaning of the theme in discussion. 

Doolittle (1994, p. 213) agrees with the usefulness of using paradigm cases to clarify 

the phenomenon. Therefore, paradigm cases are used for illustrating the deeper 

meanings of individual narratives in this chapter. 
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5.2. Health and Well-being 

The first theme, health and well-being, is associated with the first sub-research 

question about yoga practice’s influence on health & well-being. 

 

While I listened to participants’ narratives, I noticed that their stories which went under 

the theme of ‘health and well-being’ could broadly be grouped into three categories:  

1. Stories of their ill health and recovery through practice of yoga. 

2. How yoga practice enhanced their quality of life. 

3. Their views about the importance of the breath. 

 

5.2.1 The stories of ill-health and recovery 

The diagram below shows the reasons which motivated the participants to start yoga, 

and their reasons to continue to practice   

      

Figure 5: Ill-health and recovery 
 

 Illnesses and conditions which triggered starting/continuing yoga 

Teacher A Stress with husband’s illness 

Teacher B Stress with children, neck-pain, cancer 

Teacher C Stress with children, grieving & menopause 

Tutor D Stress with children 

Teacher E Stress with children 

Tutor F Stressful life, loss of husband 

Learner H Work Stress & injury 

Learner I Back-pain, work Stress 

Learner K Work stress, back problem 

Learner L Divorce, depression 

Student-teacher M Divorce, depression, back-pain,  

Teacher N Stress with children 

 

The quotations in this section contained multi-faceted aspects of ‘health and well-

being’. Throughout interviews with the participants, I became aware that the reasons 

they started going to yoga classes were dominated by experiences of various sufferings, 

and the major causes were physical pains and psychological anguish such as stress and 
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distress. I chose three cases of ill-health to illustrate their lived experiences. They 

involve cancer, pain, and depression. 

 

For example, teacher B spoke about her experience with cancer. B described the 

experience when she discovered it. 

 

“In fact it was when I did yoga and meditation that I realized I had a problem… 
It’s like when I got down to that very still level did I realize there was something 
going on in my body.”  Teacher B 

 

B described that her sharpened sense of her inner body through meditation detected the 

faint pain and the “something is wrong with my body” feeling. After she had the 

operation, she described her recovery from it. 

 

“…after the operation…the fact that I was a yoga teacher and I knew I’d got to 
work my muscles. And then things like, just getting the muscles back, I found the 
lying twist was quite a good one, so I did make a special effort when I was 
recovering, to lie on the floor and do some strengthening sit-ups, maybe. I think it 
just, I think yoga gives you a calmness, about things, like you cope better 
somehow. And you are going through these things but its ok, just feel that, it just 
gives you. In the end I just feel I’m living in a very calm place and things can be 
quite manic, but I’m still in my centre, I feel very centred and like it can’t throw 
me. So, it gives me strength, I feel I’ve got this inner strength now that takes me 
through.”  Teacher B 

 

This paradigm case illuminates the strong link between ‘the corporeality of the body’ 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962) and yoga practice when one is not functioning well. The sick 

body in particular points our way of existence in this world, both the outside body 

which we present to the world, and the body with the space inside, with the organ which 

is sick and painful. But the sick body for this practitioner became the body as a vehicle 

of practice. 

 

Our illness and suffering have a temporal scale. How we are and when it happens, how 

it happens to us, and the way we live with them are unique for each individual. 

Heidegger uses the similitude of ‘a hammer’ as a ready-to-hand item as a part of related 

tools (1962, p. 98). When the usefulness of the body as a tool breaks down, the personal 

world changes its meaning. Benner (1994, p. 121) describes that our body reflects the 
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world where embodied social practices, postures, and gestures allow one to skilfully 

perceive, communicate, trade, negotiate, make love, work and so forth. However, the 

person with certain skills can apply the know-how to project their future possibilities 

(Heidegger, 1962, p. 385). Teacher B realized that being a yoga teacher, she should 

exercise her muscles for her recovery. She said yoga helped her to become calm and 

centred, and gave her the inner strength. Identifying herself as a yoga expert, she 

realized she knew how to exercise, kept her sense of self intact by saying “I feel I’m 

very centred, and it can’t throw me”, and found the inner strength she needed to endure 

the difficult time. 

 

A large part of participants started going to yoga classes because they suffered from 

some kind of pain. For instance, teacher B had a neck pain, learner H had a shoulder 

pain, and learners I & K and student-teacher M had back pains. 

 

Learner I said that the reasons why she started going to a yoga class was a back pain. 

She also explained how she felt about it later. 

 

“…when I came to it about 10 years ago,… I had a back problem, and when it 
was recommended to me by a chiropractor, I was a bit sceptical. I thought to 
myself “I don’t really think how it could work.” But they said to me that you can 
get some quite athletic forms of yoga. So I thought “Well I must give it a try.” 
Because, if I don’t, I was open to anything really. And I fortunately found out 
about some classes locally, not the current one I go to, but I found out about some 
other ones, and I went along and they were just what I needed.”  Learner I 

 

Pain experience is often described as existentially and ontologically threatening 

(Csordas, 1994, p. 270; Good, 1990, p. 118). It can change the nature and quality of the 

life-world. Although the above exemplars illustrate its negative influence on the person, 

she took a step to act on the pain. It happened to be yoga, and the choice gave her a 

positive result. The above participant regarded yoga as an effective tool to control pain. 

 

Suffering from negative events in life, such as loss, failure, grief, illness and conflict, 

happens to us all. As a result, people tend to get distressed and sometimes depressed. I 

quote below some exemplars from the narratives of two participants who told me their 

stories of psychological and mental suffering. 
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Learner L explained her experience with depression, and how she started yoga practice. 

 

“After my husband left, and I got very depressed, and I was quite ill…  GP, 
although I was on antidepressant, she recommended that I went to N Hospital to 
the Day Unit there. That was where I was introduced to yoga. That was in 2001.”      

Learner L 

 
 

The above-mentioned participant was motivated to start going to yoga class because of 

her mental suffering. The nature of suffering appeared to be multi-layered. Learner L’s 

suffering started with her divorce, and yoga was her ‘saviour’ in her own word. Starting 

yoga marks the watershed for her from the past and to begin to look for a new life. 

According to Heidegger (1962), we normally live in the world of habitual, inauthentic 

everyday life of das Man. But when there is a breakdown of health, people lose their 

normal standing ground and feel anxious. The experience of ill-health strips away the 

feeling of taken-for-granted comfort in the world, and reveals the naked truth of our 

mortality. Heidegger suggests that this experience of anxiety is potentially an 

‘enlightening’ event. Watts (2001, p. 43) says that anxiety can make a person re-

evaluate their existence and see all other possibilities available to them. The suffering 

potentially enables the person to begin living authentically, with insight into own 

meaning in life.  

For these participants, yoga aided the positive recovery process.  

 

I used exemplars to illustrate the ways in which the practitioners found some help from 

yoga practice. The benefits they had initially were mainly biomedical, which seemed to 

lead to feeling good about themselves. They felt they had the power to control and 

manage the state of deficiency in health. In those exemplars, yoga was an effective tool 

to empower practitioners to retrieve their own sense of functioning body, and the self as 

a whole.  
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5.2.2 The Participant felt that yoga practice enhanced their life 

This section is about the feelings of how yoga could enhance their sense of well-being. 

The wordings to express their feelings about how they experienced such an 

enhancement were wide ranging. I extracted some of the key expressions, and 

emphasized in Gothic letters in the exemplars below. 

 

‘Awareness’ seemed a keyword for tutor D to express her bodily awareness. 

“Posturely, I think it helped. Because you are more aware, I am aware, and even 
sitting down, going in a car, nipping down, you think, “Oops, I’m slumped”, so 
you could correct yourself. So, I think, yes, it does help.” Tutor D 
 

Others described the enhancement in different words such as balance, calmness, 

engaging, flexibility, being relaxed and so on. For instance, 

 “My physical states are very important to me, because it connects mentally with 
me, and I feel so much better, so I felt, because I am a nurse, I just felt looking 
after my body is very important. But I felt when I entered into yoga, opposed to my 
physical activities, it was engaging the mind and soul. So, spiritually, I felt 
greatly enhanced.” Student-teacher M 

 

“[the benefit of yoga is] Feel good factor. Feel good factor… I felt better, 
stronger, more relaxed and I just felt better about myself, so that made me keep 
going back to the classes. …After I practice yoga, I can’t describe it, I feel 
happier. I feel uplifted. More confident, I feel more eager about life, to do things, 
more energetic. 
I haven’t experienced anything except feeling very good, if I’m meditating. I 
suppose it’s what people feel. I haven’t felt anything extraordinary but feeling 
very good and relaxed and peaceful.” Teacher C 
 

The majority of the participants expressed their own experience of positive benefits 

through yoga practice. The benefits they emphasized were founded on the bodily 

practice, rather than on the cognitive thinking. For instance, they talked about 

‘awareness’, i.e. awareness being focused on the bodily sensations, and ‘inner feelings’ 

that arise from the body movements and breathing. Heidegger calls it mood, a mode of a 

state-of-mind (1962, pp. 175-7), and by submitting to the world existentially and 

openly, we can encounter something that matters to us. Thus, our body can become 

‘open space’ or ‘clearing’ in which Being can find its expression. Merleau-Ponty 

(1968) expresses this bodily feeling more emphatically, and sets Being on the ‘Flesh’. 

By attending the bodily sensations of practice and the flow of the bodily movement, the 
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sense of the self seems to go through the transformative process. The traditional western 

‘self’ is based on the Cartesian cognitive self separated from the body (Campbell, 

2007), but the bodily self they became aware of through yoga practice seemed to be 

new, revealing and fulfilling. 

The discovery of ‘a new sense of self’ through bodily awareness is above all 

experiential and releasing. 

The bodily sense of the self will be discussed further in the next chapter. 

 

The participants often explained the importance of the breath for yoga practice. In the 

next section, I will attempt to shed light on the way their experiences were enhanced 

through the practice of breathing. 

 

5.2.3 The importance of the breath 

The importance of the breath was emphasized by the majority of participants. Teacher A 

had a strong view about it: 

 
“I really do believe that the breath is all-important. I really do. If we get the 
breath right, and I do believe this very, very strongly if people would only realize 
the power of the breath an awful lot of ailments would perhaps not happen to 
people, especially psychosomatic ones.”  Teacher A 

 

Teacher E explained how she felt about breathing when she went to new teachers: 

 

“…and I thought, “This is it!” Because the first few sessions were the time J was 
working then, he was very much into listening, looking at breath, and feeling 
breath, and nobody ever mentioned to me feeling yoga, how do you, how does it 
feel, where do you feel movement. It was never based on sensory experience. It 
was be aware of, how do you feel? Ok, breathe in, breathe out, where do you feel 
you are letting it into your body? Can anything happen? When do you feel 
anything happen, when you breathe out, when you interrupt your breath? And 
beside all that, there was this idea that I always knew… that you have to try and 
free breathing mechanism.”  Teacher E 

 

E explained her experience of discovery of ‘the breath’ and its relationship with the 

body and the emotion. Her narrative of breath was very experiential and it might be 
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difficult for non-practitioners to understand. She found that the inner feelings which 

arise from yogic bodily movement in conjunction with breathing were liberating.  

 

“But with people who are very immobile, are really have to go right back to the 
breath. And in all yoga practice really is the breath that is the basis of it all. And 
the breath is the key to the emotions of the lungs. And it’s that the relationship 
between the breath and the body we can’t separate, which we have separated, but 
we shouldn’t. We need to work as a unity really.” Teacher E 

 

However she confessed that she was confused with the contradiction between what she 

had read in the classic text books and what she believed was in the modern 

understanding of breath. 

“…and I think that is the way they are contrary to how the body behaves, contrary 
to the way the breath is. So, there is a little confusion in my mind.” Teacher E 

 

Breathing practice was taught in a standardized way in the diploma teacher training 

course (the BWY’s syllabus for diploma teacher training and vignettes of main yoga 

scriptures are in appendices). E learned new yoga breathing ideas and methods through 

her new teachers, and she thought her yoga practice was transformed. Merleau-Ponty 

explained this bodily sensation ‘the thickness of the pre-objective present’, and it is 

where ‘we find our bodily being, social being and the pre-existence of the world’. It is 

also ‘the basis of our freedom.’  

 

Morley (2001, p. 76) interprets it as ‘proprioception’, and says proprioception is an 

inverted perception. Proprioception seemed to play an important role for developing a 

sense of the embodied self. 

The experience of the breath the participant described was different from each other, but 

the importance they placed on it was significant. Not only the breath was thought to be 

the basic technique of yoga, but it was also regarded as an important link to meditation 

practice. Teacher A believed that breathing practice was the centre of the therapeutic 

yoga for treating chronic and psychosomatic illnesses. Others felt that breathing practice 

had a direct connection with meditation and spiritual well-being. 

For Merleau-Ponty, ‘inspiration; and ‘expiration’ are literally taken out of Being (1964a, 

p. 167). In yoga scriptures, breathing practice is called ‘pranayama’, and ‘prana’ is 

usually translated as ‘life force’, in English. Breathing and energy flow in the body have 
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been considered important by many Eastern practices (Varela et al. 1993; Graham, 

1999), where the breath of the body and the mind become united. As E explained, the 

emotional reflection with breath could unite the body and the feelings, and this unity 

was deeply embedded in the body. But, there seemed to be some conflict between how 

it was taught in the yogic textbooks and the modern interpretation which was based on 

anatomy and physiology.  

 

On the whole, the participants found that yoga practice was conducive to improving 

their health and enhancing their well being. They also found that the breath was an 

important point of reference for the unity of their body and mind. However, there were 

significant differences between them with regard to their level of understanding and 

their engagement in yoga practice. In the next theme, I explore how the participants 

applied varying degrees of yoga skills when faced with life crises.   

5.3. Management of Life Crises: Using Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’ 

model. 

The New Age Movement was an important force for spreading modern yoga. Its 

positive attitude towards life was underlined by a psychological philosophy and 

framework, and the driving force of the Human Potential Movement (Puttick, 2004). 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs played an important part since the 1960s to 

promote this movement. Maslow’s model is simply used here to provide signposts for 

self-developmental stages. 

 

Maslow’s Human Needs model is based on what we lack at each particular stage of life, 

and how we become aspired to achieve the goal of fulfilment. Similarly, life crises 

happen because we loose stability in the life we normally take for granted, such as 

health, family and relationships. The participants who said that yoga was an important 

part of their life were long term, often committed practitioners. In particular, some of 

the participants who said that practicing yoga helped them to face and endure their 

difficulties in life, and considered yoga to be essential to their life. Those participants 

associated the difficulties of life and the solving or mitigating effect of yoga practice by 

saying “yoga gives me stability”, “yoga is my anchor” and so forth. The difficulties they 

faced were diverse in their nature and varied in degree. I sort out the nature of life’s 
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difficulties into a hierarchical order by loosely following Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of 

Human Needs’ model with some modification. In his “A Theory of Human Motivation” 

(Maslow, 1943), he divided human motivation into five levels driven by individual 

needs: first are the basic or physiological needs; second are the safety needs which 

include the functioning bodily health; third are the love and belonging needs; fourth is 

the self-esteem needs, and the last is the needs for self-actualization. Maslow explains 

that they are hierarchically organized and are related to each other. When the lower 

needs get satisfied, the higher needs become desirable. The fifth level is variously called 

cognitive, intellectual or spiritual needs, which are categorized as ‘Growth’ needs rather 

than ‘Deficiency’ needs like the first four levels. Maslow (1998, p. 218, original work 

published in 1968) defines the fifth ‘self-actualization’ as (a) acceptance or an 

expression of the inner core self, and (b) minimal presence of ill-health.  

I divided the basic difficulties the participants talked about into 5 levels of needs similar 

to those in Maslow’s model as shown in the diagram below.  

The first level is the physical needs, rather than physiological needs, where I include the 

bodily discomfort that hinders normal life from functioning. The second level is the 

impaired health: illnesses and pain experiences which may require medical intervention. 

The third level is the relationship needs such as the loss of family members or divorce. 

The fourth level is the psychological needs where difficulties include stress at work or 

long-term illness of family members. The fifth level is the spiritual needs where 

participants search for the meaning of life.   

 

Figure 6: Hierarchy of needs in times of life crises 

S

Psychological needs 

e.g. stress at work, 

illness of family 

Relationship needs 

e.g. loss of family member, divorce  

Illnesses 

e.g. back-pain, neck-pain, cancer 

Physical needs 

e.g.  post-op,  pre-op, bad posture 
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5.3.1 Physical needs 

At a foundation level, there were physical discomforts that participants wanted to solve. 

The exemplars I used here were bad posture and post-operation weaknesses. Some 

aspects of experience of suffering overlapped with theme 1, but the emphasis here is the 

way in which negative experiences were managed. 

 

I use a paradigm case of learner K. He presumed yoga was a form of physical exercise. 

So, when he had a back problem, he decided to take up his partner’s advice and started 

yoga class. He did not have any expectation or opportunity beforehand to practice 

yoga’s deep relaxation or meditation. According to him, the main reason he did not 

believe yoga to be other than physical exercise was that he had been in the scientific and 

engineering industry for a long time. In addition, he had been a strong active sport 

person from his youth until his divorce and resulting depression. K said when he started 

going to a yoga class, 

 

“I have done very much a desk job with writing software, and which means I 
spend 8 or 9 hours sitting at desk and not moving. And I acquired a habit of 

sitting not very straight. So, that is another thing that I hope to get out of yoga is 
a practice of sitting straight, straightening up, not slouching.”  Learner K 

 

5 months after joining a yoga class, he evaluated that he was making an improvement 

although he said that he was uncertain about whether it was due to yoga. He 

summarised the result of his yoga practice positively, and remained neutral towards the 

aspects of spirituality in yoga. 

 

5.3.2 Illness 

A number of participants mentioned that the reasons why they started yoga practice 

were due to their illnesses or painful conditions which were not always effectively 

treated by biomedicine. I have selected here an example of pain experience. Learner I 

had a back-problem when she started her first yoga class: 

 

“Because I had developed sciatica, and I had this awful pain and had been to the 
hospital. And they had done an MRI scan, and then they said to me, the consultant 
said, “Oh well,” he said, “the next thing I suppose would be to do operation.” 
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And I thought, “No, I know I am not that bad, I know.” …it was after that I found 
out about yoga, I just started yoga. And within 6 weeks I could tell that the pain 
was diminishing and over … if I suddenly do something and my back seizes, gets a 
bit troublesome again, I know what exercise to do, I know what postures to do to 

rectify it.”  Learner I 
 

Learner I was a person who wanted to make informed independent decisions on her 

health matters, and she chose to start practicing yoga. She seemed to be the typical case 

of a participant who wanted to take their health in their own hands as much as possible, 

rather than simply accepting the opinions of medical experts. Learner I evaluated that 

yoga practice had been beneficial, and used it as the method of maintaining a pain-free 

back, as well as for relaxation. Similarly, three other participants explained how the 

knowledge of yoga techniques helped them to manage the pain caused by their 

condition.  

Thus the feeling of empowerment, i.e. of being able to deal with certain conditions 

using yoga techniques, was frequent in the interview data. It was one of the main 

reasons they continued yoga practice when they were suffering from conditions such as 

back pain and depression.  

However, Figure 5 indicated that the largiest part of the suffering was psychological 

‘stress’ and ‘depression’, caused by difficult relationships with others. 

 

 

5.3.3 Relational needs 

The difficulties and stress caused by relationships are frequent features of everyday life. 

When relationships are in crisis, their negative effects take a toll on people’s lives. 

When life became difficult with loved ones, some participants turned to yoga practice 

for support. I take the lived experience of teacher C as a paradigm case to illustrate this. 

 

Teacher C encountered her first life crisis when her father died. She described her 

devastating experience of the loss and grieving, and the subsequent recovery. C talked 

about two occasions she suffered depression. 

 

“..my first life crisis was when my father died … I was very close to him since 
child.”  
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“I think it was a mixture of my time in life when the children grow up and become 
independent, …you still have to go through that.”  Teacher C 

 

After her father died and her children left home, she had to rebuild her life. She 

described the occasions on which she shed tears during yoga class, and released her 

suppressed emotions. 

 

“I have cried during yoga sessions. My emotions have been released, three 
occasions I’ve cried during a meditation. I have cried practicing one of the 
asanas, and the other times something more. So yes, that three times I had to cry 
quite strongly, all my emotions. Through yoga, yoga released my emotions.” 
Teacher C 

 

She explained how she overcame the second crisis with yoga study. 

 

“…my second crisis I think may that was the time I decided that I wanted to do 
teaching, to go to teacher training. And I imagine, I think it was because I needed 
it. Because I needed something at that time of life for me to survive, and I chose 
yoga, and it definitely helped me because I was learning, I was enjoying the 
course. But it was hard sometimes.”  Teacher C 

 

With the first crisis, C released her bottled up emotions of grief during yoga classes, 

enabling her to go through a cathartic process towards recovery. However, the second 

crisis was different in nature, as was the recovery process, which required building a 

new life without children. She filled the gap with hard study on a yoga teacher training 

course. She decided to set a goal to be a yoga teacher. Studying yoga worked well and 

gave her the opportunity to sublimate her emotions into a more constructive and 

tangible activity. However, since yoga was used to overcome her life crises in a more 

practical way, she did not continue her regular practice while she was busy with family 

business. It seemed that when the crises were over, she did not feel the need to continue. 

Teacher C said,  

 
“I feel that when I teach I have to absorb knowledge myself so I’m learning a lot, 
I’m learning because to pass on knowledge…which now, because I’m not 
teaching I’m more relaxed about it, and I don’t do so much studying of Yoga.” 
Teacher C 
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Teacher C used yoga for two different reasons. Firstly, yoga eased the pain caused by 

loss and grieving, and helped her to release her built-up emotions. Secondly, studying 

for a teacher training course gave her a sense of purpose and achievement. Learning 

about yoga also gave her a sense of meaningfulness. However, when the crises were 

over, her family business became the top priority again, and her commitment to yoga 

was sidelined.  

 

5.3.4 Psychological needs 

Psychological needs, which included stress at work, stress caused by a family member’s 

chronic illness and stress due to confinement at home with children, were mentioned by 

the participants as the reason why they started to practice yoga. I selected teacher A as 

an example of this: A described her thoughts when her husband was diagnosed as 

chronically ill: 

  

“There’s going to be a lot of stress involved, and ongoing stress, this is not going 
to get better, …I thought “No, I think I’ll go back to yoga.” And I did, and I have 
been both practicing and teaching yoga ever since… enabling me to stay healthy 
and strong but yoga, I think really has been what has done that because to me, 
that is what yoga is all about. Balance, keeping balanced, and I don’t know what 
I would have done without yoga in my life.”  Teacher A 

 

She attributed her ability to cope with life to yoga practice with deep appreciation, and 

mentioned that the benefits from yoga were psychological as well as physical. Teaching 

yoga also became her vocation and a source of income to support her family. Thus, she 

was almost immersed in yoga everyday, and dedicated her life to teaching for a long 

time. As far as A was concerned, yoga not only provided her with a deep psychological 

support in her continuing struggle with life while her husband and children needed her 

strength, but it was also a source of income, and it brought her friends and a community. 

 

Although each yoga experience might be unique in nature, in general, the majority of 

participants used yoga practice for stress relief in a more straightforward way, as shown 

in figure 5. 
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5.3.5 Spiritual needs 

What constitutes spiritual needs is intangible and hard to define. According to Maslow 

(1943; 2000), spiritual needs arise when the basic needs are satisfied, and he called it 

the need for ‘self-actualization.’ Maslow (ibid.) explains that the term ‘spiritual needs’ 

refers to the desire for self-fulfilment and this tendency might be phrased as the desire 

to become everything that one is capable of becoming. 

 

For the participants, ‘spirituality’ appeared to be an ambiguous term, and was uniquely 

understood by each individual. However, it was recognized by most as something worth 

reaching out for. For example, teacher A explained that yoga spirituality became a 

philosophy of life she could live by, 

 

“…he (tutor) really epitomized everything I felt about yoga, i.e. what he said was 
“You’re not doing this diploma just to start teaching, that’s not, that’s not the end 
result. You’re doing this for life, this is the philosophy for life to hold on to.” 

Teacher A 

 

“…when your life is, to a certain extent, given over to caring for somebody, it is a 
very special life, very special. I believe, I actually believe especially with my Yoga 
experience, and the background of yoga, that I have chosen this life, so therefore 
to me it is Bhakti Yoga, it’s yoga devotion, and devoting my life to my husband, 
caring for him, I think that was the god-given gift, really and truly… I mean he 
accepts it and also imbues it with a kind of specialness that, this was his karma.” 

Teacher A 

 

Teacher A asserted that the teachings of yoga were the philosophy of life to hold on to. 

As far as she was concerned, it was not something one learned in a classroom and forgot 

about after the examination. It had a far more important spiritual value on which her 

very existence could depend. She likened her way of life to living Bhakti yoga. Bhakti 

Yoga is a term taught in Bhagavad-Gita as a spiritual practice of devotion to a god. A 

accepted her husband’s illness as karma, she accepted her life as the god-given-gift as a 

part of ‘thrownness’ (Heidegger, 1962) of life, and wished to practice yogic devotion 

for him, but not to a specific god. Spirituality was not religious for A, but secular, and 

she meant to practice it for the benefit of another human being, i.e. her husband. 
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Teacher N described a difficult period with her husband when she came back from 

initiation at an ashram in the USA. The spirituality she talked about was not only the 

ashram experience but also what she went through when she came home. She explained,  

 

“He (her husband) couldn’t cope with me at all. He thought I had changed 
completely, all I wanted to do was to be left alone, and chill out… and gradually 
come back to family life. …I didn’t do very well at all. And so, we started fighting. 
He thought I completely changed. What I realized later was, he was really scared, 
that I had left and stayed in America and yoga, and I didn’t come back.  
But, most funny thing was, for me that it connected me with family all the more. 
Actually it reconnected me with my family with on a much deeper level… I want 
my life to be a balanced family life, with yoga underpin it. And not to be in some 
sort of reified atmosphere, so it came as a big shock… Because I gained so much 
inner strength from the initiation.”  Teacher N 

 

N was explaining how she went through a spiritual transformation with initiation. She 

said that her ‘inner integrity’ was her newly gained strength. With it, she could hold her 

head high and face the world, starting with her husband. Van Gennep (1960) postulates 

that people go through ‘rites of passage’ in order to grow into a new role through 

overcoming adversity. He divides rites of passage into preliminal, liminal and 

postliminal. N’s experiences of liminal and postliminal struggles were necessary for her 

growth and re-adjustment with her husband. N, in the end, became an independent 

person who could stand on her ground. However, N was the only participant who made 

this dramatic transformation in a relatively short-time through an initiation.  

Self-actualization takes many guises, but it is characterised by its ability to transform a 

participant through a trigger event. In the case of A, learning the yoga philosophy and 

assimilating her life to it was the life changing event she needed. The initiation helped N 

to create a new self with an inner strength. However, the transformation of the self 

required a painful period of readjustment. 

 

In the next theme, I explore how the sense of self went through transformation as yoga 

skill deepened.  

5.4 Sense of Self and yoga development: using Dreyfus’s skill acquisition model. 

There are many theories about how we develop our sense of self, and some 

psychologists postulate that we follow certain developmental stages, e.g. Erik 
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Erickson’s eight stages of human development, C. G. Jung’s individuation, Piaget’s 

stages of cognitive development, and so on. My interest here is the embodied self-

development of yoga practitioners, and I adopted the framework of Dreyfus which is 

based on the central concepts in Merleau-Ponty’s ‘intentional arc’ and ‘getting a 

maximal grip’ in ‘Phenomenology of Perception’ (Dreyfus, 1987). Dreyfus divides the 

Skill Acquisition or ‘The Establishment of the Intentional Arc’ into five stages: Stage 1 

- Novice, Stage 2 - Advanced Beginner, Stage 3 - Competence, Stage 4 - Proficient, 

Stage 5 - Expertise. However, for this thesis, I found that 5 Stages need to be expanded 

to 7 stages to accommodate my theory, i.e. there are two further inner developmental 

stages of 5 & 6, where they develop their sense of self rather than their skill per se. 

Thus, I identified 7 stages as significant in the participants’ sense of self development 

through the yoga skill acquisition. These stages only indicate the point reached from the 

points of view of skill, and their sense-of-self in comparison with others. These are as 

follows:  

 

Figure 7: Sense of self and yoga development 

 

7. Becoming a Super-

expert: DCT 
Teaching teacher trainees 

Joining and taking parts 

in the organization 
Achieving, leaving a 

mark for yoga community 

6. Finding oneself: 

Developing theories of 

life 
Defining own yoga  

Finding peace of mind 

Making peace with the 
difficulties of life 

Reconciliation  

5. Finding one’s own 

path 

Meditation  

Joining a retreat 

Finding an own guru 
Difficult journey 

 

4. Further training in 

specialized areas 

Remedial Yoga  

Counselling  

Visualization 

Psychic development 

3. Becoming an expert: 
Teacher training course 

Learning philosophy 

Learning how to teach 
Becoming a teacher 

Career  

Yoga is my profession 
Direct way of helping 

2. Learning skills: 
postural yoga 

Breath 

Relaxation 
Enjoyed it 

Laughter  

Energy  
Being healthier  

1. Becoming a novice: 

 Joining a yoga class 
At a private class 

At an Adult education 

At a gym 
At NHS 

 

Sense of self 



 144  

The first stage – novice – started when people came to a yoga class as novices, they 

had some reasons to do so. They were quite often motivated by physical and 

psychological discomforts or sufferings.  

The second stage – advanced beginner – began after they started practicing a modern 

form of postural yoga and they started to change their perceptions of yoga practice. 

The third stage – competent – began when they decided to join a diploma teacher 

training course, and started learning and thinking further about yoga. It appeared that at 

this stage the students seemed to go through a transformative period and came out with 

a more affirmative attitude to yoga and their identity as a yoga practitioner. 

The fourth stage – exploration – began when the teachers (EX) and experienced yoga 

students wanted to train further in yoga study and tried to find their own path according 

to their needs. 

The fifth – proficient – began when they started to find their own path. They wanted to 

go through an internalized period of deepening their practice. 

The sixth – discovery - began when they finally found peace with themselves, or they 

reconciled with their difficulties in life and felt comfortable with the world by defining 

their own yoga and developing their own theories of life.  

During the seventh stage – expertise- some of the teachers (EX) went on to study to 

become a Diploma Course Tutor (DCT), and tried to contribute to the wider circle of 

yoga communities with what they had acquired from their long experience. 

The seventh stage is when some of the teachers undergo training and start teaching yoga 

teacher training courses, and take up broader roles in the yoga community as a Super-

expert. 

  

Among the 15 participants, there were 3 diploma course tutors (DCTs), 6 yoga teachers, 

and 6 yoga learners. I divided these groups into a super-expert group (SE), an expert 

group (EX), and a novice group (NV). 

I divided them mainly because there is a considerable yogic knowledge gap between 

them, and the difference of knowledge was not only the amount of information acquired 

over the practicing years, but also a qualitative, attitudinal difference towards yoga and 

themselves. 
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Therefore, my view is that there were developmental learning processes that yoga 

learners acquired when they became involved in practicing yoga. 

 

5.4.1 Becoming a novice: joining a yoga class 

What motivated the participants to join a yoga class was varied, but most of them 

wanted something from yoga to fill what they felt was deficient in their life. Some 

needed stress relief, others needed physical exercise, relaxation, or pain relief. For 

instance, learner H had a stressful situation at work: 

 

“There’s pressure in the job and I was finding tension in my neck and the rest of 
it…And one year my wife said…“Oh you should go to yoga.” And I said “No I’m 
not going to go to yoga, it’s really for women” that kind of stuff.” But later on I 
decided “Well, maybe I’ll try and see what it’s like” and it was 15 years ago, and 
I’ve not stopped since.”  Learner H 

 

There were a number of participants who started going to yoga class after having had 

babies. For example, tutor F described her experience: 

 

“…it was after the birth of my second son that I really needed to escape and, he 
won’t forgive me for saying this but I needed to get out of the house from him, 
and, from the boys because I found it so exhausting… But prior to that when I was 
pregnant with him with the birth of my first son, they had sort of exercises for 
pregnancy.”  Teacher F  

 

Altogether, ten participants listed ‘stress’ as the reason for starting yoga. In fact, yoga 

students in Beginner’s classes often stop attending after a while, although many 

continue to practice to some extent at home, and return to a teacher later when they feel 

the need to practice more regularly, as participants A, F J and M had done so.   

 

5.4.2 Learning skills: practising postural yoga 

Most of the yoga classes run by the BWY trained teachers were taught to teach a 

modern form of postural yoga in accordance with the teacher training syllabus (a copy 

is in appendices). However, there are exceptions to this norm: specially organized 

classes for certain purposes like meditation, pranayama, and therapy. A typical class 
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basically goes through a sequence of practices including breathing, front and back 

bending, side stretching, twisting, balancing, inversion, and relaxation. The duration is 

usually 1 – 2 hours. The yoga students often move or change their teachers as they 

begin to learn more about yoga, as learner participants I, L and M, explained.  

It seemed that yoga practitioners often, but not always, wanted to move on to the next 

stage after a while. 

 

Teacher B described her experience when she started going to a class: 

 

“I like to have different things. I don’t like the same thing all the time. So I 
alternated, but I always kept the yoga going, and I never found yoga difficult 
because I think I’m naturally very supple and I was terrible at school at doing 
sports, jumping. … And so I found actually yoga was something I could do, it 
wasn’t competitive, and I’m not very competitive so I never had to compete with 
anybody in yoga class, and I found I could do it and I enjoyed it and I found I got 
more strong, more supple.”  Teacher B 

 

One participant said about her first experience, and how she returned to a class later, 

 

“I’m very happy that I actually paid for the semester. So I thought “All this 
money, I have to come.” And after the 6th lesson, it started growing, it grew on me 
and I really liked it, and I kept going to that class. Then, when the boys were 
small, I did that for about 6 years…Well, I felt fitter, stronger, more relaxed and I 
just felt better about myself, so that made me keep going back to the classes.”  
Teacher C 

 

Learner K had a more detached view towards yoga. He said that after practicing yoga 

for 6 months, he felt that, 

 

“I think, because I am still seeing, I think, because I am still seeing physical 
benefits. And while that continues, I am sure I will continue. Some of the 
emotional and spiritual aspects may rub off on the way.”  
“…it’s one of the reasons, like her (the teacher) style, stretching, moving part is 
good. It’s good. It’s all helpful, practically. Mostly practical, the reality of just 
breathing through one nostril, and just filling up one lung, breathing must be only 
one. It’s a nice idea, and it gets me thinking about breathing, which is finally 
working it out.”  Learner K 

 

Another participant talked about her discoveries in yoga: 
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“It is the awareness I suppose. That’s something I’ve never really thought about it 
before doing yoga… I find it very, very different experience from any other 
activities with great deal. And it also engaged with my mind with any other 
sporting activity certainly doesn’t do it. I also felt it was a stabilizer for my life. I 
felt very grounded, and I liked the individuality of it where it wasn’t competitive, 
and I love talking to people who used go to classes, because I felt connected to 
them.”  Student-teacher M 

 

The participants above became keen learners or ‘advanced beginners’. These 

participants seemed to have found something unexpected in yoga practice, such as  

awareness, breathing, relaxation. However, what is interesting at this stage were the 

path they followed and the way they made their subsequent trajectories of progression. 

Some participants were so deeply touched by their findings that they decided to become 

yoga teachers themselves. Others were happy to carry on as they were. 

 

One participant explained that she wanted to undertake a teacher training course to learn 

more about yoga: 

 

“…the teachers never explain much more than that. I believe in teaching, we keep 
it a bit secretive, a bit like religions, you keep it, and I thought I wanted to know 

more, more deeply about this. And I thought “Well the best way to do, the only 
way I could think of is to apply for a teacher training course, then I could get 
more knowledge in that way, not just going to a class and being passive, I wanted 
to be more active in yoga.” And that’s how I did.”  Teacher C 

 

Teacher C implied that, she was not able to learn as much as she wanted in an ordinary 

yoga class, and that she needed to apply for a teacher training course, which provided a 

more substantial and organized manner of studying. 

Next, I explore what happened to those participants who took up a teacher training 

course.  

 

5.4.3 Becoming an expert: Teacher training course and teaching 

It appeared that the participating teachers who undertook the BWY’s diploma teacher’s 

training course went through a period of transformation. It seemed that they had gone 
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through a ‘rite of passage’ period to become an expert, they tended to attach a deep 

personal meaning to this period of learning. 

 

Teacher E told her story of becoming a teacher, and how the teaching started: 

 

“But I knew that I wanted to know more. So, I really joined the teaching group 
not with the idea necessary for teaching, but just knowing more. And we obviously 
started anatomy and physiology and, it just went on from there… I think my idea 

of yoga has changed over the years.”  Teacher E 

 
“I started teaching in 1990. And the first class I took was the one J gave me… her 
class there while I was training. And I had another class teaching people who 
were very immobile at a day centre which was an adult education class. So, I had 
those two classes, as I was finishing my last year of training. And students started 

to teach me.”  Teacher E 
 

Tutor F had a remarkable trajectory of yoga career as her profession. Over the years, 

she progressed swiftly from a novice to an expert, and became a super-expert.  

 

“that’s when I started really taking yoga seriously because I thought if I’m 

going to teach it, it’s not going to be just for leisure. … And I have got very kind 
regards for the people that were on that course with me, and, as always with 
teacher training we are encouraged to teach our peers first and basically I had to 
teach,… and my husband just turned around and he said to me, 'You’ve done it 
once, and it can’t be any worse', once I told him J’s words and he said 'You can 
only learn from the experience.’ And I think that was also a word that hit me 
because it was the word 'learn'. Afterwards I began to feel a bit more confident, 
the group was supportive, and then J, I think about 15 months into my training, 
got me my first job as a yoga teacher at Adult Education…I got my teaching 
diploma in 1990, and from there on, I haven’t looked back and I absolutely love 
teaching.”  Tutor F 

 

During this period, the participants who took up the training found something 

personally important and meaningful in learning the skill to teach yoga. 

Student-teacher M was studying when I interviewed her. She described how she felt 

about the course. She said she did not find the philosophy easy, and learning how to 

teach was hard work. But she found that the course was a life changing experience and 

the beginning of her new life: 
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“ I tell you it’s been a life changing experience. If I had known, how intense it 
was going to be, I would have said ‘No’. It has taken over my life… it takes such 
a precedent over my life, I eat, sleep, yoga at the moment. My life revolves around 
it…I have to say the yoga course has been tremendously changing my life. It’s 
been very tough.”  Student-teacher M 

 

“But I can’t tell you I just love teaching yoga, I mean it’s very hard work as 
you’ve got to prepare a lesson plan, you’ve got to have a class up and running,.. 
you evaluate yourself all the time. But it’s the best thing I could have done… I will 
seek to learn more, because I feel this is the only very beginning of yoga for me, 

this diploma course is. Yes, this is the basis for me.”  Student teacher M 
 

The participants who went through the teacher training course evaluated the experience 

as life changing and positive. They all thought the learning process was interesting and 

meaningful although it was hard work. On becoming a qualified teacher, some of them 

made being a yoga teacher their profession, and others regarded it as rewarding and 

enjoyable. On the whole, as M said that the diploma course was only the beginning, 

most of the teachers went on to further learning as well. The life changing experience 

the participants talked about seemed to epitomise the turning point where physical 

activity became metaphysical engagement. The participants started at this point to 

become aware of the meaning attached to the physical postural work, as they went 

through the diploma course studies. They called this knowledge system ‘yoga 

philosophy’.  

 

In philosophy as well as social sciences, the self is a very much contested issue. 

However, in a very broad sense, the life changing experience means that the participants 

were finding out the ‘new’ self through yoga’s postural practice with philosophical 

meaning they never thought possible before.  

Freshwater and Robertson (2002) termed this transition as ‘The Return’. After going 

through a set of new learning skills and new understanding, participants come back in a 

cyclic process of integrating the bodily activities and attached meaning system. When 

they became qualified teachers, these participants wanted to acquire more indepth 

knowledge and started another cycle of learning. 
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5.4.4 Further yoga training in specialized areas 

Having been to, or having taught yoga classes for a while, and often upon completing 

the teacher training course, the majority of yoga practitioners seemed to want to deepen 

their yoga knowledge in a personal way. Some took up a remedial course, or focused on 

specialised areas of yoga training. For example, one teacher went on to study remedial 

yoga after finishing her teacher training course.  

 

“I then of course was very interested in remedial yoga… and that gave me a 
remedial diploma from Ickwellbury.”  Teacher A 

 

After the remedial course, she did autogenic training. By doing it she realized that her 

true path was with yoga. 

 
“I realized when I did this (autogenic) course that yoga was very much my path, 
and I realized that interesting though it was, I thought I shouldn’t have deviated 
from what is my true path.”  Teacher A 

 

One teacher went on to learn psychic development, counselling and mediation. She 

describes her experiences: 

 

“Well the psychic development is working with the chakras, so it’s a big link with 
yoga. You work with the chakras, the 7 main chakras, and bring energy from the 
base, magnetic energy up, and spiritual energy down, and you’re working with… 
And, the main ones for the psychic work are chakra 5 and 6, the throat, and the 
throat is hearing, so if you want to hear, you work to expand and you imagine this 
expansion all around the throat, so behind you as well so its like this big circle of 
energy and I got that I could feel that like, it was like somebody put a hand on my 
ear, it was like that sort of feeling, and it would go at any time… Yes. And I loved 
it, I absolutely loved it.”   Teacher B 

 

Although B passionately loved psychic training, she moved on to learn counselling a 

few years later. When yoga teachers got their qualification, it seemed that it was time 

for them to reflect and search within themselves what they were looking for in yoga and 

in life. From the above exemplars, what they were going through in their personal 

odyssey appeared so diverse, ranging from treating medical conditions to paranormal 

and transpersonal skills. The vast range of what one can expand in learning an aspect of 

yoga is almost endless, as one can see in the public domain publications. In the next 

section, I will trace their chosen path a little further. 
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5.4.5 Finding one’s own path  

After searching and deepening their own yoga practice, some participants seemed to 

find something more personally meaningful than what they had previously known, and 

they committed themselves further. They explained their lives in terms of yoga, and 

their chosen life path. 

 

One tutor talked about her meditation practice with deep feelings. She went to different 

gurus and teachers to explore what she was searching for in meditation. She described 

two slightly different methods of Buddhist meditation which had left her lasting 

impressions. 

  

“I used to do Sōtō-Zen meditation,…and Goto came over from Canada, and one 
sitting, I was there, and she came, and she did this in my back (a stroking 
gesture), I hadn’t experienced anything like that in my life. It was, really was, it 
was really like this red hot extreme thing moving in the back, and I’d never 
experienced that, anything like before.”  Tutor D 
 
“And when I did Vipassana meditation course, 10 day silent meditation, again, it 
was very, very profound, that really does, really take you into who you really 
are… When I did my 10 days, and you sit quietly, you are not talking to anybody. 
You are just experiencing within. And at the end of the 10 days, when you start 
talking again, sounds are different, and they’re ear shattering, even at this tone, it 
like being at an airport. And the things you see, through eyes, they look so 
different, so different from when you started talking. And when I was driving back 
from Marshes Down, it was just, it was just the sound of traffic, it was just, just 
too much, everything else in traffic. When you come home to get back to reality, it 
was like being jet lagged and you have to work that down. Because everything 
was so still, there was no movement. And as you notice it in the mornings when I 
miss my sittings, you notice how your day pans out, and things don’t go smoothly, 
and you get agitated more quickly. And it does make a big, big difference. And 
also, because that retreat with Swami Vishnu is still fresh in my mind like 
yesterday, so I can just sit down, and I can just, I can just really pick up the 
essences of those feelings…Big impacts, and I will really strongly, strongly 
recommend that to anyone. But, Vishnu, Mr G. is an ordinary man and in an 
ordinary house holder, he does not change his name, he does not wear any robes 
or anything. And he just teaches you to be in each moment, and it is about 
equanimity, staying sane, whatever going on. And the first 3 days, you focus just 
on the breath coming in and out from the triangle of your nose. And that is hard. 
And then, you move into deeper, you start looking into sensation in your body, the 
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gross sensations and subtle sensations. And after that you just get to be.”  Tutor 
D  

 

D’s selected way to deepen her yoga practice was learning from Buddhist meditation 

teachers rather than following a guru who could guide yoga meditation. What she found 

during meditation was so profound that she felt the world was different afterwards. 

With regular meditation, she said that she could manage calmness in everyday life.  

After meditation, the application of the resulting ‘new self’ to a busy secular life, rather 

than to religious settings, seemed to be the ultimate purpose for the participant at this 

stage. 

Another teacher explained how her commitment with Kripalu Yoga led her to take the 

initiation ceremony with the guru in the United States. It was a culmination of her years 

of study in yoga. She emphasised the importance of uniting the body and emotions in 

free motion of flow. 

 

“That was a big changing point for me actually, because I had completed the 
BWY training, before I went to America… So going to Kripalu afterwards was like 
the icing on the cake, because, that was yoga… It’s because it has got free 
elements in it. Particularly, I like the approach that everyone in Kripalu has, it’s 
spiritual at the forefront, they do classical postures in common with other 
classical postures of other disciplines, but then you get to hold of postures for 
certain amount of time, and then go into your own free flow of movement as a 
counter pose to the posture, rather than as one has been taught beforehand, doing 
forward bend and then backward bend, or a standing posture and a seated 
posture. It’s not like that. It’s, you get to do a series of postures and then hold one 
to your limit really. So, holding it quite a length of time until your body says that 
you need to come out. May be holding it for another couple of breaths, so you are 
really feeling what that posture is giving to you. Then you release from it with 
your eyes closed. And stay in your prana body, and just move, and stretch, and 
release, and stretch and release, and you could go into a series of postures, or you 
could go into a series of simple stretches, depending on how you feel. Each time 
you do it, it’s different, because you respond to how your body is feeling in that 
particularly moment.”  Teacher N 

 

N explained how Kripalu yoga taught her to move meditatively. Meditation in Kripalu 

seemed to be different from D’s Buddhist one. The way free-flow of movement 

described by N appeared to be a trance-like state, and which was leading to further 

release. 
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The long-term yoga practitioners seemed to settle down with some kind of meditative 

practices of their choice after years of searching for their own yogic path. The examples 

above were Soto Zen, Vipassana (insight) meditation, and flowing meditative postural 

works. They have something in common which can be described with expressions like 

‘feel the moment’ and ‘be here and now’. 

What does meditation mean to the participants? In modern yoga, searching for the 

essence of the self is often focused on the self ‘within’ through some kind of meditative 

practice as I argued in chapter two. I will explore next what they really found in their 

practice. 

 

5.4.6 Finding oneself: developing theories of life  

Some participants commented, either explicitly or implicitly, that they had found a 

peace of mind, and had arrived at a stage of life where they could reconcile themselves 

to life’s difficulties. They also explained that their own theory of life developed through 

their life journey and long-term practice of yoga. They sometimes defined their own 

yoga in relation to their life, i.e. what they thought it was and what it meant to them.   

 

One teacher explained with enthusiasm that in many ways yoga had become a vital part 

of her life in her adversity. She found in yoga the benefits of physical, emotional, 

financial, and relational grounding.   

 
I loved the people in the theatre and I did regret for a little while that I had given 
that up just by walking away. But now, why I walked away, because it was to the 

life that I found and have now. That’s the life I was meant to have, absolutely. I 
mean, I am so happy in my life, so happy I love yoga. Yoga is my life, it’s not just 
my job. …I actually live yoga. I hope its not sounding terribly hip but it’s very 
true. With my kind of life, I have to live yoga, because if I don’t, I am not going to 
be able to keep going. It’s as simple as that. I live yoga, it makes me very healthy, 
it keeps my balance, and I’m not saying there are times when I can’t go on, but I 
accept these times, for humour.”  Teacher A 
 

Another teacher talked about the freedom and happiness she gained with her life and 30 

years of yoga practice. 

 

“I’m very happy because I work it out and I get the class to tell what they like, 
what they want to do, I think the counselling freed me with my yoga because 
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before the counselling I felt I had to know everything, and when I did the 
counselling I realized I didn’t have to know and that was very freeing for me… I 
didn’t have to be the expert anymore, I’m not the expert, I know a bit but, that 

really was quite freeing.” Teacher B 
 
“I’m very relaxed I think, I think I’m very laid back about it really. If they want to 
giggle, that’s ok, if they want to have a little chat, if we do partner work and they 
all start chatting I’m quite happy with that.… I don’t think yoga is the be and end 

all. I think we must do what we like, and if you like yoga then, then you’ll enjoy 
it… and if you’d rather go and play tennis that’s fine too.”  Teacher B 

 

One tutor explained that she arrived with yoga at the stage of life where she could 

accept the world as it was, and found peace with herself. 

 

“…that is how it is. And certainly it helps me to, I don’t worry. I don’t worry 
about things, I am able to see things as they are. And take things as they come, 
and deal with them. I am not the person to cross the bridges before I get to them. 
And I think that is down to yoga. I think that really helped in that way.”  Tutor D 

  

One teacher said that she had become more reflective: 

 
“I have, what I am saying is that I have more reflective time during my day now 
than I used to have. How does it help? I think probably, if I get irritated or 
annoyed, I am more able to stand back from the situation, perhaps. And just 
breathe or, well I finally don’t need to do that any more, I don’t know. I know 
that, probably I breathe differently.”  Teacher E 

 

The long-term practitioners seemed to have found ways of expressing their own 

meaning of life in relation to yoga practice. The meaningfulness of life appeared to be 

uniquely different for each participant, but what they had in common was they shared 

the fact that their theories of life, constructed through yoga practice, helped them to 

perceive themselves as a more fulfilled persons. When the participants found their life 

became more meaningful, their sense of self became positively transformed too. The 

theme in this section has relevance with the sub-research question 3, “Does yoga 

practice influence yoga practitioners’ sense of self?” And the answer seemed very 

much affirmative as far as the participants were concerned. However, the nature of 

relation between the development of the sense of self and yoga practice is not a simple 

correlation. It will be discussed further in the next chapter, since ‘the self’ needs to be 

discussed separately and in depth.  
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5.4.7 Becoming a super-expert (DCT): teaching next generation of teachers 

There were three participants who became Diploma Course Tutors after teaching yoga 

for a while. Two of them were still very active in teaching and one was retired. They 

shared a common sense of purpose in that they seemed to want to contribute something 

to the yoga community and society at large. 

 

Tutor D explained that her achievement with the BWY organization made her feel 

happy: 

 

“I’ve written a module for the 3
rd

 age yoga, which is basically teaching yoga to 
the senior adults. As I say it may not an old in age, but fitness and everything 
depending on their level, and this module is directed mainly to those people who 
are in hospitals and nursing homes really, to encourage them to move. And to 
really just to view the ageing processes as another process, as an adventure 
rather than thinking of, as an ailment or as a disability, and to get away from the 
wheel chair mentality, sort of thing, if you like. So, that what I wrote and I 
finished the module, and it has been accepted, and I am going to run the first 
course in November.”  Tutor D 

 
D also passionately talked about the future of the BWY. 

  
 “I think our courses are very good, the BWY training course, it is one of the 

best that’re around. And at the moment, we could not become an awarding body 
(of NVQs) on our own, because we don’t issue enough diplomas, although we are 
the biggest one. …I think we should have some sort of regulating body, that is the 
nearest thing we can get to. So, I am quite happy that we’ve got that far. I’m quite 

happy that BWY has raised the standard, so that those standards have to be 
maintained.”  Tutor D 

  

D expressed her great pride and joy that she contributed to the BWY by creating a 

therapeutic yoga module for teachers which they could use to help more ageing people 

in society. She also took pride in achieving that the BWY, as an organization, won the 

position of the leading British governing body for yoga practitioners. The BWY was 

now attempting to become the regulatory body that could issue a higher vocational 

award for yoga teaching than the current diploma (Issacson, 2008). 
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Ex-tutor O was one of the founding members of the local yoga community, and she was 

proud of what she had achieved and contributed to the organization. However, she 

talked about an issue the BWY faced in modern society. She commented that the BWY 

should become a commercial organization run by an employed professional manager. 

The BWY is not associated with any guru; it had been run by groups of volunteers and 

elected committee members.  

 

“And somehow the work, the involvement and the training of the diploma courses, 
as you know, up to now, most of the (local) teachers …are people I’ve trained. 
…It was a situation really I just got on and did it… The thing I found though, and 
I think very strongly about this, there was not the training to teach the courses 
then as there is now. So basically, I did a lot of study, I put my courses together, 

so it involved for me a lot of studying and a lot of preparation, which I learnt a lot 
by doing it.”  Ex-tutor O 
  
“With the Wheel of Yoga, I was very involved, with county rep, with deputy 
regional officer and with written work panel, and with education committee. 
When I started to become involved as a committee member, at one time I would 
support the wheel to the hilt, I would never ever have the Wheel defamed in any 
way. …I’ve actually seen the development in the Wheel of Yoga. There is a very 
interesting article in the Spectrum this time on how they should actually go 
forward by having a paid, overall paid (manager). I mean if you read that, it’s 
making the Wheel of Yoga much more, I was going to say, a commercial 

enterprise which in these days, is what it needs.”   Ex-tutor O 
 

Although O was retired, she was concerned about its future. She emphasized that the 

BWY should move away from being a volunteer-run amateur organization, and should 

become a professionally managed businesslike organization.  

 

The three DCTs were obviously proud of what they had contributed to the BWY 

organization. In particular, tutor D and ex-tutor O taught BWY teacher training courses 

for many years successfully, and they helped the BWY to improve its quality of practice 

as the leading yoga organization in the UK. They both voiced their belief in the 

importance of the BWY to keep up with the time and to respond to the needs of the 

students. Their concerns with the commercial aspect of yoga practice, and also the need 

for professional administrators to run the organization as a business were shared, and it 

seems that the direction taken by the BWY is exactly what they wanted.  
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I followed the ways in which the participants developed their sense of self in relation to 

yoga using a modified version of Dreyfus’ Skill Acquisition model. Most participants 

started to practice yoga as novice for physical and psychological reasons. As they 

learned how to move their body, how to breathe and how to relax, some wanted to know 

more. When those keen participants underwent a yoga teacher training course, they 

seemed to go through a degree of transformation, and became aware of the meaning of 

yoga practice in relation to their life. Some studied yoga further according to the area of 

most interest to them. The long-term practicing participants tried to find their own path, 

e.g. finding a guru and going to meditation retreats, to deepen their yoga practice and to 

discover their own sense of self. Then, the long-term practicing participants seemed to 

find a ‘theory of life’ through yoga, found their own meaning of life and reconciled 

themselves to the difficulties of their lives.  

While the participants made progress in yoga, their level of yoga skill increased, their 

awareness of the body as ‘equipment totality’ (Heidegger, 1962) also improved. As 

Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986, p. 4) explain, “Human understanding was a skill akin to 

knowing how to find one’s way about in the world”. Learning bodily yoga skills such as 

posture, breathing, relaxation and meditation, as well as the knowledge of the literature 

helped the participants to find their own sense of self and own theory of life. 

 

5.5. CAM & GP 

While I interviewed the participants, I noticed their interest in Complementary 

and Alternative Medicine (CAM), and the individual ways in which they talked about 

Allopathic/orthodox/convensional/biomedicine. In relation with CAM, I use the medical 

anthropological term ‘biomedicine’ in this section for the NHS based medical practices, 

which are a part of broader ethnomedical and cultural systems (Rubel and Hass, 1996; 

Rhodes, 1996). By understanding how yoga intersects with other health care methods, this 

theme potentially provides an answer to how this study may be able to help to improve health 

and well-being of ordinary people. 

 

In order to explore the topic of the relationship between General Practitioners (GPs), CAM 

and yoga practitioners, the theme was divided into five categories: 
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1. General Practitioners (GP) and Biomedicine. The way Biomedical Doctors’ attitude 

towards yoga was narrated in the interviews. 

2. Some GPs were sympathetic to yoga practice, and they did not hesitate to refer the 

patient to a yoga class. 

3.  Yoga practitioners and CAM. In the interview narratives, the ways in which the 

participants expressed their views on CAM were explored. 

4.  Yoga in the NHS. The narrative explanations of experiences with yoga in the NHS, 

such as Day Centres, were explored.  

5.  Other CAMs. The topic of CAM in relation to the participants was explored. 

 

 

 

Figure 8: GPs, CAM and yoga practitioners 

 

5.5.1 GPs and biomedicine 

The participants showed varied attitudes towards GPs and biomedical doctors in 

hospitals. In a nutshell, biomedicine in general emphasises scientific ‘evidence-based’ 

approach (Sackett, 1996; Eisenberg, 2005) against CAM’s ‘opinion-based approach 

(Ernst et al., 2005). However, its practice is carried out by grassroots practitioners with 

limited facilities, funding, up-to-date-knowledge and skill, man-power and time. As a 

result, their responses to patients’ needs often became unsatisfactory as illustrated by 

some of the participants’ experiences. 
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The following exemplars were typical expressions of participants. 

 

Teacher B told me of her negative experience and disappointment with the local 

biomedical doctors and the hospital when she found she had cancer: 

 

“This was N Hospital. So I was, they were very very slow, I think I presented in 
about March and I didn’t actually get the operation for 10 months, very bad, it 
was very bad. And I presented quite early, and they were, it was just, I couldn’t 
get an appointment.”  Teacher B 

 

After the operation, she received no guidance regarding relevant exercises and she, 

therefore, decided to take personal control of her bodily health by using her yoga skills. 

 

“I think if I hadn’t known about exercising I probably wouldn’t have stuck at it 
actually, but I realized, in fact they didn’t even give me any exercises, …I mean it 
was painful underneath and I realized then that I’ve got to work these muscles so, 
the fact that I was a yoga teacher and I knew I’d got to work my muscles.  
Teacher B 

 

Thus B decided to use yoga for rehabilitation. Most of the participants explained that 

they were able to use yoga skills for maintaining their health. This sense of 

‘empowerment’ over the management of their body was strongly felt in many of their 

narratives. 

  

For instance, learner I went to doctors for their diagnosis and their opinion of her lower 

back pain, but wanted to keep the decision making power in her own hand. She 

explained, 

 

“I believe that these should complement the mainstream doctors. But I wouldn’t 
not to go to a mainstream doctor. I think you have to go to them, but you take, you 

have to size up what they say. And my GP, he doesn’t really believe in 
complementary therapies at all, so it’s quite funny because I know he doesn’t, and 
I tell him something, and I know he won’t agree with it, but I don’t care. I go to 
him for a diagnosis in a different way, to hear his point of view .…I know it (pain) 
is a nuisance to me but I knew it didn’t require surgery. So I backed off from that, 
and I think it was after that I found out about yoga, I just started yoga.”  Learner 

I 
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Ex-tutor O believed that CAM was more effective although biomedicine was necessary: 

 
“I also, with my interest in alternative therapies, and knowing my background as 
a trained nurse, I’ve actually gone the other way, OK, I do feel that allopathic 
medicine is necessary. I mean for instance, last year I had an emergency surgery 
in the hospital just from the road. There I think there is more, I think 

complementary or alternative therapies are more effective, because they get to 

the root of the problem. The allopathic medicine only treats the symptoms.”  
Ex-tutor O 

 

The participants narrated various experiences with their GPs and hospital doctors. 

B mentioned negative experiences, and I and O said that biomedical doctors were 

necessary, but that CAMs were useful to their users. On the whole, no participants 

expressed that yoga could replace biomedicine, but yoga and biomedicine should 

complement each other. There was also a strong sense of independence towards 

maintaining their bodily health using yoga skills. Some of them started yoga because of 

their health problems, and they thought that yoga gave them the ‘power’ to manage their 

body and health. Ex-tutor O emphasised that a holistic approach of yoga was better than 

biomedicine because it treated the root of the problem.  

On the other hand, GPs’ attitudes towards yoga remains still ambivalent, although I had 

the impression that GPs’ attitude towards yoga teachers was becoming kinder than 

before. 

5.5.2 Some GPs were sympathetic to yoga 

Two participants, teacher A and L, were 2 participants who had a positive opinion of 

their GPs. A originally thought against going to a GP for help when her husband became 

ill in the late 1970s. 

 
“…the thought of going to a doctor and getting loads of tablets which they were 

giving out, as we know, like sweets then, I thought ‘No, I think I’ll go back to 
yoga’.”  Teacher A 

 

Instead of going to a GP, she went back to practice yoga. However, she said that her 

current GP was enthusiastic towards yoga and other CAMs. In her opinion, GPs’ 

attitudes towards yoga seemed to have tremendously changed over the years. As she 

said: 
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“My GP, he loves yoga. He loves everything to do with yoga”  Teacher A 
 

Learner L had been with an unhelpful GP, but after changing GP practices, she had a 

sympathetic GP who referred her to the hospital unit for therapeutic activities where she 

was introduced to yoga. L was appreciative of her GP’s referral: 

 

“I had a particularly good GP at the time. I was with one GP practice which 
wasn’t very helpful. I changed to a different practice, and she was very good…”  
 “It was a GP’s introduction to N Hospital. Yes, what was called ADTU then, 
there were different sessions you could join in.”  Learner L 

 

Only 2 participants were helped by their GPs to have an opportunity to try CAM.  

From the available data, it was not possible to draw a conclusion quantitatively since the 

sample size was too small, and generalizability was not the purpose of this study. 

However, the general trend seemed to be changing in favour of CAM. Berman (2001, p. 

vii) says, “It is a rare physician these days who has not had a patient asking about an 

unconventional treatment for their condition”, although physicians and consumers alike 

do not have enough information about their effectiveness nor safety.  

Luff and Thomas (2005) suggest that, in 1995, 6 % of GP practices in England had a 

complementary care practitioner working on the premises, 21 % of practices had a staff 

member who provided a complementary therapy to the patients, and 25 % of practices 

made referrals for complementary therapist. Their research findings suggest that there is 

a growing trend towards the integration of complementary therapies in the primary care, 

although there are a number of issues such as funding, equity and service methods. 

However, there is a huge range of complementary therapies available in the CAM 

market; Ernst (2005, p. 295) finds that some of them do not have positive therapeutic 

value, although he evaluates that yoga has ‘promising evidence for effectiveness in 

asthma, cardio-vascular risk factors and other conditions with no serious adverse 

effects’. So far, there have been a small number of cases of adverse effects reported 

(NHS Evidence, 2010). This suggests that precaution and appropriate application of 

yoga to certain medical conditions should be carefully considered. Moreover, yoga 

therapists need to be trained and properly qualified in an appropriate manner. 
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5.5.3 Yoga practitioners and CAM 

In general, the participants showed various degrees of interest in CAM . However, a 

majority of the participants were not clearly aware that yoga was a part of CAM. This 

was mainly due to the fact that they considered yoga not only as a treatment for ill 

health but also as a way to improve their quality of life, and even, in some cases, as a 

spiritual practice. On the other hand, most yoga teacher participants taught various 

people with health conditions in classrooms, or health related premises. Teacher A had 

remedial yoga training, and was keen to teach disabled people, MS sufferers, and 

mentally ill people. Tutor D was enthusiastic about developing a training course for 

teachers who wanted to teach ‘The third age yoga’. Teacher E had remedial yoga 

training, and taught elderly people in the class. Tutor F taught mental health patients in 

the NHS settings. Teacher G studied ‘low-back-pain’ yoga and helped students with this 

condition. Teacher N talked about increasing the number of students with various health 

problems.  

 

Among them, tutor D, Ex-tutor O and trainee student M were qualified nurses. Andrews 

and Hammond (2005) says that the largest ‘single job’ category from which CAM 

therapists come is nursing. They suggest that ‘push’ factors coming from the NHS can 

be difficult working conditions, pressures and stress, frustrations and unsatisfactory job 

changes. ‘Pull’ factors into CAM can be closer interpersonal patient-therapist 

relationships and the ability to help patient to a greater degree. When a yoga practitioner 

undertakes a teacher training course, being a qualified nurse is an asset in so far as it 

assumes knowledge of anatomy and physiology. The caring nature of the nursing 

profession may encourage some nurses to acquire yoga therapeutic skills. 

 

In general, yoga as a CAM tends to have more positive reports than other CAMs (Ernst 

et al., 2006; Heelas, 2006; Ernst, 2005; Faulkner and Layzell, 2005; Williams, 2005). 

Ernst et al. (2006) also mention that, according to a large UK consumer survey, yoga 

leads to more patient-satisfaction than any other CAM modality.   

However, yoga as a therapeutic modality is offered in only 0.6 % cases, and the 

percentage of therapists is 1.2 %, compared to the top five categories. Massage 

therapists represent 17.6%; homeopathic therapists, 17.6 %; reflexologists, 15.5 %; 
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psychotherapists, 15.3 % and osteopaths, 15.0 % (Andrews and Hammond, 2005). In 

order for yoga to be recognized as a CAM, it may need further efforts to establish its 

status. 

 

5.5.4 Yoga at the NHS 

There were some participants who taught yoga at NHS hospitals and other health 

centres where they were paid by the NHS. For example, teacher A and tutor F talked 

about their experience of teaching yoga to psychiatric patients and MS sufferers. 

Teacher A described her classes: 

 

“I have a couple of classes in psychiatric clinics, and the numbers there in these 
clinics can vary. I have, one of the psychiatric clinics, its girls with anorexia, that 
I meet and in the other one general, general malaises of psychological field. But, 
depending on how many people are in the clinic at the time, it can vary anything, 
3 to maybe 7-8, something like that.”  Teacher A 

 

Tutor F was initially introduced to yoga at a prenatal clinic as pregnancy yoga. Upon 

qualifying as a yoga teacher later on, F taught yoga for psychiatric patients with the 

NHS: 

 

“…it had already given me inroads to mental health, and an occupational 
therapist actually contacted me through, well actually came to my class as a 
student and knew that I’ve worked in that sector and then suggested that I come 
along, meet her boss. And I’ve worked for the mental health with the H Hospital 
for about 10 years…”  Tutor F 

 

Some participants were teaching yoga at various medical institutions as paid yoga 

teachers. Apart from Teacher A and Tutor F above, Tutor D ran courses to train yoga 

teachers to teach elderly people in hospitals and nursing homes.   

Although yoga became popular, many social science researchers treat yoga separately 

from other CAMs, and call it ‘spiritual practice’ (Vincent and Furnham, 1998), or 

‘mind-body therapy’ (Fulder, 1996).  

 

Yoga as a part of CAMs appeared to be getting more readily accepted by the general 

public (NHS evidence, 2010). Some NHS web-sites focus on yoga and its usefulness for 
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certain illnesses (2006). As yoga teaching participants talked about their experience in 

the NHS sector, their role appeared to be one of ‘yoga teacher’. In order for them to 

become professional and legitimate yoga therapists, the NHS recognises that there 

should be a regulated professional organization for qualified yoga therapists to be used 

for referrals (2010). However, there has been an effort to build a professional body such 

as British Council of Yoga Therapy (BCYT), it is still in early days (ibid.). 

 

 

5.5.5 Other CAM 

There were some CAMs in which the Participants showed some degree of interest. 

These included spiritual healing, massage, acupuncture and homeopathy. 

 

Teacher B had a positive experience with Electromagnetic Crystal Therapy when she 

was waiting for a cancer operation. In this case, teacher B was a client rather than a 

therapist. B described the experience as positive and very remarkable.  

 

“…when I was ill, when I had the cancer, I went to a lady who did... 
electromagnetic crystal therapy…And I went from this terrible pain state to no 
pain. Yes, no pain. And I began to feel stronger… I was fit as a fiddle, I was 
walking and running and, I was really feeling fit. And when I had the operation, 
and they have to take out some of the lymph nodes to test, one of the lymph nodes 
was scarred because it had had the cancer but the crystal healing had helped it 
like to go back, helped contain it.”  Teacher B 

 

Learner H tried osteopathy when he felt pain, but with negative results: 

 

“a few years ago I had a bad move, shifting a bed and… I dislocated my 
shoulder... And I went to see again an osteopath. They massage and they do a 
little bit of something, but it did not solve the problem.”  Learner H 
 

Student teacher M was a qualified and practicing reflexologist. M’s motivation to 

become a reflexologist was motivated by wanting not to see biomedical doctors, 

although her occupation had been a trained Nurse. She explained how she became 

qualified in it. 
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“I was qualified 3 years ago, at the H School of reflexology, and I’ve got my 
diploma, I’m registered with the association of reflexologist, where most of my 
clients come from, because I am on the web-site. I was in bed I remember, I’m 
very, very healthy usually, but I remember I was having a kidney infection about 4 
years ago. I never ever go to doctors if I can avoid it… and I was reading a book 
on reflexology, something came up, and I thought, “Gosh, this is just what I 
need!” The next day, I phoned up the school of reflexologist...”  Student teacher 

M 
 

With trial and error, learner H did not appreciate osteopathy, and preferred yoga, 

whereas teacher B felt that Electromagnetic Crystal Therapy was very effective for her 

cancer as a complementary therapy. Student teacher M even became a qualified 

reflexologist. 

On the whole, none of the participants showed disinterest towards CAM. In general, 

they had an attitude of open-mindedness and holistic acceptance towards non 

biomedicine. I attribute the fact that practicing yoga and becoming used to managing 

their own health made the individuals try and test other CAMs when they felt the need. 

There were a number of other CAMs mentioned by the participants during the 

interviews. On the whole, none of the participants said that they wanted to dismiss 

biomedicine, but they considered that CAMs had their place in the health care system.  

Asian medicines such as Chinese herbs, massage and acupuncture were mentioned by 

Learner I and Teacher N, but the quality of their practice was uncertain. It appears that 

the issue of the acceptance of CAM as a legitimate medical system is still under debate 

(Resch and Ernst, 1999; Bivins, 2007). 

 

The topic of the efficacy of CAM is controversial. On one hand, yoga has received a 

number of positive reports, but on the other hand, there have been strong criticism 

towards some therapies such as homeopathy (Goldacre, 2009; Ernst et al., 2006). As 

CAM, as a whole, is becoming increasingly popular, a body of evidence coming from 

further high quality research is needed. The jury still seems to be out about their 

efficacy and safety. 
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5.6. Relationships 

Yoga practice is always done in relationships, i.e. these relationships are between the 

practitioner and their inner self, between the teacher and the students, between the 

practitioner and their family. Yoga relationships also involve teaching lineage, 

practicing friends and yoga communities, as well as the wider modern society. This 

theme is one of the key ideas for understanding ‘the self’ for modern yoga practitioners. 

According to Heidegger (1962), Being-in-the-world is ‘Being’ with others; this is one of 

his central ideas of phenomenology.  

 

I have divided the ‘relationship’ discussion into 4 key categories following the data 

analysis:  

1. The relationship with the self. 

2. The relationship with the family. 

3. The relationship with yoga community 

4. The relationship with the society. 

 

5.6.1 Relationship with the self 

The relationship with oneself is the most complicated and controversial point of this 

category, since yoga is said to be a long established method for (inner) self discovery 

which was explored in Chapter 2. Moreover, ‘what is the self?’ is a complicated and 

almost indefinable question. Therefore, I use the term in the same way the participants 

did. This included ‘myself’, ‘my the other self’’, ‘the higher self’, ‘spiritual side of the 

self’ and so forth. 

As teachers A and B described a separated self in times of crisis, I explore what kind of 

‘the self’ they were talking about: 

  

“…there have been hard times but in terms of coping with the crises and the hard 
times, I actually, it might be a little trick that I use, but it’s also very yogic, I 
actually find that at times like that, I can detach myself from the little. So I can, 
and I have done, certainly at moments of crisis, what I call the real A is here and 
the little A is doing what is necessary. So the real A, the true A, the spirit, 
whatever we would call it, the strong one that is able to do it, has detached herself 
and is looking at the other A who is also important because the little A has to get 
on with things. But because the mind and the spirit are detached, then you’re not 
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affected that much by it, your body is not going to get run down because you have 
already left the body, that I found I could do.”  Teacher A 

 

In the Heideggerian sense, it could be understood as a separation between ‘das Man’ 

and ‘the authentic Self’. But from a yogic point of view, it is said to be a standard 

meditational practice to observe how the restless mind plays with detachment, so that 

the mind will settle down in peace.  

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra (PYS) says at the beginning, “Yoga is the settling of the 

mind./When the mind has settled, we are established in our essential nature, which is 

unbounded Consciousness./ Our essential nature is overshadowed by the activities of 

the mind.”(translated by Shearer, 1982, p. 49). The idea of ‘the self’ described in the 

scripture had been adopted and lived by the participant A.  

Teacher B narrated a similar experience of separation of the self: 

 

“the strange thing really was when I was, before I had my operation and in that 
time while I was waiting, when I knew that I was going to have it done, it was like 
I was outside myself looking in, and this was really quite weird because I was, like 
it wasn’t me. This is my best friend who’s got a problem but it wasn’t me, and I 
was like on the ceiling looking down. I was outside myself… So I was concerned 
about this person because she was like my best friend but it wasn’t me and I had a 
very strong sense of that.”  Teacher B 

 

B described her separated self as a best friend. Being divided and emotionally detached 

from suffering kept her in equilibrium. A and B described very similar experiences in 

this respect. However their experiences may be unique in nature and the majority of 

yoga participants used yoga practice and relaxation for stress relief in a more 

straightforward way. 

 

A and B were very experienced and learned yoga teachers. They knew PYS by heart and 

tended to refer to the text. The Sutra says: “The Self and the contents of the mind are 

completely separate. Our natural experience, which is directed to outer fulfilment, fails 

to distinguish between them. Sanyama (concentration technique) on inner fulfilment 

brings knowledge of the Self (Translated by Shearer, 1982, p. 103).” In other words, it is 

a method to separate the pure self from everyday consciousness, and lead ‘the Self” to 

be eventually free. This idea is not dissimilar to Heidegger’s (1962) authentic self and 
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das Man. Tutor D described a similar experience when she undertook Vipassana 

meditation: 

 
And the first 4 days, you would be amazed, the stuff that comes out you didn’t 
think you possessed. All the negative stuff, the negative energy you haven’t had a 
chance to look at it, and leave it aside, and you go deeper to see, look about the 
reaction, how you react to what comes up, and you get to leave that, and you get 

like you are just standing beside watching you without becoming involved with 

it.”  Tutor D 
 

However, the separation is within the mind itself, where the self becomes the observer 

and the self being observed, or the self that is stable and hidden and the self that is 

always restless and agitated. In PYS, Patanjali explains that they are the two elements 

purusha (the essence) and prakriti (the matter) that make up the self and the world 

(Shearer, 1982; Tachikawa, 2008)). The idea of two selves and eventually the discovery 

of an inner peace often came up in yoga practitioners’ conversations as it did for the 

participants above.  

 

In a yoga class, after posture work, and sometimes during relaxation and meditation, 

people often cry with relief, which was an emotional resolution. Teacher C and teacher 

N respectively described those tearful moments: 

 

“I have cried during yoga sessions… three times I had to cry quite strongly, all 
my emotions. Through yoga, yoga released my emotions.”  Teacher C 
 
“And then on the 6th week she used a different set of wording to talk us into the 
deep relaxation, and something went “ping” inside me and the tears just welled 
up in the corners of my eyes and trickled on the sides of my cheeks, and nobody 
knew I was crying, just me, it was just fantastic. It was so wonderful, I relaxed. 
And prior to that, I didn’t know that I was tense. And I’d been lying on the floor, 
absolutely rigid, probably holding my fists or really tight, and not knowing how to 
relax.”  Teacher N 

 

As Merleau-Ponty called this bodily experience the ‘zero point’ of the embodied self, 

and that this embodied self is in relation with the world (1962). As the ‘das Man’ of the 

everyday self goes about and carries on living, the sufferings of the authentic self 

quietly accumulate inside one’s unconscious. After some yogic posture work, 

practitioners lay down on the floor quietly, and it is often at this moment that people 
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shed tears of catharsis. Heidegger (1962) sees this receptive state as a ‘clearing’, an 

open space where the true self can reveal itself. 

 

5.6.2 Relationship with the family 

The participants might have practiced yoga independently, but they all had families. 

The well-being of the person was often dependent on the family members, or was 

influenced by them. Being a yoga practitioner caused positive or sometimes negative 

effects on the family relationships. For instance, teacher A explained that continuing 

yoga practice sustained her family cohesion. Some families, such as those of teachers B, 

C, E and tutor D allowed the participants to carry on, but did not become involved. 

Other families, tutor F and learners H, I, K became involved and positively supported 

the participant. One participant, teacher N, went through a period of antagonism from 

her partner.  

 

Teacher B explained that her family did not get involved with yoga, but accepted her 

practice: 

 

“My family don’t do any yoga. But again, you see, that’s ok. I wouldn’t try to 
make them do yoga, it would drive them mad, wouldn’t it. But they’re quite happy 
for me to lie on the floor, I often lie on the floor and do some yoga and they see 
what I’m doing while they’re watching the television.”  Teacher B 

 

Learner I had been a yoga student, and explained that yoga practice had had positive 

effects on her husband who suffered from back pain: 

 
“…my husband started yoga about two or three years after me, because he could 
see the benefits. And he had had problems with his back, and he started going 
along, I would go one evening and he would go the other evening, and he found it 
very beneficial as well.”  Learner I 

 

Similarly, leaner K appreciated yoga practice and the positive influence on their 

relationship: 

 
“I think all relationship benefit from joint experiences. And we are not at the 
same level by any means, but there are certain poses that are couple based, and 
we have practiced a few of those. And that’s good because I am able to support 
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her as long as she is trying to do, obviously she has helped me. So it’s working.”  
Leaner K 

 

Teacher N narrated the difficult period she went through with her husband after she 

came back from her initiation in the USA.  

 
“just my relationship with my husband, that was challenged. It changed the 
dynamics of our relationship. In the end, it was for the better, but at the time, it 
was very difficult. Because I think, I have probably been, there had been a co-
dependency prior to that. When I came back I was much more independent.  
…that experience of him being away from home for 3 weeks, and then coming 
back, enlightened to understand sort of experience I had had. And then, he really 
understood, then we were back on the even keel, if it hadn’t been through that 
experience with him, I think, we would still probably be having difficulties in some 
sort of way. It was a huge developmental thing for both of us.”  Teacher N  

 

Some families just accepted the participant’s practice of yoga, and others showed a keen 

interest. It seemed that some families took it with affectionate detachment and, 

sometimes, some of the members joined in of their own accord. In general, yoga seemed 

somehow to be helping the family relationships of the participants. It was rare to hear 

about a strong reaction from a family member, like in the case of teacher N, but she was 

the only one who went abroad and received an initiation from a guru. When one person 

goes through a transformative process of initiation, it changes the family dynamics. 

When both N and her husband went through comparative rites of passage, they came to 

understand the self-transforming process of an initiation experience, and reconciled.   

 

5.6.3 Relationship with yoga community 

Although yoga can be practised in isolation, the knowledge of yoga has been handed 

down through teachers and is practiced within the unique traditions of yoga 

communities. In this section, yoga classes as mini communities, and the close 

relationships between teachers and their students are discussed. 

  

Yoga classes as mini communities 

Various aspects of yoga classes where teachers and students interacted and shared yoga 

practice were mentioned by tutor F and ex-tutor O.  
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F talked about her yoga classes and explained that their location had moved from Local 

Adult Education to private classes: 

 

“I mean, fortunately, I’m saying this, out of a health club I will get maybe one 

new person a week, maybe two or three but the rest are regular so you can 
develop. But I feel that it would be, everybody’s got their own time, we’ve all got 
our own timing. And that is the one thing that I really miss with Adult Education 
because you could have that course and you could say “Right I’ve got the 
beginners’ course, we will only do sectional breathing, then perhaps in year two 
or about three we will introduce a bit of Pranayama, maybe we might even get 
onto the alternative nostril breathing” that sort of thing…It’s the drop-in classes, 
and this is the way that we’re going, into the drop-in classes more and more.”  
Tutor F 
 
“I would say that, I mean today I had 24 people in my class, last night it was 21, 
so I must see round about 150 people a week which again makes life interesting, 
because every time I go into a different class, I meet different people, and I get 
such a richness from these classes, and so I’m not going into the office and 
meeting the same person each day.”  Tutor F 

 

F said that she regularly saw about 150 people weekly, with new people joining 

constantly, which meant that she could not make a long-term teaching plan to deepen or 

develop students’ practice. But she said that it was how yoga was increasingly taught. 

F’s sentiment was also shared by some other teachers. 

 

Ex-tutor O used to go to strict Iyengar classes, and she felt that she understood the flow 

of energy through the strong physical work: 

 

“And one thing that I did the Iyengar teacher training with Silva Mater… People 
tend to feel yoga therefore the teacher is relaxed and is approachable and is calm 
and so on. She was totally unapproachable, and actually, she was a bit horrifying. 
She was, wouldn’t say not at all, you feel that she knew. We used to work through 
all the standard postures, and inverted, shoulder-stand, headstand, and a few 
minutes relaxation that was the routine. Week after week, month after month, we 
did that in Iyengar way… what I also found was doing that strong physical work 

I could pick up the Gita and understand it, I’m sure because of the flow of 
Prana, the flow of energy that Mr Iyengar was feeling.”  Ex-tutor O 

 

The atmosphere of average yoga classes is quite different from one another. The 

participant discussed different aspects of yoga classes from both the student's and the 

teacher's point of view.  For instance, tutor F discussed the changing nature of yoga 
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classes, i.e. from local council organized A-E classes to privately run drop-in classes. 

Ex-tutor O commented how her Iyengar teacher was strict, but she understood the flow 

of energy through the strong physical work. While the former observed the recipe-like 

approach of modern-day yoga classes, the latter focused on the disciplined side of yoga 

and got more satisfaction from learning in a strict teaching class. On the whole, when 

participants came to yoga classes, what they expected, or what they got out of it, varied 

according to individuals. Smith (2008) asserts that discipline and authority lie at the 

heart of Indian guru-guided yoga tradition. In comparison with this, Newcombe (2008) 

argues that the tradition of BWY is autodidactic in having developed Adult Education 

classes, and taken a softer approach to discipline, favouring accountability and 

educational legitimacy. The BWY takes a secular educational approach to teaching, 

with mainly Adult education classes, and, as a result, the nature and contents of its 

teaching are different from those of guru-guided schools.  However, by leaving Adult 

Education classes and running private drop-in classes, many teacher participants seemed 

to have another problem, i.e. less continuity. 

 

The close relationship between teachers and their students 

Traditionally, the bond between the guru and his chela (disciple) was sacred and 

absolute (Eliade, 1969). Feuerstein (1997) explains that yoga was originally an 

initiatory tradition that requires from an aspirant a period of discipleship devoted both to 

rigorous self-discipline and to a guru. The different nature of modern close bonds 

between the teachers and their students were described by student I, teachers B, teacher 

E, and tutor M. The way in which the nature of the teacher-student relationship has 

become a more friendly companionship since ancient time in India can be seen in the 

exemplars below. 

Teacher B described her first teaching class which she started 15 years ago and is still 

running. She considered the students as good friends: 

 

“Well straight away I started my own class because before I qualified to get 
practice I had my own class, which I’m still doing that class. And I still have 
people that have come for years and years. I’ve got one lady who’s been coming 
ever since 1992 and she’s still coming to my class…they’re like my friends. And 
they’re lovely, they’re like a whole load of friends, and still keep coming back 
and back.”  Teacher B 
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Teacher E went to a yoga class, liked it and stayed with the teacher for 10 years. Then, 

she joined a teacher training course so that she could learn more. Although her idea of 

yoga had changed, she realized then that it constituted the foundation of the learning she 

had done since. E described the relationships with her teachers: 

 

“All I know is that I joined an adult education class, and straight away, this was 
one off class I started, I joined a class with J. I went along once a week. And I 
went through the basic Hatha Yoga practices with relaxation, breathing, just 
virtually did it, and I think that is the thing you just have to do, you have to take it 

bona fide in a way, and important thing is just keep doing it. And that’s what I 
did. I just did it every week, until, I suppose, after 10 years or so…I knew that I 
wanted to know more. So, I really joined the teaching group not with the idea 
necessary for teaching, but just knowing more. And we obviously started anatomy 
and philosophy and, it just went on from there. I suppose, I don’t really, I think my 
idea of yoga has changed over the years. I think I haven’t realized earlier on just 

how much the kind of I was receiving had followed from that areas.”  Teacher 

E 
 

Tutor D started teaching over 20 years ago, and kept teaching the same group: 

 

“I really love teaching yoga… when I started running my own classes, the first 
year, I had 2 weeks off that was over Christmas, because they didn’t want to stop 
and I didn’t want to stop... I honestly can’t see myself when I am not teaching my 
2 classes, because I just love those classes… Most of them are coming for ages. 
A lot of them started off as students, and I trained them to be teachers, and so 
on.”  Tutor D 

 

It seemed that there was a strong teacher-students bond, long-lasting when both parties 

enjoyed and shared the yoga practice in the class. Their attendance was voluntary, and 

at the end of the course, there was no qualification unless one undertook a diploma 

teacher’s course. There seemed to be genuine affection among them and enjoyment of 

being in each other’s company, sharing physical exercise, relaxation, and so forth. An 

anthropologist, Tönnies, termed this kind of community Gemeinschaft implying a 

spontaneous, consciously sought and more emotionally laden relationship (Azarya,  

1996). The narratives of BWY classes used the terms ‘a load of friends’, ‘affinity’, ‘love 

those classes’, and reported having a pleasurable regular activity in which personal 

attachment mattered more than strict discipline under the authoritative figure of a guru. 
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5.6.4 Relationship with society 

This section explores yoga practice in relation to society as a whole. The previous 

section looked at the nature of relationships within yoga classes, but here, the emphasis 

is on how modern society affects yoga practice.  

 

The majority of participants who were long-term yoga practitioners started yoga at an 

Adult Education (AE) class. However, around 2000 – 2004, AE classes started to 

shrink, and a number of yoga teacher participants moved to private classes to teach 

because of the reform of the AE system and the subsequent reduction in funding. Finger 

and Asún (2001) link the decline of publicly supported adult education with postmodern 

social change. Adult Education originally started as the emancipation of working class, 

but it became a privileged leisure activity for the middle classes and middle age group 

in the latter part of the 20
th

 century. In our modern society, adult learning has become 

private individualized activity with a multiplicity of choices. Adult Education Centres 

thus have to compete with numerous other institutions for students. 

 

Fieldhouse (1996) explains that by the 1990s, the government recognized that 

continuous life-long education was the single most important means of remaining 

competitive in a global economy, and therefore emphasized the increase of vocational 

courses for the labour market. Following the AE reform, the clientele of yoga classes 

gradually shifted from the relaxed learners of Adult Education towards the 

commercially-based physical activity consumers in private classes, or medically 

orientated CAM customers at NHS or sport centres. For instance, health clubs and gyms 

offer yoga exercise classes, and at various NHS sites, classes are also offered to clients 

including mental health patients and pregnant women. Health centres may also attract 

chronically ill older generations. Various cruise ships and yoga holiday packages may 

offer a more target-group-orientated yoga. Accordingly, the ethos of yoga practice 

seems to be changing too. The BWY ensures that its members are insured against a 

possible law suit. The organization has implemented a no-touching policy in the 

classroom. A medical form must be filled out by the student at the beginning of the 

course, and the teachers must inform the students about contra indications and modified 
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forms of postures. There are also market forces operating in the yoga community, and 

consequently, just as teachers can choose where and how to teach privately, students 

can, using media and internet information, choose the kind of yoga class they want. 

 

Next, I consider the on-going shift of yoga teaching providers from Adult Education to 

private classes. Teacher E explained why she made the move. Teacher G shared a 

similar experience, and teacher N said that she hated the Adult Education reform and its 

subsequent effects on teaching, in particular its increased amount of paperwork. Ex-

tutor O warned against the possibility of lawsuits for injuries and against the choice of 

teachers offered to potential learners on the internet.  

E explained,  

 

 “I gave up, that right, H changed the system of recruiting the teachers, and they 
changed the system completely, and put up the fees, and the students all walked 
out in protest to the fees going up enormously. And they came over and said, “E, 
you start a class and we will come to you”, that I did, I started up on my own that 
time, and all defected. And I still teach those ladies.....”  Teacher E 

 

Teacher G said, 

“I taught for years with D County but they eventually, after years and years, they 
put the fees up and some of my class couldn’t really afford the fees and I knew 
they would drop out, so I said to them “If I go privately, you will pay less and I 
will earn more,” … then on I went privately, I was very sorry I couldn’t teach for 
D anymore, but that was that really. I think a lot of classes folded after that.”  

Teacher G 

 

Teacher N described,  

“…hate its paperwork. I’d like to turn all my classes to private classes. Hate 
papers. It’s just there are relevant paper work and irrelevant paper work, and the 
majority is irrelevant, just filling forms and generating awful lots of papers which 
need to be thrown away, as far as I am concerned. And the students are resenting 
it too. And they have to stay in, and fill in the forms now… an intrusion on the 
yoga class, and it actually doesn’t add anything to be a Yoga instrument, because 
it’s so generalized. One of my classes was axed from the W College, and I took it 
on privately, and the students are so much happier with a nicer venue and they 
don’t have paper work either.”  Teacher N 

 

The change in government policy towards Adult Education funding as well as its 

leaning towards vocational studies moved yoga teachers out of AE courses. 
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Accordingly, yoga teaching in private classes and commercial or health venues will be 

going through some changes, and its long-term effects will be seen in the future.  

 

Tutor F’s story below illustrated another aspect of yoga teaching in modern society in 

so far as yoga teaching is now career oriented. She began teaching with AE and stayed 

with it until 2005. She also worked in the mental health unit at a hospital, and at various 

health clubs. Her gradual shift of teaching venues from AE sites to various others 

epitomised the social movement in general, concerning not only yoga but a number of 

CAMs, and private yoga teaching has become commercially viable with a large enough 

customer base to support it. There is an estimated yoga population of 2.6 million (see in 

chapter 1). 

 

 “…about 15 months into my training, got me my first job as a yoga teacher at 
Adult Education. And I actually stayed with Adult Education for, from 1989 

until December 2005, so it was a long time.”  Tutor F 

 
“really my yoga experience was just getting classes and then I was very fortunate, 
somebody asked me to substitute for a counselling service for an alcoholic group 

and basically I went along and covered a couple of classes and then they offered 
me the job. And there I felt my yoga could take me in another direction...and I’ve 
worked for the mental health with the H Hospital for about 10 years, so and, 
part of their program for patients, or clients. The other area, then health clubs 

became quite popular and I’ve worked with several health clubs now.”  Tutor F 

 
 
“...I do two therapy classes, one for an older clientele where we just do chair 
yoga, which is for senior citizens centre. And then I do a group for women 
…which is community and they’re only an hour, and of course my work at H 

Hospital, so I do maybe three groups, and then I get most of my work within 

health clubs.”  Tutor F 

 
Ex-tutor O emphasized some of the hazards of yoga teaching such as possibilities of 

lawsuits for injuries, the no-touching policy, and the lack of continuity: 

 

“Now we have to be so careful that we don’t introduce injuries …we could 
actually touch and probably adjust, there is a restriction on that now, so that 
students don’t suffer injuries.”  Ex-tutor O 

 
“…with the health centres, they can actually have the odd lesson so there’s no 

follow through. But at the same time, with the health clubs now employing many 
different teachers, students now say “I didn’t like her, but I liked him” or “I 
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didn’t like him, but I liked her”. But students now are getting more selective... At 
one time there was not much choice and they accepted the teaching of one 
teacher, but now there’s a lot of choice and I don’t think that’s a good thing.”  

Ex-tutor O 

 

I tried to understand some of the social forces operating on current yoga practice, and 

the various aspects of modern consumer-orientated yoga. Rapid changes in yoga 

practice and the increase of the number of yoga practitioners were riding on the same 

social movement. The AE yoga classes used to be supported by the middle classes, 

predominantly white, middle-aged women (Heelas, 1996; Newcombe, 2008), but now 

the spectrum of yoga practitioners is very broad, and the premises of yoga practice have 

become ubiquitous (Campbell, 2007): from private homes and hospitals, to gyms, and 

wherever people come together. One of the roles of the BWY is to maintain and 

safeguard the safety of its members and learners, and to avoid damaging conflicts in its 

classes.  

 

5.7 Spirituality  

‘Being Spiritual’ or ‘Spirituality’ is a common idea used in the narratives of yoga 

practitioners and other holistic practitioners (Heelas, 2006; Tacey, 2004). Heelas and 

Woodhead (2005) estimate that so called holistic milieu group activities in a typical 

Sunday in Britain involves 4.6 million people. Heelas and Woodhead (2005) call it the 

spiritual revolution of subjective-life, which is replacing the traditional religion.  

In Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, spiritual needs come at the top of the pyramid for self-

actualization (Maslow, 1968). However, what constitutes the word ‘spiritual’ remains 

fuzzy and ambiguous (York, 2004). So, rather than defining what it means, I will 

explore how it was used by the participants.  

In this theme, I divided spirituality into 4 categories: 

 

1. What ‘spirituality’ was for secular BWY members. 

2. How ‘spirituality’ was expressed: awareness of the inner self. 

3. How ‘spirituality’ was achieved: the importance of Embodiment. 

4. How they learned ‘spirituality’: the transmission of yoga knowledge. 
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5.7.1 What ‘spirituality’ was for secular BWY members 

Teacher A expressed her first encounter with spirituality in the spirit of the 1960s hippy 

counter-culture: 

“I had, at about age 17 or 18 because it was the 60s and very hippy kind of times, 
love and peace, and I was very much a hippy, and I started to go to a yoga class.” 
Teacher A 

 

Teacher F discovered her spirituality through the process of learning about the body, 

which was going back to the ideal state in which we were born: 

 

“I suppose now maybe I borrow whole from people who have been influenced by 
their study of osteopathy, and Feldenkrais method of how we are and movement, 
and going back to the natural reflexes of the body, and how those may have 
changed, and how we have modified the natural reflexes of the body by the life’s 
experiences, and how ways of yoga practice really trying to sort of strip away, 
and get back to the so called ‘ideal’ state that we are in when we arrived on this 
earth.”  Teacher F 

 

Student-teacher M equated being spiritual with lots of meditation and visualization as 

opposed to posture work:  

 

“it was a very strange experience because it was taught by someone who was very 

spiritual, and I don’t remember doing postures, I must have done some posture 
work, but, lots were meditation and visualization, I really don’t remember doing 
very much posture work in the class.”  Student-teacher M 

 

Teacher G described how she felt after she lost her husband: 

 

“The spirit is, we’re all spiritual beings and the body just is like an old jacket and 
you just discard it and the spirit goes on. So, that’s something that I would never 
have believed… but I feel now that there’s a lot more to it than that, that mankind 
is a spiritual being rather than just the body, which our culture does tell us that 
we are just a body and a mind and once the body dies the mind dies as well.”  
Teacher G 

 

Teacher G expressed a more aesthetic and other-worldly view of ‘spirit’ than others. 

She explained that her peacefulness might be the result of long-term yoga practice, and 

that she was drawing the ideas of spirituality from classical yoga texts. 
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In the above examples, there were different views regarding what spirituality was and 

how it should be maintained. A vague idea of indefinable ‘spirituality’ was not 

mentioned when the participants discussed posture work. Instead, some of the 

participants talked about spirituality in relation to the philosophy of yoga, which was 

represented by classical texts such as the Bhagavad-Gita, Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, and 

the Upanishads. However, teacher E discovered that the original state of our spiritual 

being was based on bodily reflexes. The word ‘spirituality’ was used to express various 

meanings.  Next, I will discuss it with some exemplars. 

 

5.7.2 How ‘spirituality’ was expressed: awareness of the inner self 

The exemplars in this section are aspects of expression of ‘awareness of the inner self’ 

through yoga practice, as yoga seeks ‘the sacred’ within (Eliade, 1969). The following 

participants explained how they experienced the inner self. According to the exemplars 

below, the mind became calmer and more open when the inner self became the focal 

point of awareness, while working with the breath and meditation.  

Teacher B described,  

 

“I think Yoga just gives you a calmness, about things, like you cope better 
somehow and, you’re going through these things but its ok, just feel that, it just 
gives you. In the end I just feel I’m living in a very calm place and things can be 
quite manic, but I’m still in my centre, I feel very centred and like it can’t throw 
me.”  Teacher B 

 

Learner I explained,  

“I think it does because I was thinking the other day in fact that yoga's promoting, 
meditation, it does help you to be still and it does help you to get into the frame of 
mind which is like prayer, so it helps you. It should, as far as I can see it should 
help to promote prayerfulness in one’s life and I think in a little way it has.”  
Learner I 

 

Teacher N said,  

“So I shared a very very quiet class, totally focusing inward, and working with the 
breath. So every breath was an integral part of , breath was married to the 
movement, and the movement was married to the breath, so almost every breath 
everybody took throughout the whole hour and a half was mindful. And so in the 
end, we didn’t do a lot of stretching, we did a lot of release, and the releasing 

from inside.”  Teacher N 
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The participants tended to draw from various yoga texts in order to describe and explain 

those of their experiences which were important and meaningful to them. For instance, 

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra says “Yoga is the settling of the mind into silence. When the mind 

has settled, we are established in our essential nature, which is unbounded 

Consciousness. (translated by Shearer, 1982, p. 49). Eliade (1969, p. 361) describes that 

yoga has a long historical tradition, and it “represents a living fossil, a modality of 

archaic spirituality that has survived nowhere else.” Settling the mind, the perpetual 

goal of yoga practice, seemed to be epitomized as the participants adopted the teaching 

of the calm inner self. The participants expressed this state of the mind as ‘calmness’, 

‘prayerfulness’ and ‘mindfulness’. 

 

5.7.3 How ‘spirituality’ is achieved: importance of Embodiment 

The experiences of deepening spirituality and personal development for yoga 

practitioners are mediated by an awareness of the wholeness of the body and the mind. 

There have been a number of theoretical models trying to unite the body and the mind 

together in the past. Maslow (1968) placed physical satisfaction at the bottom, and 

spiritual needs at the top, in his Hierarchy of Needs. Patanjali set 8 limbs for deepening 

yoga practice from moral codes, physical exercises to meditation (Shearer, 1982). Hatha 

Yoga devised a model of 5 layers of bodies to transcend (Feuerstein, 1989, p. 126). I 

explore in this section how the participants explained their experience of embodiment in 

yoga in relation with spirituality. 

 

Teacher C said that she felt happy after yoga practice, 

“After I practice yoga, I can’t describe it, I feel happier. I feel uplifted. More 
confident, I feel more eager about life, to do things, more energetic… I felt fitter, 
stronger, more relaxed and I just felt better about myself, so that made me keep 
going back to the classes.”  Teacher C 

 

Teacher E explained that bodily perception and awareness were the key, 

“But everything you do is, to my way of thinking is in yoga, Hatha practice is 
remedial. Because you place your foot on the floor, you look to see if you 
balanced to see you foot allowing your arch to drop to see the floor, lifting up, 
your inner ankle is dropping. Then you work on your feet, to open the hip joints 
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out from inside. So I really think, the whole thing is remedial. But with people who 
are very immobile, are really have to go right back to the breath. And in all yoga 
practice really it is the breath that is the basis of it all. And the breath is the key to 
the emotions of the lungs. And it’s the relationship between the breath and the 

body we can’t separate, which we have separated, but we shouldn’t. We need to 
work as a unity really.”  Teacher E 

 

Student teacher M said that focusing on the breath helped her to be aware of bodily 

feelings, 

“…when I entered into yoga, opposed to any physical activities, it was engaging 
the mind and soul. So spiritually, I felt greatly enhanced…It is the awareness I 

suppose. That’s something I’ve never really thought about it before doing yoga. 
Well, I’ve just about shallow breathe. And I feel sometimes it’s quite fragile the 
breath, and I feel quite anxious about it too. When I really focus on the breathing, 
and to realize that it is the source of life, and I do find each time I do breathing 
exercises, but I experience something different. It’s never the same.”  Student 

teacher M 
 

Since the body is the ‘modus operandi’ in the world (Csordas, 1994a), the feeling of 

spirituality, or the uplifting experience, materialises when bodily awareness is united 

with a calm state of mind. As most participants mentioned, what is acting as the catalyst 

is the breath. As Morley (2001, p. 76) explained, “The experience of Pranayama points 

us to a central aspect of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the lived body, that is, his 

explication of interiority and exteriority.” It seems that participants interpreted 

spirituality as arising from breathing practices, by uniting awareness of the body and 

bodily feelings. Through focusing the mind on the breathing practice, the participants 

became more aware of the body and the ensuing bodily emotional state, e.g. feeling 

good, happier, relaxed, instead of seeing themselves as the cognitive Cartesian Self.  

 

5.7.4 How they learned ‘spirituality’: transmission of yoga knowledge 

The way in which modern yoga practitioners gained their knowledge of yoga was quite 

different from that of traditional yoga practitioners in historical India. I will explore the 

aspects of their learning within the following 4 categories: 

 

1. The modern lineage of yoga learning 

2. The impact of media transmission of yoga programmes 

3. What the BWY diploma students learned 
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4. Some views towards Guru-guided yoga schools  

 

1. Modern Yoga lineage of yoga learning 

The BWY organizes the secular methods of disseminating yoga knowledge. They 

include foundation courses for beginners, a teacher training diploma course, In-Service-

Training courses and various further education courses for qualified teachers, as well as 

guidelines and codes of ethics for grassroots classroom teaching (BWY web-site, 2009). 

Teaching classes have to follow set course syllabuses and teaching planning. The BWY 

lineage was talked about by tutor D as a teacher and a diploma course tutor. Teacher E 

and tutor F talked about the teachers whose classes they attended. Teacher N also talked 

about her guru experience in an ashram, in contrast to secular learning.  

 

Tutor D explained her experience with the first teacher she had, and said that the teacher 

did not know how to teach: 

 

“So, I went and I got in Y’s class. …she came in, the first evening…and we 
walked in and sat, she was there in lotus, eyes closed, and it was “Om Shante” 
and I was like, “Oh, God!”...We were 34 in the class, by the end of the term, we 
were 4, because she used to call out people by their names, and she used to pick 
on people....And there I didn’t know, it was not until then I thought she was the 
best thing after a slice of bread, but after my training, I realize how wrong her 
teaching was.”  Tutor D 

 

Until the BWY started to run yoga teacher training courses, qualifications of yoga 

teachers were various ranging from highly disciplined guru-school teachers to virtually 

non-qualified people. Some of them in the 1960s and 1970s were influenced by hippy 

culture and newly emerging Indian/Eastern cultures, as Tutor D’s first teacher above 

seemed to have been. 

D talked about maintaining the high standards of yoga in very practical ways: 

accreditation of new yoga schools into the BWY, syllabus based courses, and strict 

criteria. She also mentioned that the quality of courses had to be kept by the 

professional education board. She said that the essence of yoga was not to be foggy or 

ambiguous, but to be taught from a clearly written down, self-explanatory syllabus base, 

and standardized diploma teacher training courses which should be run by education 
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professionals. She insisted that the BWY must move forward with time in a more 

business-like manner: 

 

“Because we are accrediting the course, we assess their teaching, we have to look 
at their admin of the course. We have to look at the syllabus to see if it contains 
everything that needed to contain which matters… Because, what’s missing we 
tell them, and they bring it up to the criteria, it got a map, or syllabus.”  Tutor D 
 
“When I became chair, I said I wanted us to be the regulating body of yoga ...and 
I said that we wanted a new image, because we are back stuck in there 15 century. 
I’ve done that, we pulled that forward… I said that we need to get CEO now to 
move the organization forward. …And we wanted some paid people on the 

education committee, director of the education to move us forward.”  Tutor D 
 

Tutor D was proud of bringing the BWY up to the modern educational and business 

based organization. In order to run syllabus based courses and be accountable to the 

members in a business-like manner, the BWY is further moving away from teachings 

and mystiques based on traditional gurus’ authority. However, the members are 

encouraged to go out and seek other teachers for their own learning.  

 

Teacher E talked about the group of teachers to whom she had been going regularly. 

Those three teachers distantly inherited the Iyengar tradition from Vanda Scaravelli, and 

on the way they changed it to suit their ideals of yoga practice. They were, in a sense, 

modern gurus in the secular modern society. Those teachers’ knowledge was based on 

osteopathic anatomy and physiology (Stirk, 1988), rather than on Indian traditional 

spirituality. 

 
“Because all of those teachers, all Iyengar trained, and all got injuries, some kind 
or other. Yes, through their yoga. And they all, because their yoga training I 
suppose decided to become osteopath. And when they became osteopath, they 
went to Vanda Scaravelli, and realized how yoga needs to be changed, and about 
how, maybe, Iyengar style was not very really appropriate.”  Teacher E  

 

Tutor F’s story illustrated the way in which yoga knowledge had been transmitted in the 

secular BWY form. She said that the BWY provided mentors for her to progress: 

 

“… then I met the most inspirational person and who to this day is still my 

mentor… And I struggled to do the training, but then I was given yet another 
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wonderful mentor. While I was doing my training, the British Wheel of Yoga 
allocated me a mentor…. And then, after I qualified as the DCT, M wasn’t going 
to let me sit on my laurels… and she just said “Now, it’s time, I want you to work 
with me.”  Tutor F 

 

On the other hand, teacher N explained her initiation experience with her guru in 

contrast to the above stories. This was at her initiation ceremony in the ashram in the 

USA: 

 

“At the end of the 5-6 days, we gradually purified ourselves with the in-depth 
yoga, … I was in a company of lots of other people in the same room, all being 
initiated at the same time. It did appear afterward, though none of us spoke about 
it to each other in detail, that each one of us had slightly different, very different 
experience. And for me again, it was just a wonderful feeling of, again, the crown 
chakra opened, and I think, Kundalini rising, almost like, a big flame is leaping 
out of the top of my head. I suppose I just stayed up in that elevated state for a 
long time. It gave me enormous internal strength and power. It brought me into 
my own power, rather than being diminished, as one is in, sort of, daily life. It 
gave me contact with my core. So, that was very special, and of course contact 
with my guru as well, he had created the initiation.”  Teacher N 

 

Her story of initiation was quite different in nature from the exemplars of other BWY 

members. N’s story must have been closest to the traditional meaning of initiation rites, 

which Eliade (1969) explained as ‘dying to this life’ and ‘a rebirth to another mode of 

being’, and to become a yogi, even though N’s stay in the ashram seemed brief. 

 

2. The impact of media transmission of yoga programmes 

There was a TV series on yoga run by Richard Hittleman in 1973, which had a huge 

influence on the general public’s interest in yoga, and disseminated basic yoga 

knowledge (Newcombe, 2008). Teachers G and N and ex-tutor O talked about its 

impacts. It may illustrate the huge influence the media can have on people’s acceptance 

of new knowledge. 

Teacher G said that she started yoga because of the programme:    

 
“when we were living in London, there was the Richard Hittleman series on 

television and I caught that and I thought “This looks interesting”, so I tried a 
little bit in the flat when I had time, then I found it was so relaxing, and as I said, 
when we were in the throes of things, I was lecturing on one side of London at 
Goldsmiths, and we had our first baby and the relaxation of yoga I thought “This 
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is just what I need”, so I used to practice it for myself then. And then when we 
went to the North, I joined a yoga class.”  Teacher G 

 

Ex-tutor O described the popularity of it: 

 
“When there was a gentleman by the name of Richard Hittleman, and with 
Hittleman and two models, two of his students did afternoon yoga programme on 

the television. And those programmes were so popular, and basically, out of those 
programmes did start the upsurge in yoga. That was why classes were full, and 
around that particular classes, you know, 30, 40, 50 people which was absolutely 
ridiculous, because you couldn’t have contact, you couldn’t see what you were 
doing, you couldn’t pick up any teaching points at all. So, Richard Hittleman, in a 
way, was responsible for the upsurge.”   Ex-tutor O 

 

The operative modes of building the lineages of yoga tradition have been transformed 

radically over the years and across the world. Yoga was historically transmitted orally 

from guru to disciples. Eliade (1969) wrote about the importance of gurus and initiation 

rites as the creation of a new body and the rebirth of a non-conditioned mode of being. 

Yet, as we saw from the above exemplars, modern forms of yoga practice are different 

from the traditional ideology. Modern forms of yoga are, above all, syncretic, secular 

and individualistic. However, modern yoga has been hugely influenced by images 

disseminated by the media, and a television program like Hittleman caused a yoga 

upsurge. The participants I interviewed were willing to seek out teachers of their own 

choice without the constraint of guru-chela (disciple) bondage (Feuerstein, 1989). 

 

 

3. What the BWY members learned 

Ex-tutor O studied yoga with the founders of the BWY, and talked about her 

experiences then and now.  

In the early 1970s, when the BWY was still in its infancy, people were more likely to 

study a so-called ‘yoga philosophy’ than anatomy and physiology. Since then, BWY 

activities had moved from London to the regions. 

 

“I remember the British Wheel of Yoga actually did have a centre in London, and 
that was at Acacia House in Acton. And people came. Because yoga in this 
country was in its infancy,… the point of contact was Acacia House in Acton. And 
that was where I did my original teacher training with Chris Stevens and 
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Walford Clark who were the founders of the Wheel of Yoga…That would be 
about the early 1970’s. And we had, people came from all over the country… we 
had some very interesting speakers on all aspects of yoga…We covered all topics, 
there has never ever been a lot of teaching of anatomy, physiology but there was 

always a lot of teaching on the philosophy aspect of yoga.”  Ex-tutor O 
 

At that point, O firmly believed that the future BWY should be run by paid 

professionals as a business rather than by volunteers: 

 

“… a commercial enterprise which in these days, is what it (the BWY) needs.… 
So I think it needs a complete re-organisation, and it needs to be made 

professional.”   
Ex-tutor O  

 

In the last few years, most information concerning the BWY organization is open on 

their web-site. The recent BWY journal shows that it has actually been employing a 

business manager since 2005. In 2009, the chief executive started appearing on the 

BWY web-site’s YouTube pages to talk about the new developments of the organization 

from the business point of view. He explained that the BWY had to move with the 

times, and change the way in which it communicated and transmitted knowledge to 

members and non-members. Under his management, the BWY web-site carries 

information about its courses and regulations, advertisements, face-book and yoga 

postures. Although yoga is always a bodily experiential activity, the internet has 

changed the way it is presented to the public.  

 

4. Some views towards Guru-guided schools 

Although BWY members were secular, they did have their opinions on gurus.  

Teacher E had a negative opinion about gurus, and believed that people should decide 

for themselves what they want:  

 

“I don’t really believe in gurus, because I don’t really believe that is the real 
answer. I think you should try things for yourself, and not to take somebody’s 
words. Particularly something that there is no proof, I mean what is proof, ok, 
what is proof, but certainly believe you should try and test things for your self 
rather than take in the words of somebody as being “The Truth” with Capital 
letters…. But you also ought to listen to other people with respect and make or try 
to, with your best of ability to make up your own mind.”  Teacher E 
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Similarly, tutor F and ex-tutor O stated that they were open to any teaching. However, 

they did not want a personal guru for themselves:  

 

“I’m open to many practices, I’ve done Ashtanga, I’ve done a bit of Dru Yoga, 
I’ve not done Bikram, I’ve got a book on it somewhere. Very heavily influenced by 
Iyengar, but… I like freedom, and I feel the British Wheel offers me that freedom 
to develop, I feel that Iyengar’s great, is a great influence, is a great person…but 
his practice is for him, and he’s never seen me and he’s never likely to see me, so 
how could he perhaps dictate that that practice would be right for me… I 
regularly go to an Iyengar class because I do like Iyengar’s precision, I don’t 
agree with it all, as I’ve said, and I try, I also go to other people when I can, I 

think it’s important to go to your own (learning) session because I do believe 

that you need to be corrected and each time I go, obviously I’m learning more.”  
Tutor F 
 

“I don’t have a guru and I don’t have anybody that I look up to, and I think 
everybody I have met has actually, for me, been fine…I don’t travel to the other 
end of the country to see anyone, no, I don’t think I’ve ever followed anybody.…I 
think everybody’s teachings are acceptable, I think that everybody has 

something to offer. I think, people who follow gurus are a little bit blinkered.”  
Ex-tutor O 

 

On the whole, the majority of participants were keen to learn from various gurus and 

other teachers, but did not wish to follow a particular guru nor accept his authority. 

They remain strongly eclectic and secular in their approaches to yoga teaching. It is a 

uniquely traditional BWY way of self-teaching/learning.  

 

 

On the other hand, Teacher N had a guru from Kripalu Yoga School and she had a great 

respect for him. She explained the reason for this: 

 
“I like the approach that everyone in Kripalu has, it’s spiritual at the forefront, 
they do classical postures in common with other classical postures of other 
disciplines, but then you get to hold of postures for certain amount of time, and 
then go into your own free flow of movement as a counter pose to the posture… 
And that what it is so special about it, as well as, of course, Kripalu Yoga, the 
actual presentation of Kripalu Yoga out to the world is by Amrit Desai who is my 

guru. And he is very special to me.”  Teacher N 
 

Teacher N said that her guru was special, his teaching spiritual, and that he was revered. 

In a way, the spirituality of yoga seemed to be epitomized in her guru.  
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On the theme of spirituality, I explored the transmission of yoga knowledge in the BWY 

as opposed to that in a guru-guided school, Kripalu Yoga. From the participants’ 

narratives, I extracted exemplars to illustrate how modern yoga practitioners understood 

and accepted various aspects of ‘spirituality’. The secular transmission of yoga 

knowledge was through a syllabus-guided and standardized form of continuous 

learning. On the other hand, the mass media’s influence had a big impact on public 

dissemination of popular yoga. On the whole, BWY members were encouraged to learn 

from teachings of other teachers and gurus, which Newcombe (2008) called ‘the 

autodidact tradition’. In fact, most participants expressed that they wanted to be 

independent and take control of what they wanted to learn. 

 

5.8 Summary of the findings 

In this chapter, I analysed 15 transcripts of in-depth interviews, and I explored six major 

themes which emerged in the previous chapter. 

 

5.8.1 Health and Well-being:  

Being healthy and well-being mattered to the participants. A majority of participants 

actually explained that they started yoga because they were suffering from physical 

illnesses or depression and mental stress. The learners started practicing postures and 

breathing at first. They acknowledged that postural work and relaxation helped to 

improve their physical health, although breathing practice helped most to change the 

perception of their sense of the body and mind. The newly discovered awareness of the 

bodily sense of the self in turn enhanced their quality of life, leading to a sense of well-

being. 

 

5.8.2 Management of life crises:  

Modern yoga spread on the back of the New Age Movement and of the Human 

Potential Movement, and Maslow’s psychological theory helped to shape their ideology. 

Using an adapted version of Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, life crises were 

analysed according to different levels of needs. The first physical needs were mostly 
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helped by postural work through improved fitness. Illnesses and pains were helped by 

empowering the participants with yoga techniques to mitigate, manage and heal various 

ailments. In the category of relational needs, some participants were suffering from 

grieving and stress. They were helped by the physical exercises and relaxation to 

channel and relieve the emotions. One participant was able to get over a crisis by 

studying the teacher training course to learn various aspects of yoga. Psychological 

needs in the crisis situation were supported and sustained by strengthening the body 

with yoga practice, and yoga philosophy provided meaning to the adversity in life. The 

human needs in spirituality came last as a fulfilment of life. Some long-term practicing 

participants tended to draw expressions from yoga texts, and they explained that they 

gained inner strength, independence and freedom after going through crisis situations. 

 

5.8.3 The sense of self and yoga development:  

It seemed that, as yoga practice progressed, participants gradually transformed their 

sense of self. Their developmental stages were analysed using an adapted version of 

Dreyfus’s skill acquisition model, which was based on Merleau-Ponty’s ideas. For this 

study, there were 7 stages instead of the original 5, because I found that some 

participants went through the two extra inner self development stages. They progressed 

from novice to semi-novice as they learned yoga skills. The expert stage occurred when 

some of them became qualified yoga teachers. They described that studying for the 

diploma teacher training course was a transformative experience. Then, a stage of 

personal searching followed in order to discover what they wanted in yoga and in life. 

As they deepened their yoga journey, they gradually built up their own theories of life 

and meaning of life, and made peace with themselves. Three participants became 

Diploma Course Tutors so that they could teach the next generation of teachers, and 

transmit their yoga knowledge to the wider population.   

 

5.8.4 CAM and GP: 

Relationships between yoga and other healthcare systems, e.g. GPs, NHS sites, other 

CAMs (Complementary and Alternative Medicine), particularly biomedicine, were 

explored, and it was discovered that yoga and some of other CAMs have become more 
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popular with the general public in recent years. I analysed how yoga fared in this 

respect with biomedicine medical practitioners and other CAMs. Most participants 

regarded yoga as complementary, and a means to manage their physical conditions. 

Thus, they explained that they could make an informed choice after attending GPs and 

hospitals. Some participants taught yoga at various NHS sites, and two participants 

were introduced to yoga at NHS clinics. 

On the whole, participants were open and keen towards some other CAMs in general. It 

appeared that various departments of the NHS and also GPs also were integrating Yoga 

more and more as a treatment modality. However, a legitimate regulatory body for 

qualified yoga therapists is necessary for referrals by members of the medical 

professions.  

 

5.8.5 Relationships: 

Relationship issues were examined from the points of view of the inner self, the family, 

the yoga community and the wider society. Relationships played a vital role for yoga 

practitioners’ aptitude to achieve their goals. The relationship with oneself was treated 

by some participants as the true goal of yoga practice. They regarded that the true self as 

calm and peaceful, different from the everyday self. This idea of a ‘divided self’ was 

shared by Heideggerian phenomenology and Patanjali’s classical yoga. The family 

relationships were found to be varied and dynamic. The relationship with the yoga 

community included the discrete nature of teaching in drop-in private classrooms, and 

the friendly nature of teacher-students relationships in the BWY classes, in comparison 

with the charismatic authority of guru school teaching. Lastly, the relationship with the 

modern society was analysed from the point of view of the change of teaching locations 

from Local Adult Education classes to private classes, and it was found that public 

demand and government policy changes affected the way yoga was taught.  

 

5.8.6 Spirituality: 

The analysis of spirituality was broken down to various sub-categories, as the term 

carries ambiguous connotations, and the focus was given to discover how participants 

expressed it. Spirituality was divided into four categories:  
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(1) What ‘spirituality’ was for secular BWY members. 

(2) How ‘spirituality’ was expressed: awareness of the inner self.  

(3) How ‘spirituality’ was achieved: the importance of Embodiment.  

(4) How they learned ‘spirituality’: the transmission of yoga knowledge.  

 

Yoga’s spirituality was explained with yoga ‘philosophy’, i.e. learned from classic yoga 

texts. Some advanced yoga practitioners, ‘awareness’ and ‘inner self’ became important 

focus for gaining a calm mind. And for Hatha Yoga practitioners, spirituality arose from 

posture works, breathing practice and bodily awareness.  

The yoga knowledge of spirituality was transmitted through the syllabus based 

classroom learning. In particular, its diploma teacher training course had significant 

influences. There was a major influence of Hittleman’s TV yoga programmes on the 

general public at large in the early 1970s, and it helped yoga to become popular. As a 

secular form, yoga seems to be more in demand and yoga classes needed more qualified 

teachers. The BWY started constructing teacher training courses based on the ideology 

of relaxed part-time education, as the BWY had a strong association with Local Adult 

Education councils which provided the sites of teaching. The secular nature of lineage 

for modern BWY members was compared with some guru orientated schools. 

‘Spirituality’ emerged as a modern system of learning meaningful bodily practice, 

situated in adult education classrooms and increasingly in private places and gyms, and 

sometimes at various NHS sites. 

  

5.9 Answers to the research questions 

The research question that I am trying to answer is: 

“What is the nature of ‘the self’ modern yoga practitioners cultivate?” 

This ontological question is further broken down into three sub-questions in order to 

discover the answer step-by-step. 

• How does yoga practice influence yoga practitioners’ health and well-being? 

• How does yoga practice influence the management of life crises for yoga 

practitioners’? 

• How does yoga practice influence yoga practitioners’ sense of self? 
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The relationships between yoga’s influence on health and well-being were examined 

using a deficiency model, an enhancement model, and from breathing practice. The 

majority of participants emphasized the importance of breath for the recovery of health 

and the enhancement of well-being. In order to maintain their good health, participants 

found that yoga skills provided them with a sense of ‘empowerment’ over their bodies.  

The ways in which practitioners used yoga practice to manage their life crises were 

also explored using an adapted version of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs, with 

the conclusion that the long-term practitioners found that yoga practice helped them to 

mitigate/manage/solve different levels of life crises. 

The BWY practitioners developed their yoga skills in stages, from novice to expert, and 

sometimes to super-expert. Along the way, they made a journey of self-discovery. As 

they progressed in learning practice skills, their perception of the self changed, and 

many took up the BWY’s teacher training course. Upon qualifying as a teacher, all but 

one participant started searching for advanced yoga training. Then, after a long-term 

practice, some participants developed theories of life, reconciled themselves with their 

own lives and made peace with themselves. 

Therefore, as a conclusion, the nature of ‘the self’ for Modern BWY members should be 

seen as an embodied self, as opposed to the Cartesian cognitive self (Descartes, 

1912); it is a progressive, secular and autodidactic development through yoga 

practice, and the experiential assimilation of yoga knowledge through syllabus 

based classroom learning.  

 

5.10 Summary 

In this chapter, I analysed six emergent themes and answered research questions in a 

summarised form above. Using exemplars from the interview scripts, I tried to extract 

the essences of the lived experiences of yoga practitioners. On the whole, BWY 

practitioners were individualized, meaning-orientated, and standardized learners, which 

fitted the trend of the modern adult education system until recently. Yoga learning and 

teaching were moving towards more private and diverse locations. I also tried to 

illustrate the similarities and differences between the experiences of BWY practices and 

Guru-guided schools. 
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In the next chapter, I will discuss these answers further, and compare and contrast ‘the 

self’ of modern yoga practitioners with ‘the self’ in different models. I will also 

consider further  research evaluation and implications. 
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6  DISCUSSION    

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will discuss the meaning of ‘the self’ in depth. After making a brief 

reappraisal of the main literature and the use of hermeneutic phenomenology in this 

study, I will firstly critically discuss the study findings from the previous chapter in the 

light of hermeneutic phenomenology. Secondly, I will further explore the nature of the 

self through analysis of the narratives of the lived experiences of the BWY 

practitioners. Thirdly, I will explore and discuss the contribution of my study for health 

in the field of complementary health, and its potential future applications to public 

health policy. Finally, I will reflect on my study's conclusions and make suggestions for 

future research.  

To recapitulate, the research question that I am trying to answer is: 

“What is the nature of ‘the self’ modern yoga practitioners cultivate?” 

This ontological question is discussed in the three categories: yoga’s influence on (1) 

health and well-being; (2) management of life crises; (3) sense of self. 

 

Reappraisal of the literature 

Polkinghorne (1989) states that phenomenological inquiry requires an ontological 

question – “what is the nature of experience?” instead of the epistemological ‘how’ 

question. In this sense, hermeneutic phenomenology seeks our own insight into ‘what is 

our being and becoming’ (van Manen, 1990). In this study, the research questions I set 

out to answer were related to ‘the self’ of BWY practitioners.      

 

Smith and Boudreau (1986, p. 10) write about the purpose of yoga, “Ultimately, yoga 

practice is the process of discovering who we are, and how and why we continue to 

exist.”  

In Chapter Two, I made a brief classification of the literature on yoga, yoga and the self, 

modernity and the self, the New Age Movement, and the BWY, out of a variety of 

relevant texts and published research papers. The aim of this literature search was to 

locate where and what the ‘Yoga Self’ was. In particular, for the BWY practitioners, the 
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New Age Movement played a crucial role in the development of ‘the self’, as the BWY 

was born and grew as a part of it. Another change took place in the 1990s, when yoga 

became an exponentially transnational global activity. The study of this new form of 

yoga is just beginning.  

Modern Postural Yoga (MPY) is a modern construction which draws upon the diverse 

and extensive knowledge and methods of the vast yoga tradition, but also includes 

secular physical practice and scientific explanations in order to better fit contemporary 

lifestyles (De Michelis, 2004; Singleton and Byrnes, 2008; Newcombe, 2008). It is this 

eclectic and pragmatic use of modern yoga practice which characterizes most 

contemporary forms of yoga, in particular that of the BWY. These practices provide a 

meaningful development of a ‘sense of self’ throughout practitioners’ life trajectory. 

With these social conditions of yoga practice as its background, this study aimed to 

reveal the subjective ‘truth’ from the participants' narratives of lived experiences, by 

using hermeneutic phenomenological methods. That is to say, in Dreyfus’s words (1994, 

p. vii) “what it means to be an embodied human being that is self-interpreting and that 

takes a stand on being a particular finite human being in particular communities at a 

particular time in history.” 

 

It is crucial that when we attempt to understand the modern practice of yoga, we also 

take into consideration the fact that it reflects the current social climate. Yoga ideology 

and its various forms of practice have developed over a long time, but modern British 

practitioners relate to yoga theory in unique ways as I found in the previous chapter. 

Yoga’s enduring aim is considered to find the ‘true self’ through yoga practice, and to 

keep body and mind in harmony (Werner, 1987). It means to the western practitioners 

that they need to overcome the conventional dichotomy of Western Cartesian thinking, 

which is that the mind and the body are separate. For many participants in this study, 

yoga was a means for developing the wholeness of a healthier body, lifestyle, and an 

enduring ‘the self’. 

 

I outlined the cultural background of my own understanding of yoga in Chapter 1, 

which included Buddhist tradition and phenomenology. In Chapter Two, I set out to 

illustrate the four models of self development which I found relevant to this study. The 
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first was Patanjali’s Eight Limbs. In Classical Yoga, Patanjali mapped out the yogic 

spiritual journey in Yoga Sutra, which has been used as a point of reference by modern 

yoga practitioners (Singleton, 2008). This text is taught during the British Wheel of 

Yoga teacher-training course. However, the Eight Limbs are not exactly progressive 

steps for self development. The Eight Limbs are branches of yogic discipline that the 

practitioner follows in order to deepen their practice. The second model was Maslow’s 

‘Hierarchy of the Human Needs’, which has a close link with the New Age Movement, 

in which spiritual needs are placed at the top of the hierarchy. The third one was 

Dreyfus’s ‘Skill Acquisition’ model based on Merleau-Ponty’s idea of intentional arc. 

The fourth model was the Zen model of ‘The Ten Oxherding Pictures’, which I included 

as literature on yoga, phenomenology and Buddhism seemed to have similarities. One 

of the common ideas shared by these models is the understanding that the nature of ‘the 

self’ in lived experience is a process of life-long development.  

 

Summarizing the use of hermeneutic phenomenology in this study  

After considering two qualitative methodologies, ethnography and Biographical 

Narrative Interpretive Methods, I chose hermeneutic phenomenology as the 

methodology for this study as I needed to analyze the direct and subjective accounts of 

the lived experiences of the yoga practitioners. The theoretical backbone for 

understanding the self was provided by the ideas of Heidegger’s Dasein (Being-in-the-

world) and Merleau-Ponty’s embodiment. Heideggerian hermeneutic phenomenology 

was chosen against Husserlian descriptive phenomenology. The latter places an 

emphasis on the process of ‘bracketing’ in order to extract ‘pure consciousness’ of the 

lived experience, and this process was not possible for this study. Since, I am, as the 

researcher, analysing narratives of bodily experiences of yoga practitioners by using my 

own experience to understand their feelings arising from the practicing body, it is 

impossible for me to stay neutral and detached from the process. In contrast, 

hermeneutic phenomenology takes an interpretive approach using the process of 

reflective analysis of language expressions, with the researcher’s personal experience as 

a mirror, but aware of the influence and trying to minimize it.  
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Data was collected from the semi-structured in-depth interviews of fifteen yoga 

practitioners who were members of the BWY. The participants were chosen using the 

snow-balling and theoretical methods. The interview tapes were transcribed for 

analysis. After repeated reading and taking analytical steps, six overarching themes 

emerged, and those themes were analysed in Chapters Five.  

 

6.2 Discussion of study findings in relation to research questions 

The findings from the interview materials indicate a number of characteristic features of 

how the participants perceive and practice Modern Postural Yoga everyday. 

  

6.2.1 Yoga and health  

The relationship between yoga practice and practitioners’ health and well-being 

turned out to be a very important reason for practicing yoga. In the previous chapter, I 

devised three categories for this theme to understand the ways in which the participants 

explained their experience. The first one was the deficiency model: the body was in 

some way damaged and needed repairing (Vincent and Furnham, 1998). Yoga was a 

useful tool to empower the sufferers. The examples of ill-health mentioned by some 

participants were cancer, pain, and depression.  

The second category was the enhancement model: the person could gain an improved 

quality of life with the help of yoga practice. The third one dealt with the yogic breath:  

the majority of participants indicated that this was the main tool to achieve both well-

being and life enhancement.  

I chose some suitable exemplars to analyse the participants' experiences of recovery 

from ill-health, the enhancement of the sense of well-being and their views on the 

importance of yogic breath. 

 

When our body is functioning without problems, we are largely unselfconscious of it. 

As Leonerd (1994, p. 53) points out, “Our everyday lived experience in which the 

embodied self is taken for granted breaks down in illness.” So, it is in this state of 

‘breakdown’ that we develop insight into the taken-for-granted understanding of health: 
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the unity of self and healthy body. In the state of ill-health, one’s suffering becomes 

one’s embodied existence, not the mechanical object of observation.  

This 'state of ill-health' in this study includes the ill-health of family members, 

psychological imbalance and existential discomfort as well, as these conditions also 

threaten one’s taken-for-granted mode of being in the world. 

However, I also considered the theme of health in relation to yoga practice in the 

previous chapter. The majority of the participants mentioned some sense of suffering at 

one time or other. For them, it seemed that suffering experiences had, to a certain 

degree, been transformed into a positive dimension of life through yoga practice.  

In recent years, ‘yoga and health’ have been perceived as an inseparable holistic term, 

which has been propagated by the media, in books and various yoga advertisements in 

the press. For example, three participants mentioned Richard Hittleman’s yoga 

programme on TV in the early 1970s as informative.  

Health is also a very important reason to start yoga practice for many beginners as it is 

shown in figure 9. The majority of participants (12 people) in this study said that they 

had physical ill-health and/or mental stress when they started yoga. Newcombe (2008) 

found that after World War II, yoga was propagated as a health-promoting activity 

along with exercise, relaxation and public education. As a result, yoga has been 

accepted by the mainstream of society as a beneficial physical activity which helps the 

practitioner to be healthier and happier. This conspicuous social trend has been coined 

‘The Yogaization of the West’ (Campbell, 2007). Furthermore, many yoga schools have 

developed their own ‘yoga therapy’ courses.  The BWY also currently runs health-

related modules such as those for cancer, pregnancy and the elderly for qualified yoga 

teachers. The health aspect of yoga was evident in so far as six teacher participants had 

experience in teaching some kind of therapy classes, and two participants said they had 

started yoga at an NHS site. 

From the data in the previous chapter, I selected teacher B as an example of cancer 

experience. She explained how she detected her own uterine cancer through her 

heightened visceral feeling that “something is wrong with me” while she was 

meditating. She also explained how her yoga practice enabled her to maintain her 
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strength and equanimity while she was waiting for the operation to remove it, and also, 

that the practice helped her to regain her bodily strength after the operation.  

Regarding experiences of pain, participants with a variety of pains explained how they 

eliminated, contained and managed their suffering by practicing yoga. Learner I said 

she chose yoga instead of having an operation on her back, and it helped not only to 

eliminate her pain, but also to cope with work-related stress. Learner L narrated her 

experience with depression, and said “Yoga is my saviour”, which implies that 

practicing yoga enabled her to recover. 

The common element in these cases is the empowerment obtained from learning yoga 

skills as these provided the participants with the tools necessary to manage their own 

bodies by themselves. When faced with health problems, three participants consciously 

sought out a way to help themselves with yoga techniques, and thus they felt that they 

were able to take control of their health problems with a sense of satisfaction and 

achievement.  

The sense of enhancement through yoga practice mentioned by the participants had 

different connotations from the suffering experiences caused by ill-health. The 

participants used words like awareness, balance, esteem, calmness, relaxed, flexibility 

and so on, to describe their practice of yoga. These words were used to describe 

emotional and psychological states that they considered positive and desirable. Having 

practiced yoga for a while, the participants felt that their emotional and psychological 

states of being were elevated towards their ideal level. Although none of the participants 

used the term ‘well-being’ directly, they implied an improved state of being in life.  

Teacher C said it was for the “feel-good factor”, student teacher M used the phrase 

“engage the mind and soul”. Teacher E said “from the mental aspect, it is a disciplined 

quiet space”. The states that they described hold high value for them. 

The importance of the breath was emphasised by almost all participants, and thus 

requires further investigation. The yogic breath to which they were referring was not the 

ordinary everyday breath. The subject of yogic breath-control has historically produced 

a colossal amount of literature, anecdotes, and scientific investigations over three 

millennia dating back to the Upanishad and the Bhagavad-Gita, and extending to 

modern molecular biology. In the Classic Yoga texts, although Patanjali did not write 
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the details of the pranayama (breath-control), he emphasized the importance of it for 

reaching the next stage of Samadhi. The expansion of pranayama and asana techniques 

had to wait for Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika with the development of Hatha Yoga (Sarukkai, 

2002).  

Merleau-Ponty (1964a, p. 167) writes of ‘inspiration’, and said that the word should be 

taken literally to mean inspiration and expiration of Being. Following this, Morley 

(2001, p. 76) comments on the yogic breath, “In the context of āsana-prānāyāma we 

focus only on breathing rhythms; we take up what is involuntary and appropriate it into 

what Husserl (1977) would call ‘the sphere of ownness’”. Morley (ibid.) suggests that 

the experience of pranayama points to a central aspect of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy 

of the lived body, that is his explication of interiority and exteriority.  

As the participant focuses his/her attention on the breath, on the sensation of the fresh 

air moving in and the warm air moving out, the body communicates with the inside of 

the body and the outside world. This concentration of the awareness of the breath 

establishes the link between what is being observed and who is observing, mediated by 

the bodily sensation of moving flesh, space and time. As the yogic experience of the 

awareness of the breath deepens with time, it becomes something more personal, 

meaningful and integrated into the construction of a sense of self, i.e. ‘the bodily self’ 

for the participant. For example, teacher E said,  

“Yoga practice really is the breath that is the basis of it all…it’s the relationship 
between the breath and the body we can’t separate, which we have separated, but 
we shouldn’t. We need to work as a unity.”  

In this sense, the breath works as a catalyst to reunite and rebuild a person as a whole. 

Campbell (2007) calls this process of reuniting the body and mind to be one of self-

transformation, a characteristic of the New Age Movement. However, Campbell took a 

stance from social, cultural and religious points of view, that he did not consider the 

possibility of ‘the new self’ arising from bodily experiential feelings. 

Morley (2001, p. 76) comments on the interaction between the breath and the inner-

body,  

“Proprioception is inverted perception, the perception of the deep tissues of the 
body, of enclosed or encircled corporeal space.”  
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One becomes conscious of this perception of the inner organs when our taken-for-

granted bodily functions are impaired, or we become ill. But by focusing on the inner 

awareness of the breath, the participant develops an increased sense of proprioception 

without becoming ill or incapacitated. An example is Kripalu yoga’s flow sequence of 

postural movement that teacher N described in the previous chapter.  

Sarukkai (2002, p. 471) goes further,  

“Like the asanas, the practice of pranayama is also one that has an essential 
engagement with the inner body, both in the phenomenological aspect of this 
practice and in the beneficial effects on specific organs…I would reinterpret the 
yogic bodily practices…in terms of perception and the phenomenological 
experience of the `inside’. I believe that the idea of perception of the inner body 
complements Merleau-Ponty’s project regarding body and the world. The 
relationship of the inner body to the outer is the relationship of the body to the 
world.”  

 

The breath as the focal point for meditative practice is commonly used in many eastern 

traditions such as Buddhism, yoga, various martial arts and healing programmes. Austin 

(1998) explains that by attending to the breath, one is aware of the flow of thoughts in 

the mind. Then, over time, the flow ceases, and the awareness that is watching the mind 

flow disappears, as awareness itself becomes the content within awareness. An 

anonymous writer at Amaravati Buddhist Monastery (1988) explains that mindfulness 

in Vipassana (insight) meditation can be developed through attention to the breath. By 

attending to the breath and ceasing non-stop thinking, the practice can create space in 

the mind. Consequently, the mind becomes quieter and more peaceful. 

 

Experiences of illness and recovery through yoga were popular themes in the narratives 

of the practitioners. In secular modern society in the latter half of the 20th century, yoga 

was propagated as a form of exercise which would provide therapeutic benefits (De 

Michelis, 2004; Newcomb, 2008; Campbell, 2007). The considerable amount of 

research concerning yoga has been in the field of medicine and other scientific 

disciplines (Parker and Parker, 2003). In the previous chapter, the exemplars were taken 

from participants’ narratives of suffering from pain and depression. Those participants 

shared the process of their feelings about their suffering being transformed into the 

positive experience of taking their life in their own hands. In modern society, the 
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implicit genesis of illness is an unlucky breakdown in the body that is conceived along 

mechanistic lines (Frank, 1995, p. 88), so that it can be fixed. Garrett (2001) regards 

yoga practice as a creative medium of ritual, and the ritual is used to change the 

embodied self, and the change to the self - both material and spiritual- comes from the 

repeated physical practices. Garrett (2001, p. 333) explains that the effects of yoga are 

not direct, but what she learned from it was a different attitude to pain and the body in 

general, ways to cope with pain and reduce its associated suffering. In this study, the 

narratives of illness recovery of participants indicated that yoga practice could mitigate 

the raw grief of loss, and helped to transform the pain of physical and emotional 

suffering. For instance, the loss of loved ones and divorce caused six participants 

distress and sometimes depression. For example, teacher G described her experience of 

the sudden loss of her husband which she was able to accept with calmness because of 

yoga.  

Eliade (1969, p. 11) writes of yoga,  

“Soteriological techniques, as well as metaphysical doctrines, find their justification 

in this universal suffering, for they have no value save in the measure to which they 

free man from ‘pain’.”   

Eliade continues that every human experience engenders some kind of suffering, and 

that the pain could be regarded as the necessary condition for emancipation. In the 

Indian tradition, the existence of pain, a universal suffering, has a positive and 

stimulating value. Eliade asserts that recent Western philosophers analyzed the subject 

of the human condition, especially the temporality of the human being, thus making 

man a ‘conditioned being’ in time, although they neglected to explain how to ‘de-

condition’ man. According to Eliade (1969), India has been preoccupied with the 

problem of ‘the structure of the human condition’ of the body, mind and spirituality, 

and how to solve it. He continues that yoga has been the one answer to this question, 

inclusive of the psychological, physical and ontological aspects, as yoga devised 

complicated models of the body, the mind and the worldview. 

Following Eliade’s footsteps, and in accordance with a number of yoga practicing 

academics (e.g. Strauss, 2004; De Michelis, 2004; Nevrin, 2008). I postulate that 

learning yoga skills empowers the participant to help and mitigate their physical pain 
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and psychological suffering. Sometimes, the participants even gain physical strength 

and psychological independence, and they begin to think about spiritual well-being and 

make positive future plans.  

 

6.2.2 Yoga and management of life crises 

The relationship between the management of life crises and yoga was analysed using a 

slightly modified version of Maslow’s Hierarchy of the Human Needs model. Since 

Maslow’s model influenced the New Age Movement (Campbell, 2007; Puttick, 2004), 

and modern yoga developed on the back of the New Age Movement (Newcombe, 2008; 

De Michelis, 2004), they share a somewhat similar idea of self development. 

Five long-term yoga participants described the ways in which yoga helped to carry them 

through their life crises. For the long-term practicing participants, life crises and yoga 

appeared to be a prominent feature of their narratives. It is significant that most yoga 

participants’ careers had been punctuated and strengthened with life crises. When faced 

with life’s challenges, the ways in which participants interpreted and applied yoga 

techniques to their situation were diverse and quite individualistic. Some of them said 

that they took up yoga, or came back to yoga when they needed it. It seemed that a life 

crisis could be the catalyst for some of the participants who found out that yoga was the 

way of managing life crises to make their life become coherent and meaningful.  

Since personal development is a multifaceted term, there are a number of useful 

conceptual tools which may help to unpack and understand current yoga practice. In the 

previous chapter, I used a map of the Hierarchy of Human Needs in times of life crises, 

borrowed from Maslow’s model, since ‘crises’ implies a variety of challenges for each 

individual with multifarious solutions. At the lower level of the physical under-function 

level, postural yoga helped to relax and strengthen the participants. At the level of ill 

health, the needs for the participants seemed psychological as well as physical. At the 

relational needs level, the requirement for managing crises such as divorce and the loss 

of loved ones seemed to be of the enduring kind, involving looking into one’s deeper 

inner resources. At the psychological level, problems such as dealing with stress at work 

or illness of a family member involved long-term social skills and robust health. At the 

spiritual level, the crises were often existential, less concrete and more difficult to 
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pinpoint, but appeared to be coming from within the depths of the psyche, which 

Heidegger (1962) calls the need of Being Authenticity. For instance, the feeling can be 

described as a loss of appetite for life, loss of meaning, being empty, a vacuous sense of 

purpose and so on. For the management of this crisis, the participants often turned to the 

meditative aspects of yoga practices. They said that these practices provided them with 

a sense of balance, equanimity and self-awareness. It is this spiritual practice that 

seemed to sustain some of the yoga participants who went through crises.  

Regarding the participants’ motivations to start and maintain yoga practice, almost 

everybody started from the lower needs, and developed towards a spiritual orientation. 

The majority of participants acknowledged achieving some degree of calmness and 

equanimity mainly through practicing Modern Postural Yoga (MPY), i.e. asana and 

pranayama practices.  

At the first stage, the beginners attended to their physical needs by doing mostly 

postural practice, and relaxation in the class. Then they gradually improved their 

practice by learning breath control, and loosening their emotional knots. Some of the 

physical needs stemmed from chronic illnesses. Through learning yoga techniques, they 

learned to manage their own bodies. Other participants encountered crises triggered by 

changing relationships, such as the loss of loved ones, divorce, and children leaving 

home. Yoga practice seemed to soothe their grief by providing them with time out and 

space for themselves. Other participants started, or continued, going to a yoga class 

because they had some degree of psychological need, for example because of 

encountering stressful situations at work or continuing difficulties at home.  

Singleton (2005) has also asserted yogic relaxation to be therapeutic in these 

circumstances. William James (1902, p. 110) commented that salvation could be 

possible through relaxation. However, as well as relaxation, participants stressed the 

power of breathing practice. Long-term participants tended to mention the importance 

of meditation practice. The spiritual need seemed to arise when the participants became 

aware of their inner self. For some, the transformative nature of yoga practice became 

their ‘rite of passage’ so that they could be a ‘new self/person’. For example, the peak-

experience of Chakra Opening was only mentioned by teacher N. She was the only 

person who had a guru to guide her practice. She enthusiastically described the 
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occasions in which she felt ecstatic joy, and ensuing life change. However, concerning 

the peak experience, Maslow (1970) later admits that some self-actualizers are non-

peakers (sic), and those non-peakers are the really influential social workers and world-

betterers (sic). Maslow also recognizes that the need for self-actualization does not 

necessarily develop when the lower needs are fulfilled (Maslow, 1970). Indeed, the 

majority of the participants did not mention wanting to strive for samadhi or 

enlightenment, but rather to use yoga techniques that were conducive to their current 

lifestyle in order to be more holistic, healthy, loving, and wholesome. Maslow 

originally believed that the after-effects of peak experiences should lead individuals to 

be more altruistic. However, for most participants, they did not want to be a self-

actualizer but only to be reflexive and aware of oneself and others’ needs.  

As teacher E said, yoga techniques provided coping strategies for life crises for anyone. 

For teacher A, yoga had become a way of life to sustain her faith in her on-going 

challenging life. It seems that yoga is useful to the participants by strengthening the 

body and by enhancing a positive psychological orientation and calmer emotional 

propensities; yoga improves interactions and relationships with others as a result, 

bringing them an emotionally stable life and providing them with spirituality. It was a 

kind of self-actualization in everyday life through yoga practice. As Campbell (2007, p. 

131) says “a direct consequence of spiritual advancement, bringing not just health, but 

a new sense of wholeness and indeed happiness.” 

 

6.2.3 Yoga and sense of self 

The relationship between Yoga practice and development of yoga practitioners’ sense 

of self is an important theme for this study, as I believe that the key to understanding the 

nature of the self for the participants is its dynamic transformative process.    

Heelas (1996) and Campbell (2007) assert that modern society encourages the creation 

of a ‘new self’ and the celebration of ‘the inner self’. Against the backdrop of yoga 

history, I am now able to understand the reasons why ‘the modern self’ of yoga in their 

narratives was so psychologized, embodied, spiritual but secular, and above all, eclectic. 

In the previous chapter, I built a model that was very loosely based on the Skill 

Acquisition model by Dreyfus (1986). Dreyfus originally founded this model on the 
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concept of Merleau-Ponty's intentional arc. His model sets five stages from novice to 

expert. As Dreyfus writes, we require new skills in the wider context with other people, 

and human understanding is a skill akin to knowing how to find one’s way about in the 

world. Instead of his Five stages, I highlighted Seven stages in this study from novice to 

super-expert. Through this model, I have identified how the participants underwent a 

passage of self-discovery as they learned yoga practice skills.  

To summarise briefly, with an increased level of skills acquired, the participants began 

to want to develop their inner self through yoga rather than through further physical 

skills. After becoming experts, they wanted to train in related skill areas such as 

remedial yoga, psychic development, or guru-guided yoga. Then, practicing deeper/ 

more specialized yoga over the years, they grew reflective and started defining the 

meaning of their life and what yoga meant to them. Among the participants, three 

decided to become Diploma Course Tutors (DCT) to teach the next generation of 

teachers and disseminate their knowledge to the wider society.  

Dreyfus says that competent performance is rational; proficiency is transitional; experts 

act arationally (sic.)(1986, p. 36). In other words, a novice firstly follows the manual; 

then he (sic.) himself becomes an example, then lastly, he performs the skill with 

intuition and spirit rather than by following rulebooks. For the participants, stages 4-6 

were where they found their own path through trial and error, with some of the 

participants then finally reaching a stage where they could make peace with their life 

and feel happy. At stage 7, three of the participants consciously made a decision to join 

the BWY lineage system by becoming DCTs, and disseminate their knowledge and 

experience to the wider audience as super-experts.  

The transformation of the ‘sense of self’ which the participants developed along their 

life course was qualitatively discernible.  

 

In this section, I will use teacher B’s narrative story as a paradigm case to illustrate 

the personal journey of a yoga practitioner and their self-development.  

B started yoga practice in 1974, as a novice, when yoga was beginning to be taught at a 

Local Adult Education class, and she explained that she knew nothing about it.  
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“I was still home with the children and it was something to do. I started because I 
didn’t know what yoga was... So when I saw yoga, I thought ‘I don’t know what 
that is, I’m going to go and find out.’” 

The recreation orientated courses at LAE then were attended by mainly white middle 

class women like B. B found yoga enjoyable and strengthening.  

“And so I found actually yoga was something I could do, it wasn’t competitive, 
and I’m not very competitive so I never had to compete with anybody in yoga 
class, and I found I could do it and I enjoyed it and I found I got more strong, 
more supple. So I did that really for quite a long time,” 

 

Then B went on to study for a teacher-training diploma course to become an expert so 

that she could use her experience of yoga. 

“…the teaching, I think it’s a hard thing to do, so I thought it would be good for 
me to teach something, and that’s when I decided I’d do yoga teaching because 
I’d done the yoga and I had lots of years by then of experience.” 

 

B qualified as a yoga teacher in 1992, and has been teaching ever since with pride. In 

the 1990s, the yoga boom was about to happen and the demand for qualified yoga 

teachers was high. Yoga teaching in AE classes was relaxed and friendly. The BWY 

teaching was secular and its practice was mainly stretch, basic breathing practice 

and relaxation.   

“Well straight away I started my own class because before I qualified to get 
practice I had my own class, which I’m still doing that class. And I still have 
people that have come for years and years. I’ve got one lady that’s been coming 
ever since 1992 and she’s still coming to my class.” 

 

B then went on to practice psychic development. B wanted to deepen her inner self 

knowledge. Hatha yoga teaches that there are 7 energy centres (chakras) in the human 

body along the spine. 

“... the psychic development is working with the chakras, so it’s a big link with 
yoga. You work with the chakras, the 7 main chakras, and bring energy from the 
base, magnetic energy up, and spiritual energy down, and you’re working 
with…you work to push energy through the chakras so you bring energy up and 
down…” 
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Then her psychic inner voice told her to move on to counselling to understand her 

suffering, and to take control of the pain. So, she took a positive step forward to a 

different learning. 

“That was quite amazing, and I loved that period, …it was psychically telling me 
to move to a different area... I had a bad neck because of my dental work, and I’m 
always struggling with my neck, and, so I was sitting meditating and I’m asking 
‘What can I do? Is there anything else I can do to help my neck?’ And the words 
again came, and the words said ‘Do counselling, move away from dentistry 
because that’s what’s hurting my neck.’ ” 

 

B loved counselling and found it easy to relate to other people. She felt it as a positive 

reward. 

“And that was 1995, I started to do the counselling. And I was qualified in 1999 
and I’ve been counselling ever since, and I love the counselling, again I really feel 
it’s something I’m quite good at. I’m used to people, and I’m very comfortable. I 
think it’s very useful to know how to respond, even in the dental world when the 
patients come in with bereavement or something, I feel that the counselling has 
helped me to deal better with them.” 

 

B then was asked to learn to be a mediator as an extension of her skill improvement. B 

became willing to learn new skills and expand her work to a new area of conflict 

solving. 

“And then the next thing I’ve just added, I do some work for a mother/daughter 
agency… they also do this mediation, and she said to me ‘know you like doing 
different things, would you like to do mediation. It pays well.’ . So I thought ‘Oh, 
ok then.’ So I’m trained now as a mediator and what the mediation is very akin to 
the counselling …”  

  

Meanwhile she had cancer of the uterus. She explained that her yoga practice 

sharpened her visceral sensitivity, but the medical response at a hospital was slow 

coming.  

“I think I presented in about March and I didn’t actually get the operation for 10 
months…in fact it was when I did yoga and meditation that I realized I had a 
problem. I had, it was in the womb, and I had a mucus discharge, and that’s when 
I presented because I said this isn’t normal. But it was when, I only had pain 
really, not even pain but a discomfort, when I meditated, it’s like when I got down 
to that very still level did I realize there was something going on in my body. ”  
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While she was waiting her operation, she felt two selves inside her: the calm self was 

detached from the other self who was suffering. This detached self from one’s inner 

turmoil has in common with Heidegger’s (1962) clearing and the sense withdrawal 

stage of yoga’s meditation (described in chapter 2). 

 “…the strange thing really was when I was, before I had my operation and in 
that time while I was waiting, when I knew that I was going to have it done, it was 
like I was outside myself looking in, and this was really quite weird because I was, 
like it wasn’t me. This is my best friend who’s got a problem but it wasn’t me, and 
I was like on the ceiling looking down. I was outside myself.” 

 

After the operation, B used her knowledge of yoga technique as an empowering tool 

to regain her strength again. In Heidegger’s (1962) description, such a technique is a 

‘ready-at-hand’ tool to be used for a purpose as ‘equipment totality’. 

“…after the operation, …I mean it was painful underneath and I realized then 
that I’ve got to work these muscles so, you know, the fact that I was a yoga 

teacher and I knew I’d got to work my muscles. And then things like, just getting 
the muscles back, I found the lying twist was quite a good one, so I did make a 
special effort when I was recovering to lie on the floor and do some strengthening 
sit-ups. I think it just, I think yoga just gives you a calmness, about things, like you 
cope better somehow and, you’re going through these things but its ok, just feel 
that, it just gives you. In the end I just feel I’m living in a very calm place and 
things can be quite manic, but I’m still in my centre, I feel very cantered and like 
it can’t throw me. So it gives me a strength, I feel I’ve got this inner strength now 

that takes me through.”   

 

B evaluated her life as she was approaching her retirement in the next few years, as 

arriving at the point where she felt free, happy and independent.      

“I’m very happy because I work it out and I get the class to tell what they like, 
what they want to do, I think the counselling freed me with my yoga because 
before the counselling I felt I had to know everything, and when I did the 
counselling I realized I didn’t have to know and that was very freeing for me,... I 
didn’t have to be the expert anymore, I’m not the expert, I know a bit but, that 
really was quite freeing…”  

 

To summarise key points in her narrative: 

(1) The developmental self: B described her life as a process of self-discovery. B 

started enjoying the physical benefits of yoga as a learner, then she studied to be a yoga 
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teacher. Her own yoga practice took her to psychic development, and counselling to 

mediation.  

(2) Care: She enjoyed teaching and bonding with students, and found easy to relate to 

other people.  

(3) Yoga as a tool for Empowerment: When she wanted to cope with neck pain, and 

post-operational recovery, she consciously used yoga techniques as the tool to manage 

her body and maintain strength.  

(4) Attending one’s bodily senses: She also deepened her insight into her own self 

through yoga practice. She first detected the new growth in her uterus when she was 

meditating. While her visceral sensory perception was heightened by attending the 

inner bodily senses, she detected an existentially threatening bodily phenomenon, the 

inner anomaly.  

(5) The divided selves: She also experienced a sense of the divided self, and it 

functioned as a coping mechanism for an ontological crisis. For B, it was not a 

schizophrenic, but a healing process. The idea of two divided selves has been a central 

theme of the long history of Yoga (Burley, 2008; Morley, 2001). The sacred eternal 

self, sometimes called Brahman or the ultimate Self, and the profane this-worldly self, 

are to be sublimated and united (Eliade, 1969). This theme runs through Classical Yoga, 

Hatha Yoga, and Modern Yoga. In Heidegger’s phenomenology, the terms authentic 

self and inauthentic self explain similar ideas. Heidegger (1962) called it Dasein, the 

authentic Being, and differentiated it from ‘das Man’, the subject of daily life.  

(6) Encountering an ontological crisis is also an opportunity to go through a 

transformation. While B appeared calm and happy, she devised to dissociate herself as 

the sick self, and the detached self who was not emotionally involved in the suffering. 

Her suffering from cancer presented her with an opportunity to get to know her hidden, 

calm authentic self. This seems not to be an isolated experience in managing the crises 

in life for a yoga practitioner as teacher A had a similar story. Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, 

the classical yoga text, emphasises that the True Self resurfaces when one becomes 

calm (Wicher, 1999; Feuerstein, 1991). B adopted this stance, and explained the 

development of the inner self with this ideal. 

(7) Resolution: It is the stage when the participant felt ‘my life is ok as it is’.  
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Towards the end of his life, Heidegger calls it Gelassenheit, ‘release’ or ‘let things be’ 

(Watts, 2001), Merleau-Ponty terms it ‘freedom’, and Maslow explains it as ‘plateau 

experience’ (refer to chapter 2).  

Considering the relationship between learning yoga skills and the process of self-

development, Dreyfus (1986) explains that he found from experiments that true experts 

follow their own intuition rather than rationally accepting text or rule books.  

Teacher B said that she felt that she had an inner teacher and that she should follow it. 

After 30 years of practicing yoga, she evaluated that she was at peace with herself and 

felt happy. Dreyfus (1986) asserts that our basic human understanding is knowing how 

rather than knowing facts and rules.  

However, Dreyfus’s model is based on a practical skill like computing, and the model 

only provides for development up to ‘expert’ stage, whereas, yoga starts from learning 

practical techniques to developing a spiritual/ontological aspect of inner self.  

By acquiring and becoming familiar with yoga techniques, yoga becomes a part of 

one’s life skills, which include physical techniques, meditational practices, and 

ontological yoga ideologies. In a similar manner, Heidegger (1962) talks about the 

usefulness of tools as equipment totality in order to find one’s place in the world. Yoga 

practice becomes familiar, available and usable tools to the practitioner over the years.  

Although yoga consists of complex skills which are said to aim at gaining a higher state 

of spirituality, most yoga skills actually taught in a classroom are practical and relaxing 

for the practitioners. It also enabled them to be emotionally independent by gaining 

equanimity. It is this sense of freedom that B evaluated to be her achievement.  

 

However, there were other participants who were taking a different life path, or at a 

different stage in life. For instance, teacher C went back to her full-time family business 

after a few years of teaching yoga. Learner H did not wish to become a teacher, but 

became a member of both the local and national BWY committees. He simply wished to 

make a contribution to the BWY in some way. Learner K was a novice, and appreciated 

only the physical benefits. Learner K was trying to enter a diploma teacher training 
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course. Student-teacher M was already planning a new life with yoga teaching. Learners 

I and L were happy to remain learners for the time being.  

 

As it was described by teacher-participants, a majority of learners in their classes were 

happy to be just learners, attending a yoga class once or twice a week for many years. 

The way in which most BWY classes were taught in a yoga classroom was orientated 

towards health and relaxed well-being, and not every practitioner wished to pursue 

advanced stages.  

 

6.2.4 The nature of the self   

This thesis aims at finding an answer to the main research question “what is the nature 

of ‘the self’ modern yoga practitioners cultivate?” In order to consider the nature of ‘the 

self’ in relation to modern yoga practice, my analysis of the self based on 

phenomenological understanding is going to be divided into two categories: the self 

within and the self-in-the-world.  

 

The genesis of the self 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) argues that the lived body is the locus of experience in two ways: 

one to feel the inside body and one to present to the outer world as a person. For 

Heidegger (1962), being with others is the essential nature of Dasein.  

Thus, the nature of ‘the self’ for modern yoga practitioners is discussed in two areas. 

The 'first self' comes from deep within the body, the subjective feeling of the lived 

experience of embodiment. The 'second self' is a social construction, and it seems to be 

founded on the cultural practice of modernity. Therefore, I will consider ‘the self’ in 

relation to these two dimensions: the embodied self and the social self. 

(1) The self within: embodiment. 

Our understanding of ‘the self’ for yoga practitioners is the one acquired through the 

lived-experience of yoga practice. The consideration of the self is firstly focused on the 

various aspects of embodiment.  

(2) The self-in-the-world: the dimension of the social self with others.  
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The normative modern yoga practice is so-called Modern Postural Yoga (MPY) (De 

Michelis, 2004; Nervin, 2008, Singleton, 2005; Newcombe, 2008). However, the idea 

of ‘the self’ for the practitioners is far from being homogenous or concrete as ‘the self’ 

is always situated in the various dimensions of its social phenomena. 

 

6.2.4.1 The embodied self 

The ultimate purpose of yoga practice was said to uncover ‘who I am’: in other words, 

‘the ultimate Self’ (Eliade, 1969; Feuerstein, 1980; Shearer, 1982).  

Yoga and phenomenology appear to share some common features, in the sense that the 

transformation comes from within, the self-awareness of being, the perception of inner 

self, and the sense of freedom through the bodily awareness of the inner self although 

models of self-development to realize ‘the self’ in the East and the West have come 

from different origins. However, the difficulties of studying the so-called ‘embodied 

mind’ are emphasized by Clarke (1997). For example, when teacher E described that 

moving a foot or a certain way of breathing affected her emotional state, other people 

could only understand what she meant by reflecting through their own experiences. 

Gallagher (1998) explains that the pre-noetic body of Merleau-Ponty is different from 

Husserlian consciousness, and its bodily schema is inaccessible through 

phenomenological introspection. He draws conclusions from recent physiological 

research, expressing that some bodily practices affect motility and that the postural 

schema has an effect on the emotive evaluation of one’s own body image. Gallagher 

asserts that embodied mind research must be worked out conceptually with the help of 

the empirical sciences, which is in line with Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) embodied model. 

Nevrin (2008) also argues that the important aspect of contemporary yoga practice is 

learning to feel the body move and to move the body differently. She asserts that by 

focusing and attending, the awareness of the practitioner learns to intensify the 

experience of proprioception in general and kinaesthesia in particular. In addition, six 

participants mentioned that relaxation played an important part for their emotional 

release, and that relaxation is another important part of yoga practice. Therefore, I 

divide the content of embodiment into two categories: proprioception and relaxation. 

 



 214  

Proprioception 

The models of bodily awareness have been increasingly discussed in recent research. In 

neurophysiology, Beatty (1995) explains that proprioception is the sense of bodily 

position and movement. Proprioceptive sensations enable us with skilled and dexterous 

movement. Proprioception arises from somatosensory receptors located in the joints and 

the skeletal muscles. O’Shaughnessy (1998) explains that proprioception is a mode of 

feeling accompanying the experience of bodily movement. Martin (1998) mentions that 

bodily awareness is related to a sense of ownership. Martin says that bodily sensations, 

kinaesthesia, proprioception, and the vestibular sense together amount to an awareness 

of one’s body as one’s own. Brewer (1998) explores the link between bodily awareness 

and the self. Brewer says that bodily awareness is intrinsically spatial, as a physically 

extended body in the spatial world. Thus experienced bodily ownership based on bodily 

sensations is awareness of oneself as extended in space, where we recognize the 

inseparability of the mental and the physical in bodily awareness. Cassam (1998) 

discusses the deep connection between proprioception and appropriation. He argues that 

awareness of bodily sensation by introspection is not enough, and requires 

proprioceptive awareness of the position of the limbs. Thus awareness of oneself 

becomes the awareness of the bodily self.  

In short, the bodily awareness for yoga participants is founded on the perception of the 

bodily movement, sensory feelings, bodily ownership and control, as well as spatial 

understanding of the surrounding world. Proprioceptive sensations play a vital part to 

maintain a healthy bodily awareness of the self.   

Proprioception in yoga practice is discussed by Singleton (2005). He asserts that one of 

the functions of proprioception is for relaxation in modern yoga through asana, 

pranayama and visualization. Morley (2001) argues that proprioception is inverted 

perception, and that is sited in the deep tissues of the body and fills the enclosed 

corporeal space. Although the sense of proprioception is normally hidden from our 

consciousness, when we fall ill, our perception turns inwards towards the cause of 

unpleasant sensations such as pain, instead of attending to the outside world. The yogic 

breathing practice provides the opportunity to attend to inner feelings of proprioception 

without suffering from illness. While moving the body in postures and attending 

conscious breathing, the practitioner develops an awareness of the inverted sense of 
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muscles, joints, and various organs of the body. This awareness of the internal moving 

and living body gives the practitioners a sense of ownership of their own body. With 

long-term practice, the practitioners gradually shift their self-identification from the 

cognitive ‘ego’ self to the more bodily self. Merleau-Ponty calls this bodily sense of self 

‘zero point’ (1962), which precludes cognitive pre-judgment.  

Thus the ‘zero-point’ of the self arises from the deep-seated bodily sense of the self, i.e. 

proprioception. It is concerned with a sense of ownership and mastery, an ability to use 

it for purpose. Nevrin (2008) asserts that attending body movement and one’s own 

proprioception through yoga practice involve a heightened sensitivity of the body and a 

heightened richness of sensory experience.  

With the elevated level of awareness of the body, teacher E explained that body 

movement and spirituality were inseparable in yoga practice. Teacher B also became 

aware of the early stage of cancer within her body. Nevrin (2008) says that even novice 

practitioners will experience these changes in bodily sensitivity as being highly positive 

and transformative. Moreover, Nevrin (ibid.) argues that kinaesthesia with body 

movement is a nonverbal experience, and some practitioners appreciate the opportunity 

to experience bodily self-identity through heightened forms of multi-sensory awareness.  

It is often liberating for the practitioners to experience a ‘new’ bodily self, because our 

attention in everyday life is directed to certain objects or certain actions, as das Man 

(Heidegger, 1962), and the attention towards one’s own bodily, sensory, and emotional 

experiences are forgotten.  

Among the participants, teacher C noted the three occasions on which she cried during 

yoga classes. Tutor D likened her experience of being touched by the teacher while she 

meditated to a thunderbolt. Teacher N described the occasions on which she felt ecstatic 

while chanting. In particular, N explained that her yoga school, Kripalu, emphasized the 

use of ‘flow’ sequences of posture movements, which tended to induce a different state 

of consciousness from the conventional one (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992).  

When the practitioner attends the body movement and kinetic sensory experience, they 

leave behind the inauthentic everyday self-identity which is stressed and causes anxiety 

and difficulty in life. Thus yoga’s bodily practice can provide the practitioner with an 

opportunity to realize the authentic self (Heidegger, 1962). Watts (2001) explains that, 
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for Heidegger, the experience of anxiety can be a potentially ‘enlightening’ event. 

When this event occurs, the mood of the practitioner is characterized by an 

unambiguous, intense and overwhelming sensation that disrupts our normal sense of 

existence, and the practitioner experiences the naked ‘bodily’ truth about themselves 

and the world, by stripping away all our familiar ways of perceiving things. The catalyst 

for this breakthrough is the intense experience of proprioception in yoga, as a ‘zero 

point’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) to experience the world as being ‘alive’.  

 

Relaxation  

There were six participants who stressed that they experienced a deep release with 

relaxation after posture and breathing practice. This is why, in tandem with modern 

postural practice, relaxation is considered to be very important by the participants.  

Singleton (2005) explores the relationship between yoga relaxation and the role of 

proprioception. He asserts that the principles of muscular extension as a preparation for 

relaxation were well established in the West in the 1950s – 1960s, before yoga’s 

reinvention as a stretching exercise. For instance, Jacobson (1938; 1977) explains the 

medical benefits of progressive relaxation using physical exercises. Jacobson (1977) 

argues that after progressive muscular exercise, the nerve tension in the body and high 

emotions tend to subside as one relaxes.   

When modern yoga was packaged as a physical project aiming for the improvement of 

health and well-being, relaxation time was an important part to counter stressful modern 

living (Newcombe, 2008; De Michelis, 2008; Wood, 1959). The BWY’s foundation 

course indicates some elements of six different yoga relaxation techniques in the 

syllabus (Singleton, 2005). The importance of relaxation is illustrated in the way the 

BWY guides its teaching members to plan lessons. On their web-site (2008), the BWY 

explains, 

“In a typical class, 10-20 minutes is usually given to relaxation, at the beginning 
and/or the end. Most students lie in ‘savasana’ (lying on your back). Various 
relaxation methods are taught ranging from physical relaxation and simple 
breathing exercises to visualization (imaging a scene) and techniques such as 
‘autogenic suggestion’.” 
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For the BWY yoga class, relaxation is regarded as having an integral role (BWY web-

site, 2008). There are several hypotheses to explain why relaxation plays such an 

important role in modern yoga practice. Nevrin (2008) argues that the effect of 

attending to body movement and the phase of relaxation at the end can have a spiritual 

nature. She points out that practicing yoga involves a range of emotionality through 

identification of belonging; through the sharing of experiences with others, and through 

creating an imaginative environment using music and incense. Singleton (2005) asserts 

that the ideological exchange between Indian gurus such as Vivekananda and 

psychologist William James at the end of the 19th century paved the way for the 

modern yogic relaxation we know today as ‘spiritual relaxation’. Singleton (2005) 

explains its practical merits in so far as ‘yoga relaxation’ puts the practitioners in 

harmony with the world as well as furnishes them with a complete existential survival 

kit.  

A number of participants explained that they started yoga practice because they suffered 

stress-related life events, and it seemed that yoga relaxation helped them as a self-

healing mechanism in a safe yogic environment, supported and comforted by the 

teacher and other members. When a person is stressed, a tense mind creates chaos, the 

body becomes tight, breathing becomes shallower, and a distressed person creates a 

dysfunctional world (Shapiro, 1990; Jacobson, 1977). Jacobson (1938) who originally 

propagated the merits of relaxation, instigated the idea that relaxation is the harmonious 

state of emotions, nervous systems and muscular conditions. Other yoga writer-

practitioners endorsed his view on yoga relaxation, which helped it to become more 

popular (e.g. Shapiro, 1990; Hewitt, 1982). 

By focusing on the body and releasing the tension from the body, the troubled mind is, 

as Merleau-Ponty (1962) describes, brought ‘down to earth’ by surrendering the body to 

relaxation. William James (1902, p. 110) coined this phenomenon ‘the salvation 

through self despair, the dying to be truly born’ and ‘salvation through relaxation’.  

For instance, teacher C and teacher N described the experiences of dramatic emotional 

release during relaxation in a class. Nine others explained that the reasons they 

continued yoga practice were initially stress reduction through postural yoga and 

relaxation. The state of being in relaxation, if repeated often enough, may become a part 
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of practitioners’ habitual state over time, as the participants find ‘peace’, ‘equanimity’, 

‘balance’ to be important keywords for themselves. 

Thus, the nature of ‘the self’ modern yoga practitioners cultivate was found to be a 

deeply embodied sense of self, the self founded on the sense of unity which comes from 

proprioception and a relaxed state of the bodily harmonious self.  

 

The critical appraisal of the embodied self in the modern society 

 
I described above how the subjective sense of the embodied self arises from yoga 

practice. However, Nervin (2008, p. 132) points out that socially constructed sense of 

embodiment tends to be ignored in the past literature. Although attending to the 

perception of body movements sensitizes the awareness of the individual, bodily 

awareness and the consequent positive emotional states do not materialize naturally, and 

has to be learned through some media and/or sharing practice with others. In order to 

transform a person, there is a need for socially and culturally shared processes (Turner, 

1969; Csordas, 1994). The shared performance of yoga practice and rhetoric provide the 

necessary framework for spiritual insight.  

For BWY practitioners, a physically-aroused sense of wellness becomes individualized 

spirituality, as the teacher does not provide a religious framework. In this manner, yoga 

practitioners often talk about the body as a sacred temple (Naitou, 1991). Thus, instead 

of asceticism, BWY practitioners regard yoga practice as enjoyment. Heelas and 

Woodhead (2005) assert that subjective life spirituality tends to fare best in a holistic 

milieu which pays most attention to the cultivation of unique subjectivities. They term 

this tendency the ‘subjective turn’. The subjective turn only comes about because of 

relations and connectedness with others, such as families, classmates, and teachers. 

Heidegger (1962) states that our Being is always with others, and it depends on care for 

each other. For Heidegger, Being-in-the-world with others is an essential part of his 

theory, and Merleau-Ponty translated this idea as 'être-au-monde'. Yoga as a simple 

embodied practice is an incomplete understanding. The idea of inside and outside of 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) is not only the internal body and the external body, but myself is 

inside the body while the outside body presents myself to the world to reach out for 

other people. 
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O’Shaughnessy (199, p. 197) explains from a psychologist’s point of view that 

proprioception is an immediate mode of feeling, and an accompanying feeling is always 

present. But he warns that the proprioceptive perceptive feeling of the body is short-

term and we must cultivate a long term body image by rediscovering a fundamental 

deeper instinct through proprioception. For example, teacher B discovered her cancer 

through her heightened visceral sense when she meditated. Through her recovery from 

cancer, she used yoga skills to manage her body and gain the strength psychologically 

and physically. She concluded that she became happy and relaxed with her life, and that 

she wanted to share her happiness with her students in the class. 

Csordas (1983) believes that the rhetoric plays an important part in a bodily 

transformative process. When a yoga practice session is understood as a ritual process 

(De Michelis, 2004), the performance of the practice becomes empowering, and the 

practice routine and discussion become an invocation for sacred and hidden powers 

within the bodily self. For instance, teacher N narrated her experience of chanting 

during her initiation ceremony, and how affected she was when she felt her chakra 

opening. It was such a life changing experience that she needed a long and hard 

readjustment period to go back to a normal life.  

 

It seems that what mattered most for each practicing individual was to make sense of 

how they felt about their mode of existence and its meaningfulness. The modus 

operandi for the yoga practitioner was manifest through yoga practice and the feeling 

arising through the body and through shared experience. I believe that the subjective 

experience of yoga practitioners’ feelings and private thoughts have not been properly 

investigated before, despite the fact that yoga has become such a social phenomenon.  

 

I have looked at the nature of the making of embodied self through yoga practice. I now 

turn to exploring the social background of modern yoga practice for BWY members, as 

Modern Postural Yoga is a syncretic creation born out of the Western and the Eastern 

traditions. Consequently the ways they practice, feel, and construct meaning are unique 

to modern society. 
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6.2.4.2 The social self  

Yoga practitioners learn yoga skills through authoritative persons: teachers and gurus, 

and other media, such as TV programmes and textbooks. The way of yoga practice must 

be learned within social relationships with others. As a result, the notion of relationship 

has an important significance concerning ‘the self’ in modern yoga. The development of 

the social self for yoga practitioners is especially important, since they learn yoga skills 

from others, they practice yoga with others, and emotional support and friendships are 

shared with others within yoga communities. In this section, various aspects of the 

social characteristics for Modern Postural Yoga practice are considered.  

 

Language in the constructed yoga ideology  

By looking at the range of vocabulary of each participant, and comparing the 

differences between them, I identified the characteristic features of modern yoga, with 

slightly different expressions among individuals. These narratives loosely fit under the 

category of the New Age ideology of ‘the self’ postulated by Heelas (1996) and 

Campbell (2007). 

In the interview narratives, the body, mind, emotion, health, and spirituality, were 

frequently used keywords. When explaining their yoga practices, particularly breathing 

practice, participants used words such as ‘awareness’, ‘feeling’, and ‘peaceful,’ 

indicating that meaningfulness was arising out of shared reflexive expression. The 

participants also described the sense of self as ‘good’, ‘being comfortable’, ‘feeling 

peaceful’, ‘relaxed’, and ‘sharing’.  

Nevrin (2008, p. 132) claims that “Through various social interactions, the practitioner 

might be encouraged to ‘be oneself’ …To relax into an emotionally supportive 

atmosphere may enable the person to more openly express emotion and to feel ‘at 

home’ with others”. 

In fact, all participants talked about their yoga practice as involving others, and not in 

isolation. The shared meaning construction of yoga values such as ‘being true to 

myself’, were shown by the repetition of words and phrases such as ‘faith’, ‘at peace 

with myself’, ‘way of being’ and ‘profound experience’.  
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The four stages of yoga meditation in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, to which the participants 

often referred, teach how to develop reflexivity or insight into one's own psyche. 

Singleton (2008) and Burley (2008) assert that modern yoga practitioners draw from the 

ideology of Classical Yoga, use some secularized Hatha Yoga techniques, and practice 

innovated modern yoga. However, modern yoga comes in diverse forms, each one with 

its own characteristics and lineage. This combination of innovation in modern yoga 

practice and underlying ideology has been transmitted through the modern lineages of 

the particular schools.  

There have been various anthropological and sociological studies into the modern 

lineages of guru-guided yoga schools, particularly in the past 10 years (Strauss, 2005; 

Alter, 2004; Coney, 1996; De Michelis, 2004; Smith, 2008). Smith (2008), for example, 

cites such expression as ‘with heat (tapas) even iron will bend’ in Ashtanga Yoga 

ashram, and says that their language was based on shared virtue of discipline and 

authority.  

On the other hand, the BWY has taken and established secular methods of transmission 

of yoga knowledge without its own organizational gurus or charismatic leaders. I will 

next explore the aspects of modern yoga's lineage in the BWY. 

 

The Teacher-student relationship in the BWY lineage  

One aspect of yoga practice concerning the relationship of practitioners with the teacher 

in BWY communities is conspicuously different from guru-guided schools. Guru-

guided schools are led by a guru as the charismatic leader (Weber, 1991, original work 

published in 1948), and have established ‘forms of control and asceticism central to that 

tradition’ through discipline and authority (Smith, 2008). In their place, the BWY 

established a democratized authority. According to their quarterly journal Spectrum, 

they have an annually elected chairman, a paid business manager, various member-

sanctioned board members, various committee officers and volunteers to regulate 

finances, market the yoga goods, run day-to-day office, answer enquiries, and organize 

various yoga courses and events. Instead of charismatic figures, there are patrons who 

give advice to the committee and give a talk at the Annual Congress Meeting without 

imposing their authority. The organization is run with membership fees, income from 
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courses and event fees, and from selling yoga goods. All income and expenditure are 

accounted, audited, and made public. There are also eleven regions which are run as 

mini versions of this model. These organizational characteristics influence the self-

perception of its members.  

Ex-tutor O described how terrifying one Iyengar teacher was, but also how satisfying 

she was at the same time. Smith (2008, p. 140) explains that students are pushed to 

perform increasingly harder postures, the Ashtanga Yoga guru Pattabhi Jois teaches to 

burn out impurities (tapas) to gain strength and purity of the body, and transformation 

of the self. 

Compared with these guru schools, it is apparent that yoga classes and training events of 

the BWY show the absence of authoritative figures. The diploma course syllabus 

suggests that teacher-trainees are taught to explain benefits, cautions and 

contraindications of a planned posture, but the decision of how to perform the posture is 

ultimately left to the learner themselves. The session is usually followed by a discussion 

towards the end. 

Nine participants have enjoyed long standing friend-like yoga teacher-student 

relationships. However, three teachers ran yoga classes in gyms and sports centres, and 

sometimes taught big groups. Two veteran teachers regularly organized workshops and 

courses with a large number of attendees. These events were organized for mass 

participation, and the relationships between teacher and students were impersonal.  

One participant, teacher E, talked about how she enjoyed a mother-daughter-like 

relationship with her teacher for a long time. Three participants preferred going to 

different teachers to learn different ways of practicing yoga from different schools. On 

the whole, teacher-student relationships were usually friendly, trusting and mostly 

personal in the BWY classes. However, yoga classes organized in big sport halls and 

gymnasiums catered for a large number of students, and fostered less intimate feelings 

and less commitment, as teacher N complained.  

On the other hand, the guru-chela (Master-disciple) relationships are described 

differently by many studies. When one meets the true guru for him/her, the moment has 

been expressed with strong and emotional attachment as ‘a homecoming’ (Ram Das, 
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1978), and the student ‘overwhelmed’ and  ‘knocked-out’ (Puttick, 1997), ‘filled with 

light’ and ‘seized by a sensation of love’ (Swami Kripananda, 1984). 

Only one participant had an initiation with a guru, and was given her own Sanskrit 

name. She had a deep sense of belonging with her guru and her narratives were very 

different from the others. Her talk was filled with her psychic experiences and deeper 

spiritual feelings. Giddens (1991) calls it a “reflexively organized relationship with 

commitment”. Eliade (1969) says that the guru-student relationship is traditionally 

organized and time-honoured. However, the mode of organization in the traditional 

form of yoga schools with a guru is changing with time, and many schools are now run 

by the second, third generations, with professional, English speaking gurus (e.g. Bihar 

school of Yoga; Vini Yoga). 

 

Gender  

The majority of guru-guided yoga schools have been led by male gurus, and the 

majority of their students are female (Strauss, 2008; Sarbacker, 2008; Newcombe, 2008; 

De Michelis, 2004; Burley, 2008). Some small schools are guided by female gurus such 

as Sri Mataji Nirmala Devi of Sahaji Yoga (Coney, 1996), and Brahma Kumaris of 

Inner Space (web-site) mentioned by teacher A. In most yoga classes in Britain, they are 

dominated by Middle class female students (Sarbacker, 2008). In particular, BWY 

members are predominantly female, middle-class, white, and middle-aged (Newcombe, 

2008). Heelas (1996) points out that women tend to be more expressive and reflexive, 

and eager to learn spiritual practices.  

Strauss (2005) observes that while western classes have more female students, in India 

the situation is opposite in the ashram. The quality of teacher-student relationships 

differs accordingly (Smith, 2008). In the UK, as four participants described, in many 

female-dominated yoga classes, friendship or mother-daughter-like relationships 

develop between students and their teachers. These easy-going relationships are 

possible because of the common gender and the fact that they have a less authoritarian 

character than male guru-student relationships. However, Strauss (2005) and Michelis 

(2004) point out that this gender gap appears to be undergoing a change since yoga 
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teaching has become an alternative livelihood instead of other occupations, or a 

prosperous business enterprise.  

 

Transnational yoga practice  

The way in which people mobilize across nations typifies the circumstances we live in: 

the changing world of modernity. For example, there were seven different nationalities 

in the research group and the perceptions of ethnicity of its members played a part in 

their narratives. Transnational yoga seems to have influenced the participants deeply. 

Although the original lineage of teaching came from India, the contents of teaching 

were westernized through the process of transmission. A global, eclectic culture seems 

to be rapidly establishing itself among yoga members in Britain, i.e. the participants did 

not have strong affiliations with religions, and the spirituality they mentioned was 

directed towards the inner self, health and well-being. 

When Sarah Strauss (2000, p. 47) began researching yoga in Rishikesh in India, she 

quickly realized that she had to go to multi-national locations to find a ‘transnational 

community of practice’. Strauss describes a typical yoga teacher, a professional, who 

has the characteristics of ‘a citizen of the world’, i.e. his birthplace, places of growing-

up, training grounds and teaching locations were different, and his students were multi-

national. To a somewhat lesser extent, a similar transnational movement was 

increasingly taking place in the BWY community, and the teachers and learners in the 

classes were becoming multiethnic as illustrated in the profiles of the participants in 

Chapter Four.  

Although one of the reasons of the success of yoga in the 60s in the media was that it 

was seen as a part of the counterculture hippy movement, actual yoga practice was 

introduced in the West differently. For example, yoga in the UK was introduced as a 

‘stretch and relaxation’ leisure activity and disseminated through the Local Adult 

Education programme (Newcombe, 2008). The majority of participants in my study said 

that their place of learning was a local Adult Education class, and in their language, 

health and well-being weighed more than the counterculture movement of drop-outs and 

anti-establishment feelings.   
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The main aspects of transnational Yoga have been a source of various studies (e.g. De 

Michelis, 2004). There are other important factors contributing to making yoga a world-

wide phenomenon. These include the colonization of eastern countries by the West, 

specifically India, the two world wars of the 20
th

 century, economic crises, and the 

politicisation of yoga as a nationalist symbol by the emerging Hindu nationalist 

movement (De Michelis, 2004; Strauss, 2008 and 2005; McKean, 1996).  

Campbell (2007) called the phenomenon of the cultural change in the west ‘The 

Yogaization’, and he argued that the nature of western religion combined with Classical 

thought first gave birth to modern science, and consequently invited the decline of 

religion and secular theodicies, “that created a cultural vacuum that only an Eastern 

outlook would be able to fill (Campbell, 2007, p. 374).” In the process, religion 

rationalized itself, and by creating science it secularized itself and denounced its literal 

and historical claims to miracles. In the end, it was left with “a totally secular, 

disenchanted, scientific worldview.” He concluded that “What happens next is that the 

West ‘turns East’, mainly because there is nowhere else to go (2007, p. 375).” What 

Campbell means by the Eastern , or the New Age, worldview is “For human beings, 

seeking out the person that they really are, finding that ‘true inner being’ or ‘spiritual 

essence’ that, it is assumed, exists within each and everyone, and giving it as complete 

an expression as possible, becomes their life goal.” (Campbell, 2007, p. 129)  Similarly 

Partridge (2004), Heelas (1996) and Hanegraaff (1996) write that the contemporary 

West is turning to ‘the self’; that people place authority in the individual.  

The New Age Movement in essence is positive and world-affirming, and inclusive. 

Yoga as a part of this movement enables practitioners to adapt its ideology to suit 

whatever their needs are. In particular, the BWY encourages its members to learn what 

interests them from external yoga teachers and organizations.  

 

Globalization and commercialism:  
 
There is no doubt that yoga is booming (Campbell, 2007; Strauss, 2005; Alter, 2004; 

Heelas and Woodhead, 2005; Singleton and Byrne, 2008; Newcomb, 2008). Singleton 

and Byrne (2008) point out that since the mid-1990s, the yoga boom has taken on global 
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proportions, and has become a very profitable enterprise. The yoga boom has also 

created a ‘multi-billion dollar yoga industry’ (Singleton and Byrne, 2008) worldwide.  

De Michelis (2008, pp. 25-26) also asserts that the commodification of modern yoga is 

unprecedented, and that it has the characteristics of global capitalism and consumer 

societies. Alter (2004, p. 245) described,  

“The global form of transnational Yoga is clearly a subject that deserves more 
careful study. The topic alone contains some of the most fantastic examples of 
transnational transmutation and the blurring of consumerism, holistic health, and 
embodied mysticism - as well as good old fashioned Orientalism.”  

 

The organization of yoga has changed drastically. As Giddens (1991, p. 32) comments, 

“…the level of time-space distanciation introduced by high modernity is so extensive 

that, for the first time in human history, ‘self’ and ‘society’ are inter-related in the 

global milieu.” Many Indian gurus come to Britain and other western countries in the 

summer. In return, yoga students often visit Indian ashrams in winter (De Michelis, 

2004; Strauss, 2005). Teacher N’s narrative illustrates a typical example of a 

transnational organization of Kripalu Yoga.  

The BWY web-site says it has a large national operation in the UK and is a member of 

the European Union of Yoga, and it represents the UK at the European Federation of 

National Yoga Organization. But it does not have a permanent facility for its members 

apart from an office in Lincolnshire. On the whole, the BWY fits into the pattern that 

yoga communities are mobile, temporal and voluntary, and are neither geographically 

fixed nor fixed-member communities but ‘an imagined community’ (Strauss, 2000; 

2005), a kind of community that is only possible in the highly developed and mobile 

population of modern society. Yoga classes in big towns like London are becoming a 

blend of different people because of the practice of yoga. 

As two participants commented, the BWY’s magazine Spectrum was commercially 

aware, and advertised a number of courses and yoga goods. According to the 

information I gathered through BWY publications, mainly the quarterly journal 

‘Spectrum’, its web-site and through direct inquiries to the office, its membership was 

approximately 8,500 in 2008 and is rapidly expanding, since it became the Yoga 

governing body in the UK.  
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As of 2010 the BWY will be the awarding body for the nationally recognized teaching 

qualification granted by Ofqual (Spectrum, 2008, winter). It will be known as British 

Wheel of Yoga Qualifications (BWYQ), and will be recognized within the new 

Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF). Currently, the BWY organization is 

looking through the syllabus and setting up the new system of Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) programs. In place of diploma, they are aiming to establish yoga in 

the firm professional framework, so that yoga will be accepted in the formal 

organizations such as schools and health organizations. The implications and 

ramifications of this development remain to be seen. However, it will imply the 

qualitative change of what has been understood to be yoga. When yoga is recognized as 

an NVQ level three qualification, it will be further standardized under this tightly 

controlled educational framework; it will become more secularized and health-

orientated, and will undergo mainly science-based rationalization. With a more 

standardized new qualification, yoga teaching may in the future conveniently fit in the 

supply-and-demand system of the market place in the health industry. 

 

The business manager of the BWY gave talks on YouTube and said that the 

organization aimed to be commercially viable (2008). It runs a yoga internet shop 

selling yoga products for commercial profit, and goods are priced accordingly. These 

systems of organization in yoga communities are also operating in a culture of 

capitalism and consumerism (De Michelis, 2008). As the participants’ narratives 

illustrate, yoga practitioners also shop around before selecting one teacher, and when 

they want to change, they move on to someone else.  

Heelas (1996) points out that the diffusion of the ideology has become more 

pronounced in modernity; one often finds it in consumer-friendly forms. For instance, 

yoga is no longer in the hands of the exclusive elite or ‘cult’ but is part of popular 

culture. Some of the yoga classes taught by teachers A and F were run by local NHS 

Trusts and local Social Services, and they were paid for as a part of CAM schemes such 

as reflexology, art therapy and craft workshops. These changes of employment status 
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explain the current medical/therapeutic movement towards medical plurality, which has 

been pushed by consumer choice (Cant and Sharma, 1999; Last, 1996; Bivins, 2007).  

NHS-funded yoga therapy implies that the traditional quiet, spiritual cultivation of yoga 

has become a more recognized practice (NHS Evidence, 2010; The NHS Directory, 

2006). The aim of yoga has become the very this-worldly attainment of a healthy body.  

Newcombe (2008, p. 55) explains that the BWY originally began ‘as the autodidactic 

tradition’ in the late 1960s, “using the structure of the Local Education Authority (LEA) 

adult education evening classes to facilitate the teaching of yoga.” 

Adult Education in Britain was built to produce and improve the skills of the workforce 

(Fieldhouse, 1996; Finger and Asun, 2001). In 1960, 57 % of vocational courses were 

mostly for working-class learners, and the middle-class attended the 43% more liberal 

courses (Newcombe, 2008, p. 60). As far as the whole society is concerned, Fieldhouse 

(1996, p. 399) says, “the continuous lifelong education and training was the single most 

important means of remaining competitive in a global economy.” However, Finger and 

Asun (2001, p. 131) argue that Adult Education has become one among many 

provisions in the cultural market of consumer society and has also become subject to the 

same competitive pressures and conditions of supply and demand. From the late 1990s 

to the early 2000s, with an exponential growth of interest in yoga, the public demand for 

yoga classes grew rapidly, as ex-tutor O described, and suddenly, teaching yoga as a 

profession became possible. A number of participants who were teaching with the Local 

Adult Education (LAE) classes left and went into private practice around that time. 

However, the efficacy of yoga practice is still useful in privately-run yoga classes, and 

is helping stressed and tired working people to relax and rejuvenate for work in the 

society (Singleton, 2005). Thus, the circumstances around yoga practitioners and the 

way modern yoga is practiced have been rapidly changing.  

Next, I explore the unique features of the self who practice yoga in the modern world.  

 

The critical appraisal of the social self in the modern world 

The BWY provides syllabus-based, standardized yoga sessions where the lesson plan is 

essential. Compared to guru-guided schools, the BWY trained class teacher’s authority 

is non-charismatic, and discipline in yoga practice is largely left to the individual. The 
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teacher does not put pressure on learners to perform in a rigid, prescribed way. Instead, 

the teacher provides various modified forms so that the learner can choose the degree of 

physical force in the posture according to her/his ability. There is a limited variety of 

spiritual talks in the BWY classes. The BWY participants often explain ‘the self’ with 

words typical of the New Age generation, such as love, peace, awareness, and 

equanimity. Their beliefs are supposed to be aligned with the philosophy of Classical 

Yoga. In fact, these words are a form of ‘self spirituality’ (Campbell, 2007), ‘self 

sacralization’ (Heelas, 1996), ‘a personalization of spiritual idea’ (Newcombe, 2008), 

and these words characterise modern yoga practitioners’ quest for meaning in life.  

Without authoritative leaders, BWY practitioners sought their own choice of teachers 

out of a large list of the current leading yoga teachers. Newcombe (2008) terms this ‘the 

autodidact tradition’. The tradition of autodidactic study used to take place in Local 

Adult Education classes. Yoga classes are taught following lesson plans, which are a 

part of the syllabus in a teacher training course. In this way, teachers behave according 

to the ethos of educationalists, i.e. following the guidelines of time management, risk 

management, equal opportunities, group management, assessment of the learning curve, 

evaluation of the lesson plan, and so forth. The authority of the teacher comes from their 

teaching diploma certificate and from their past experience (Newcombe, 2008). For 

learners, participating in yoga classes is often a consumer choice in physical education.  

However, yoga has spread far beyond anyone’s organizational control with rapid 

information technology. The search for spirituality and meaningful life in this climate of 

globalization is illustrated in the web-site www.beliefnet.com. It has been nicknamed a 

spiritual Wal-Mart, and is owned by Rupert Murdoch (FT, 1
st
 March 2008). There has 

been a considerable disenchantment with this trend of pop culture in yoga among 

committed yoga practitioners. They seem to try to re-invigorate their life and re-orient 

the self through yoga again (Campbell, 2007; Nevrin, 2008). These serious yoga 

practitioners appear to regard the reflective meditative practice as the way to deepen 

their practice, as some of the long-term practicing participants in this study emphasized.  

On the other hand, the BWY seemed to try to reach out to those who wish to learn non-

denominational yoga in an unthreatening mode. For example, learner K said that he was 
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doubtful about yoga’s spirituality and preferred yoga as a physical exercise and 

relaxation.  

For most yoga practitioners in Britain, yoga still is a weekly exercise and relaxation. 

Apart from fortunate minorities of yoga practitioners who had time, energy and 

resources to travel and seek out their guru/special teacher abroad, most participants 

regularly attended yoga classes which were local and easily accessible.  

So far in this chapter, I have considered the subjective perception of both ‘the embodied 

self’ and ‘the social self’ with the circumstances in which the participants practice yoga.  

In the next section, I will explore and compare the four developmental models of ‘the 

self’, presented in chapter two. 

 

6.3 The self in the framework of four developmental models  

I now turn to the four models of the self development in the related theoretical fields, to 

compare and contrast what the self is in these frameworks because by clarifying the 

similarities and differences, they enable us to understand the self of BWY practitioners.  

 

6.3.1 Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra: Classical Yoga 

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra (PYS) is regarded as the most important, and was generally 

referred to as ‘the yoga philosophy’ by yoga practitioners (Singleton, 2008; Liberman, 

2008). PYS has been translated into various languages and the contents have been 

continually interpreted. In particular, the trend became more frequent in the last century 

with yoga’s international dissemination (Callahan, 2007) as a frame of reference.  

According to PYS, Eliade (1969) writes that the aim of yoga is to eliminate everyday 

normal consciousness and to attain a qualitatively different consciousness to know ‘the 

ultimate self’. To this end, the practitioner must devote himself/herself to discipline and 

asceticism of practice. In the Indian philosophical tradition, the term consciousness is 

different from its western usage in psychology, medicine or science. Feuerstein (1997) 

explains that yoga’s consciousness is regarded as the ultimate identity of human beings, 

and is also called ‘the Self’ (atman or purusha in sanskrit), which is the Spirit beyond 

body, mind and language. Therefore, Feuerstein (1997) concludes that ‘the Self’ cannot 
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be known through language expression, but it can be realized by the Being of the 

practitioner through practice. Among modern yoga practitioners, Singleton (2008) says 

that PYS is still habitually invoked as a source and authority for practitioners today 

despite the fact that it does not mention asana (postures) much.  

There are two contradictions between what PYS preaches and what the BWY member 

practices. Firstly, Patanjali’s realization model aims at the other-worldly orientated pure 

consciousness experience, whereas most modern yoga practitioners are hoping to obtain 

good health, well-being and relaxation here and now. Secondly, PYS suggests that the 

realization of ‘the Self’ is inward-looking and individualistic. In contrast, modern yoga 

practitioners, including the BWY members, practice together in a secular class 

environment. The togetherness, or being a part of the yoga community, is very 

important for the member.  

However, there is a certain degree of inward-lookingness in relaxation and in a short 

meditation sometimes. As tutor D and teacher N explained, when they wanted further 

meditational experience, they had to seek opportunities outside and join a meditation 

retreat or ashram where the guidance of guru/teacher was provided. In PYS, there are 

four stages of the meditation process, and a further four stages of samadhi (a blissful 

state), but no participants mentioned any details of the contents of their PYS based 

meditation, although some participants mentioned practicing chanting, vipasana and 

Zen Buddhist meditation. 

In my findings, the intellectualized explanations of the aim of yoga by Eliade and 

Feuerstein seem to be distant from the reality of the participants and the BWY 

practitioners in general. I found most participants were not aiming to realize ‘the 

ultimate Self’ or enlightenment through yogic devotion. The BWY members practice 

mostly part-time, or whenever it suits them, at various venues in exchange for a fee. 

However, most importantly, the participants developed, over the years, a positive sense 

of ‘the self’ and of their own spirituality, and found a meaning in life, in a much more 

secular manner than PYS expounded.  
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6.3.2 Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Human Needs’: Human Potential Movement. 

Abraham Maslow postulated a developmental model of the self, ‘A Theory of Human 

Motivation’ (1943). His theory has been an influential force for the Human Potential 

Movement and has formed a part of the New Age Movement. Maslow’s model has been 

applied in the various fields of social sciences. For instance, Freshwater and Robertson 

(2002) use this model to understand emotional needs in psychotherapeutic situations. 

Lee-Treweek (2005, p. 24) uses the model to illustrate the link between consumers’ 

desire to use CAM and their long-standing illnesses. This model is also adapted and 

adjusted in this study’s findings section to understand the participants’ life crises at each 

stage, and their personal journeys towards their spiritual goals. In Maslow’s original 

model, human needs are divided into five.  

As we saw in the previous chapters, human needs in this study were re-defined as 

physical, illness, relationship, psychological, and spiritual needs.  

As a leading humanistic psychologist at the time, Maslow was influenced by Eastern 

ideas (1970, p. x). In particular, his idea of self-actualization was influenced by Zen 

Buddhism. He originally described the peak-experience of enlightenment as being akin 

to a climatic explosion, a ‘little death’ and a rebirth.  

Maslow (1970, p. xiv) later revises the idea, and terms it ‘plateau-experience’; he states, 

“The less intense plateau-experience is more often experienced as pure enjoyment and 

happiness”. Maslow (1970) explains that it has a serene, cognitive blissfulness and 

people with plateau-experience tend to seek a way to serve their community. However, 

he has been criticized for not explaining how to reach this highest state (Huitt, 2004).  

In my findings, some long-term participants described their arriving at a stage where 

they enjoyed the gentle happiness of everyday living and having a peace of mind. Their 

achievement resembles more ‘plateau-experience’ than ‘peak-experience’ in Maslow’s 

model. Moreover, the participants described their life journey through MPY practice. 

Their spiritual achievement was mediated by the bodily practice, and the sense of the 

bodily self was associated with the mind through the breathing practice and meditation.  

Maslow says that the plateau-experienced people often become do-gooders for the 

society. As far as this comment is concerned, although some teacher participants 
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emphasized helping others with yoga skills, it is not possible to conclude that yoga 

practitioners are particularly more do-gooders and world-betterers than others. 

   

6.3.3 Skill Acquisition model: Phenomenological Philosophy 

The Skill Acquisition model designed by Dreyfus was originally inspired by Merleau-

Ponty’s ‘intentional arc’. Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986, p. 4) explain that “Human 

understanding was a skill akin to knowing how to find one’s way about in the world.” 

Fully learned skills become one’s way of being in the world, and a way to relate to 

others. The process of one’s skill acquisition has two dimensions: gaining the 

knowledge of practical ‘know-how’, and the person as an active agent who is learning, 

assimilating, and accommodating as a means of self-actualization for one’s potential 

and finding meaning in the skill. Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) devised the process into 

five stages: novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient and expert.  

I changed their five stages to seven stages in yoga learning in the previous chapter. 

They are (1) novice, (2) advanced novice, (3) becoming an expert, (4) further training, 

(5) finding own path, (6) finding oneself, and (7) becoming a super-expert.  

After the 3rd stage, when the participants gained yoga teacher’s diploma, they seemed 

to search for spirituality or meaning in life. The difference between Dreyfus’ model and 

the participants is that Dreyfus handled mainly vocational practical skills like 

computing while the yoga participants searched for personal meaning after the expert 

level at the 3
rd

 stage. Yoga has similar progression stages up to expert level, but differs 

from Dreyfus' model because participants wanted to find their own path in yoga so that 

they could find meaning in life and would feel at peace with themselves. For the 

advanced yoga practitioner, yoga skills provide not only a place in society but also 

meaningfulness in life.  

 

6.3.4 The Ten Oxherding Picture: Zen Buddhism 

The ten stages of the self-searching model in Zen are described in Chapter Two. 

Heidegger felt a strong affinity for these pictures (Watts, 2001; von Eckartsberg and 

Valle, 1981). The significance for Heidegger lies with the last two pictures, where the 
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9th picture depicts the man finding a peace of mind at home in everyday life’s 

ordinariness. In the 10th picture, it depicts the man going out to the market, laughing, 

talking loudly and mixing with others happily. He has developed a deep compassion for 

his fellow human beings. The final goal of a Zen practitioner is participating in a 

society, and not an isolated enlightenment (Suzuki, 1935). In addition, the last stage is 

quite similar to Maslow’s plateau-experience.  

In classical yoga, the transcended mind is individualistic and inward looking. In 

comparison, the Ten Oxherding Pictures considers that it is important to mix with other 

people to find joy in life, in a similar manner Heidegger’s Being is always with others 

and care matters.  

In contrast with the Ten Oxherding Pictures, Patanjali and the tradition of the Western 

culture, including Heidegger, recommend establishing one's self-identity and encourage 

having a strong sense of one's own self, whereas Zen Buddhism which emphasizes 

negation of the self (Suzuki, 1935). 

I found in this study that the majority of participants were trying to understand who they 

were and their own meaning of life, by choosing which path to take, clarifying what 

choices they had and how they could take part in the world. However, the big difference 

between this model and the others is about the nature of the self. Buddhists consider that 

the ‘self’ is empty and advise not to attach oneself to it. Participants D and I, also BWY 

members, voiced an affinity with the Buddhist idea of ‘non-self’, but the majority 

considered their sense of self as ‘own self’, for which they sought meaningfulness.  

 

6.3.5 Critical appraisal of ‘the self’ in the modern age 

The models presented above are useful when one tries, by comparison, to understand 

how modern yoga practitioners develop their ‘sense of self’, and what kind of the self it 

is for them. The following summary sheds a light on some aspects of ‘the self’ for them. 

To recapitulate, ‘sense of self’ is an ordinary consciousness, and ‘the self’ has a 

conscious, ontological connotation in this study.  

(1) The most important textbook for the BWY members is Patanjali’ Yoga Sutra (PYS), 

which helps to maintain peace of mind and equanimity. The goal of yoga is the-other-
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worldly according to the classic text PYS. However, most yoga practitioners take a 

strong interest in health and well-being within a comfortable middle class lifestyle and 

environment. In reality, modern yoga practitioners practice Modern Postural Yoga 

(MPY), which inherits Hatha Yoga tradition. The teachings of PYS urge an ascetic, 

disciplined path, but modern BWY practitioners are eclectic and part-time. Most of 

them do not have a guru, and the way they interpret or practice yoga is self-selecting. 

The only criterion for their choice seems to be that they feel healthy, comfortable and 

happy with it. The search for the self for the participants is developmental and 

progressive. The self in the above three models is this-worldly, excluding the self in 

PYS. The ideal self in PYS is intrapersonal, and lacks social and relational aspects 

except the guru-disciple bond. Its self is self-contained and hermetic. However, PYS has 

been respected as it explains the yoga cosmology of the self, and how to homologize the 

micro-cosmos self with the macro-cosmos self by purification through yoga practice 

and meditation. 

(2) Maslow’s plateau-experience seems closer to the ideals of the participants in their 

narratives. However, his theory lacks the methods of how to achieve the highest 

spiritual state. It also lacks the idea of embodiment, i.e. he does not include the body in 

his theory. For yoga practitioners, experiential feeling arising out of the body is a 

significant part of their sense of self. 

(3) Dreyfus’ Skill Acquisition is a useful theory up to a point. As he analyzed 

computing skill acquisition, spiritual satisfaction and the bodily sense of achievement 

are not included. In order to analyse and understand the yoga practitioners’ sense of  

self, the spiritual aspect and a bodily sense of the self are vital, and Dreyfus’s Skill 

Acquisition model remains incomplete for this study. 

(4) The Ten Oxherding Pictures from the Zen tradition seem to be vaguely related to the 

modern yoga ideal. In fact, many yoga courses and workshops, which have been 

advertised in the BWY journal ‘Spectrum’ use the word ‘Buddhist Meditation’ as a part 

of teaching. The Buddhist places a strong emphasis on having ‘no-self’ as the stage 

eight of the Pictures. At the final stage of the Pictures, it depicts the man talking to the 

people in the market, which symbolizes the social dimension of ‘the self’ who happily 

returns to practical activities among other people.  
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However, the pictures do not mention the bodily practice in a manner similar to yoga, 

but they suggest austere training and meditation on ‘no-self’, i.e. negation of the self. In 

contrast, Yoga finds a positive affirmation of the self in all Classical, Hatha, and 

Modern Yoga. Thus the main differences between yoga and the Buddhist Ten 

Oxherding Pictures are that yoga shows a deeper degree of involving bodily practice 

and positive acceptance of the self. On the other hand, the Pictures illustrate that the 

ultimate self features social involvement, and the BWY encourages secular social 

involvement. In fact, some participants talked about feeling free and being peaceful, but 

they were strongly attached to this-worldly values of health and social well-being too. 

The issue of liberation is the point of discussion for two psychologists, von Eckartsberg 

and Valle in their ‘Heideggerian Thinking and the Eastern Mind’ (1981, p. 309), in 

which they compare the peak-experience of Maslow’s model and Heidegger's path.  

“Both Heidegger and the Eastern traditions are concerned with the liberation of 
man from restrictive and self-limiting habits of his own cultural mind, from 
inauthentic modes of being and thinking…Both traditions develop paths toward 
liberation. For the Eastern way, this is a peak-experience in consciousness that 
completely transforms one’s relationship to the world and reality as a whole. For 
Heidegger, the path is one of thinking oneself through into a great simplicity of 
openness to the revelation of Being.” 

 

They assert that the Eastern path always aims to obtain a heightened-experience of 

consciousness. The key ideals for most Buddhist traditions are, however, such as 

everyday-mind, such-ness, and the harmonious bodymind (Suzuki, 1949). A peak-

experience rather belongs to the New Age thinking. The later ideas of Heidegger leaned 

towards Zen Buddhism learning to let things go (Watts, 2001, p. 77). Yet, both share the 

same quest of searching for an authentic self, which is in common with the BWY 

practitioners. 

For Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. xiv), the joy of being filled with wonder is because “The 

world is not what I think, but what I live through. I am open to the world.”   

What they have in common is the phenomenological essential point of ‘simple pleasure 

of being’ (Watts, 2001). The Western tradition has a root in the traditional Cartesian 

thinking that the body and the mind are two separate units of a person (Csordas, 1994). 

With the secularization of the society and the development of science and medicine, 
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people needed to fill the void left by religion, and the West had to turn to the East 

(Campbell, 2007). Similarly, Medard Boss (1994, original work published in1979) 

asserts that the Far Eastern being-in-the-world has been shaped by a traditional 

relationship with the world that is astonishingly close to the vision of European 

phenomenology. Boss (ibid.) says that, to feel happy, we need to relearn to re-unite the 

body and the mind again to the eastern idea of ‘the bodymind’. 

Although the modern yoga self is said to have roots in India, in fact it has been 

constructed on the back of the New Age Movement. Modern non-religious yoga was 

spread through the Local Adult Education classes for fitness and relaxation. The self in 

the modern BWY is not the-other-worldly as PYS expounded, but is an eclectic 

amalgamation of this-worldly health and fitness, and the spirituality which arises from 

embodied bodily feeling in which proprioception, relaxation and breathing practice play 

important parts. The accumulated experiential bodily satisfaction and the help of yoga’s 

classical ‘philosophy’ enable the practitioner to sustain difficult times and maintain an 

enduring sense of the self with positive outlook.  

 

6.4 ‘Dis-ease’ and Yoga: the implications for public health 

I found that beginners practiced yoga to improve their health and to reduce their stress 

level. The term ‘disease’ is vaguely defined by Brown, Inhorn and Smith (1996, p. 185): 

“Disease is generally seen as a failure of normal physiological activities and a 

departure from a state of health.” In contrast to this, Brown and Timajchy (1997, p. 

122) explain: “Disease is distinguished from illness, which refers to a person’s 

perceptions and lived experience of being sick or ‘dis-eased – a socially disvalued state 

that includes disease but is not limited to it.” Thus, I use the word ‘dis-ease’ to refer to 

physically, psychologically, and/or socially devalued health. 

In this section, I will consider this aspect of modern yoga practice. 

 

6.4.1 Secularization and medicalization of modern yoga 

In modern society, health has become big business, as the traditional idea of western 

religion weakens (Campbell, 2007). Yoga rapidly spread during the 1950s- 1970s, 
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because popular books such as Brunton (1947), Dukes (1960) and television 

programmes such as Hittleman’s ‘Yoga for Health’ on ITV (1971) introduced it to a 

larger audience. However, Campbell (2007, p. 34) points out the fact that it largely 

gained in popularity as a form of exercise, and became disassociated from its 

fundamental spiritual justification.  

Newcombe (2008) explains that modern yoga has been adapted to be therapeutic for the 

body, the mind and spiritually ill-at-ease people. By way of example, teacher N says 

that postures, breathing and relaxation practice work as moving meditation to help busy, 

stressed people to become useful again. Reflecting on the trend of contemporary 

society, De Michelis (2004) argues that the medicalization of yoga practice has taken 

the form of healing rituals. Van Gennep’s (1960) theory on ‘rites of passage’ describes 

the rites of transition process in three stages: separation; transition itself; and 

incorporation. After going through the stages there will be a change of status, and 

transformation of roles in the community. De Michelis (2004) speculates that MPY has 

answered the modern requirements of fitness, de-stressing and newly emerging 

spirituality in the increasingly secularized world. In the modern yoga class sessions, the 

healing rituals are performed in three stages. The separation period from the outside 

world is the introductory quietening time, the transition phase is the MPY practice 

proper, and the third incorporation phase is the final relaxation time as a resolution. At 

the end of a session, the practitioner comes out as a refreshed, newly-emerged person 

again.  

However, in a modern BWY yoga class, the necessity to see the class as a sacred ritual 

place is uncommon, as yoga practice is usually shared with other members as a form of 

stretch and relaxation activity for enjoyment without ritualistic pressure. Yet, over 

time, yoga seemed to provide healing power for the participants. Since the participants 

used yoga techniques (skills) to get better physically and psychologically, yoga skills 

become a Heideggerian ready-at-hand tool to ‘empower’ the participants to 

gain/maintain health through regular practice. If yoga practice is a transformative and 

health improving activity, then its effects manifest slowly over time. 
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 6.4.2 Empowerment  

The mastery of self control of the body, the mind and the environment is very important 

for ‘the sense of independent self’. Vincent and Furhnam (1998, p. 23) write on 

complementary therapy,  

“The need for patients to take personal responsibility for their health, the 
emphasis on more natural methods of treatment, a greater reliance on the body’s 
own healing powers, a concern with iatrogenic illness and the battle with the 
medical profession are familiar themes.”  

 

Stone and Katz (2005, p. 52) classify yoga as one of ‘Self-help techniques’ of CAM, 

where patients are expected to take responsibility for themselves, and, to some extent, 

for any outcome. It means that patients are expected to exercise power and control over 

the therapeutic informed activities appropriate for their condition. 

Judging from some of the participants’ narratives and NHS web-sites (2006; 2010), 

yoga as a part of CAM seems to be increasingly integrated into medical settings. Nevrin 

(2008, p. 30) explains that the postural practice of attending to and with the body can 

existentially empower practitioners by making them feel more whole and alive. By 

learning a variety of new skills and practical yoga techniques, and taking part in an 

emotionally supportive environment with the teacher and co-practitioners, yoga practice 

can help to promote a positive change in the person from the view points of improved 

health, self-confidence and lifestyle.  

One of the important findings in the previous chapter was that the modern yoga 

practice of the BWY is always social and cultural as well as physical. As new learners 

join a yoga class, the reasons for joining tend to be triggered by health problems and 

stress. Newcombe (2008, p. 227) writes: “Physical suffering was a frequent motivation 

for beginning yoga practice.” In a MPY class, there is a teacher and other learners in the 

class to provide the practice space and share the practice time. De Michelis (2004, p. 

211) refers to ‘MPY practice as psychosomatic self-help’. These learning environments 

also promote positive results, and encourage absorbing yoga knowledge and ideals of 

health (Nevrin, 2008). In other words, the progress of yoga practice skills takes place 

within the yoga community, and each stage of their progress is usually endorsed by 

others, e.g. friend, teachers, mentors, tutors and so forth. In the process, the practitioner 
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learns how to cope with health problems and life crises, and increases emotional control, 

getting closer to gaining personal and spiritual insight in a very private and secular way. 

 

6.4.3 Yoga practice as a form of health care system 

I discuss below how the participants in this study expressed themselves on the issue of 

dis-ease. The table below illustrates why the participants were motivated to start yoga, 

what made them continue to practice, and how they felt that the 

outcomes/achievements/benefits were concerning their sense of ‘dis-ease’.  

Figure 9: Dis-ease and its resolution 
 

  dis-ease, or event which triggered to start yoga  remedy or redemption 

P1 Husband’s degenerative disease Bhakti-yoga, life support 

P2 Children, Cancer Self-development 

P3 Children, Loss of father & menopause Teacher training course 

P4 Challenge  Yoga & self development, Contribution to others 

P5 Birth of 3rd baby Yoga is time for myself 

P6 Prenatal Yoga programme Improved health, teaching professional  

P7 Stressful life, loss of husband Calmness and ability to cope 

P8 Work Stress & injury Peacefulness, equanimity 

P9 Back-pain,  Work Stress  Pain-relief, equanimity 

P10 Busy lifestyle Keeping up energy 

P11 Stress, back problem & partner’s recommendation Exercise, partnership 

P12 Depression, Psychiatric clinic  Improved mental health and fitness 

P13 Depression, Divorce Teacher training, life change 

P14 Children, stress Self-development, love 

P15 AE keep-fit class, Yoga Book Life long commitment, Contribution to others 

 

The majority of yoga participants believed that yoga practice could help people with 

illnesses and medical conditions. There have been a considerable number of reports 

which back-up their beliefs (Parker and Parker, 2003). Melzack and Wall (1996, pp. 24-

7) describe in a range of accumulated past research results that the feeling of control by 

the patient over their own body is very important for effective healing to take place.  

There have been frequent reports in the media. For instance, Harvard Women’s Health 

Watch (2006) stresses the benefits of deep breathing for everyday life. The Observer 

(Phillimore, 3
rd

 October 1999) reports that children’s yoga is helping their asthma to 

improve. The Health magazine (Folz-Glay, 2004) writes about nurturing the body with 

yoga and gaining a positive self-perception. Quantities of past research show that yoga 

is objectively aiding recovery from illness (Parker and Parker, 2003).  
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The adoption of yoga practice by various health-related organizations can be a great 

contribution to both the organization’s staff and their patients/ clients as discussed in the 

previous chapter. The current trend is that an increasing number of health related 

organizations are providing yoga classes, as tutor F illustrated, in such places as day 

care centres, private companies, swimming pools, gyms and so on. However, the NHS 

directory (2006) suggests that the problem is that a regulatory body to control the 

quality of yoga therapists is missing.  

Next, I will explore the ways in which yoga is treated as a therapeutic method. 

 

6.4.4 Yoga as a Complementary Medicine  

The range of non-orthodox medicine has received many names in the past, for instance 

fringe medicine, unconventional medicine; natural medicine; alternative medicine and 

complementary medicine. For the last 10 years, there has been a gradual shift towards 

the term ‘Complementary Medicine’, which implies that the therapists are seen as 

supplements to orthodox/ biomedical treatment which enhances and strengthens the 

overall care offered to sick people (Heelas, 2006).  

Fulder (1998) places yoga as one of the mind-body therapies in his “The Handbook of 

Alternative & Complementary Medicine”. Many yoga therapists and teachers with 

remedial training now believe that they can work alongside medical doctors with special 

yoga knowledge (McCall, 2007; Stiles, 2000). Strauss (2005) points out that, in the 

West, attention to yoga’s therapeutic usefulness is focused on chronic illnesses and is 

seen to originate in the diet and lifestyle of modern urban communities. Figure 9 shows 

that new comers to yoga suffer from various stresses, and psychologically enclosed 

feelings arising from having young children at home, as well as chronic illness. 

NHS Evidence (2010) enthusiastically suggests, “Yoga has been used clinically as a 

therapeutic intervention and is believed to benefit physical, psychological and spiritual 

health.” Similarly, the NHS directory (2006) writes, “Yoga is a holistic system for 

promoting homeostasis at physical, mental and emotional levels. When this balance is 

disturbed by illness, or the stress created by illness, yoga can help restore it, and help 

cure or manage illness”, and the writer acknowledges, “Critical research trials show that 
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yoga therapy practices are among the most effective known methods for managing the 

psychosomatic, stress-related condition”. 

To take some examples, Physical Therapy in the USA uses yoga techniques to increase 

the level of relaxation and awareness (Lasater, 1997). Pietroni (1993) also thinks that 

yoga’s breathing exercises and progressive muscular relaxation, and at times meditation 

and visualization, can help the dying. Wall (1999, p. 125) recognizes yoga as a useful 

tool to ease pain. Ornish (1990) recommends the methods of yoga as ecumenical and 

all-encompassing, particularly useful for the treatment of heart disease, and views yoga 

as a complement rather than a replacement for Western approaches to medical care. The 

newly-developing psychoneuroimmunology emphasizes the importance of 

complementary approaches and the use of yoga techniques in many areas of medicine is 

recommended (Watkins, 1997). Nagarathna (1990) and McCall (2007) suggest that 

yoga is a vast and complicated system encompassing many aspects of life and multiple 

levels of human physical, psychological and spiritual needs, yoga therapy techniques 

used in most therapeutic situations are specifically designed.  

An example of therapeutic yoga research is Byatt’s (2004), who found that when he 

compared a yoga group with an exercise group in a cardiac rehabilitation programme, 

the yoga group participants reported that they had achieved mind/body benefits which 

included enhanced self-awareness, reduction in stress and anxiety, greater calmness, 

positive feelings, flexibility and suppleness within the body, whereas the exercise group 

participants, for their part, reported enhanced physical fitness and feelings of general 

well being.   

 

Although postural work, breathing and relaxation are regarded as the most useful parts 

of yoga therapy (NHS Evidence, 2010), the extent of their techniques and usefulness are 

not often adequately recognized nor utilized. Since there is no standardized syllabus or 

qualification for yoga therapy, the quality of yoga therapeutic skill is not always 

guaranteed. Thus, the level of yoga technique used for the treatment of specific medical 

conditions usually remains at the beginners’ stage, i.e. basic level asana, pranayama and 

relaxation, at least for the BWY practitioners. 
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In addition, knowing the limitations of what yoga can do for the sufferers of dis-ease is 

important. The NHS directory (2006) mentions that there have been a small number 

of reports about adverse effects of yoga. Yoga in general has been recommended for 

stress related, chronic illnesses and health and fitness improvement (Strauss, 2005), and 

not for acute medical conditions. 

As yoga spreads, scientific research on the efficacy of yoga is rapidly growing 

(Callahan, 2007; Parker and Parker, 2003). 

 

6.4.5 Suggestions for health policy  

As I commented above, application of yoga techniques in the field of health and 

biomedicine is increasingly popular, and CAM is becoming a more acceptable 

therapeutic practice in public perception. Modern Yoga is aligned with science as its 

legitimization, and its application is medicalized (De Michelis, 2004; Alter, 2004). A 

number of guru-guided yoga schools run their own yoga therapy/remedial courses and 

clinics at their own research centres (Bihar school, Iyengar, Sivananda and others). In 

line with this trend of yoga as a form of complementary medicine, the BWY runs 

several health-promoting modules for already qualified teachers who wish to specialise 

in the field. They include (BWY web-site, 2009): Yoga for people living with cancer; 

Yoga for pregnancy; Yoga for children; Post-Natal Yoga; Yoga for the third age. In 

addition, proposed modules in preparation are: Yoga for sport; Yoga for dancers; Baby 

Yoga.  

With these additional knowledge and skills, yoga can be a great aid for the management 

of the health of the general, non-medical population.  

 

6.5 Reflections and suggestions for future research  

Reflections and limitations of the study 

There are some limitations and shortcomings in this study as well as my own unique 

contribution to the subject of yoga. Because I chose hermeneutic phenomenology as the 

methodology and the method of analysis, trustworthiness and transparency are 
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reflexively considered again. In order to ensure trustworthiness and transparency for 

this study, I evaluated some issues arising from this methodology as explained below. 

There is a significant possibility of non-extrapolatability of the conclusion of the study. 

This study aimed to answer an ontological research question, the nature of ‘the self’ for 

the BWY practitioners, and I interviewed 15 participants who were members of the 

BWY, using hermeneutic phenomenology as the analytical method. Thus, this study 

was based on a small number of BWY practitioners’ subjective lived experiences of 

yoga, because the methodology needed in-depth analysis of data. The data-collection 

methods were snow-balling and theoretical, and samples mostly came from local 

members. The hermeneutic phenomenological analysis sought the deep, hidden 

meaning of their personal experiences (Benner, 1994; van Manen, 1990; Cohen et al., 

2000). Therefore, generalizing the findings to extrapolate to other groups of people may 

not produce the same results.  

There might have been an element of the influence of my own personal experience in 

the analytical process. Concerning the ethical issue of transparency, I described the data 

collection and analytical process as it was carried out step by step in Chapter Four. 

However, there was an element of personal understanding when interpreting the data in 

the process, which was inevitable and the inherent nature of hermeneutic 

phenomenology (Polkinghorne, 1988; Denscombe, 2003). Hermeneutic phenomenology 

aimed to find the subjective experiences of the participants and consequently, the 

analysis and understanding were imbued with my personal past history and experience.  

The sampling was based on the subjective account of a small number of yoga 

participants living in the South of England. They were mostly middle-aged, middle-

class, and enthusiastic yoga practitioners who volunteered to be interviewed. They were 

also needed to be keen and articulate enough to be reflective of their yoga experience. 

As a result, they might not have been a typical representation of the BWY members. 

The participants in this study may be different from those in other yoga groups. The 

reason is that a number of guru-guided yoga schools have not yet become affiliated to 

the BWY organization. I do not have any data about them to take into consideration. 

Therefore, research in other yoga organizations may give different results. 
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Hermeneutic phenomenology also dictates focusing on the experience itself, but not on 

the way language is spoken (Benner, 1994; van Manen, 1990; Cohen et al., 2000). In 

other words, I did not focus on the manner in which language was used or behaviour 

was observed when I analysed the data (Flick et al., 2004). 

I also used four different models of development of ‘the self’ in related areas for 

comparison. They clarified the similarities and differences between ‘the self’ of modern 

yoga and ‘the self’ of these areas. As a result, the self in modern yoga was placed in 

perspective and became clearer through comparison.  

The research question was of a deep personal interest for me. Yoga appears to be so 

ubiquitous that I suspect a similar level of interest in this topic is shared by a large 

number of people. I expect that there will be further flourishing research publications 

about yoga in various academic fields. I would like to make some suggestions for future 

research.  

 

Recommendations for future study 

Research into the modern form of western yoga has just started. Current yoga research 

has been mainly carried out either using quantitative methodologies or humanistic 

studies (Callahan, 2007; Parker and Parker, 2003). There will be an expansion of future 

research on the contemporary yoga practice in social sciences, such as anthropology, 

sociology, psychology, or health study, using qualitative methodologies. It will be 

productive to have a multi-disciplinary project team to interview and study a large 

number of yoga practitioners, and find out what’s really happening at the grassroots 

level. Yoga has become such an enormous phenomenon in a short time, that nobody has 

quite grasped the source of its dynamics yet.   
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7.  Summary    

 
In chapter Two, I explained there had been a great quantity of literature accumulated on 

the subject of yoga. Alter (2004, p. xviii) wrote, “if there is one single thing that 

characterizes the literature on Yoga, it is repetition and redundancy in the guise of 

novelty and independent invention.” This thesis is yet another attempt to write on yoga 

trying to add a new contribution. Up to now, most of current yoga research has been 

carried out mainly following historical, theological, scientific and medical approaches 

as shown in chapter two. On the other hand, there have been an increasing number of 

publications of biographical popular narratives of yoga practitioners, e.g. ‘Yoga in 

America’ (Bernstein & Weisenberg, 2009), as yoga spread in the West. However, I 

realized that there had been no yoga research in social sciences on the lived experience 

of modern yoga practitioners. As far as I know, this study is the first atempt to study the 

subjective lived experience of modern BWY practitioners using hermeneutic 

phenomenology, and the BWY office confirmed this in 2008. I believe that what this 

study uncovered will shed light on the reasons why yoga’s popularity has been growing 

in the British public. 

 

This thesis aimed to explore the nature of ‘the self’ for the contemporary BWY 

practitioners. The data was collected from the yoga practitioners of the BWY as it 

officially represents British yoga populations. Hermeneutic phenomenology was chosen 

for this study because the research question required analyzing in-depth lived 

experiences of the small number of 15 participants. They were chosen by using the 

snow-balling and theoretical methods, and in-depth, semi-structured interviews were 

carried out. After hermeneutic phenomenological analysis, six major themes emerged. 

They were: Health and Well-being; Management of Life Crises; Sense of Self & Yoga 

Development; CAM & GP; Relationships; and Spirituality. These themes were explored 

and considered using the interview transcripts and other data. I found that the answer to 

the research question was “an embodied self arising from the bodily practice, which is 

secular, social and progressing.”  

 



 247  

My argument in this thesis is that modern Yoga practitioners practice a modern form of 

postural yoga, newly developed in the 20th century in the West, and science/health 

orientated to suit their various purposes or to serve their needs in health and life.  

The BWY was founded and spread during the latter half of the 20th century. It was 

accepted and disseminated on the back of the New Age movement and Local Adult 

Education classes. The BWY does not have any affiliation with a guru, and remains 

secular. The organization’s teaching at the various stages of the members' progress is 

based on the syllabus in the educational framework. As a result, the participants felt that 

they managed to develop a healthier body and mind, and created a more holistic united 

‘self’. As they went through life crises, they were often helped by yoga in various ways, 

and they changed as a result. The key question I asked for analysis was each 

individual’s relationship with their lived experience, and the way in which yoga practice 

had helped to develop their sense of self. The participants described how they started 

practising it, how yoga helped their lives in crises, and how they integrated it into their 

sense of self as they developed their own yoga path and made peace with themselves.  

 

Yoga has been defined as a system of technology to develop and enhance the 

individuals’ various potentials to reach their goal. I explored what embodiment meant 

for yoga practitioners, and discussed it along three dimensions: proprioception, 

relaxation and breath. I also considered social self for yoga participants such as 

language in the constructed yoga ideology, the teacher-student relationship, gender, 

transnational yoga practice, and globalization and commercialism.  

Using the self-development theories of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, Dreyfus's Skill 

Acquisition model, itself based on the ideas of Merleau-Ponty, Maslow's Hierarchy of 

Human Needs model, and Zen Buddhism self development model The Ten Oxherding 

Pictures, I compared ‘the modern yoga self’ with them. Although the BWY members 

revere Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, modern yoga is this-worldly and secular; the yoga self 

also has extensive inner self developmental stages compared with the Skill Acquisition 

model. At the same time, the modern yoga self is embodied and social compared with 

Maslow’s model, and it is self affirming compared with the no-self of Zen Buddhism, 

although both share the social aspect of the self. 



 248  

 

I proposed a way modern yoga practice can be of use for public health as a method of 

empowerment. Since I found that most participants started yoga because of ill-health 

and stress, it seemed that learning yoga skills enabled people to take control of their 

body again and maintain a healthy state. On the whole, long standing practitioners used 

its techniques when they encountered life crises. At each point in their decision-making, 

they seemed to learn to take it into their own hands. In turn, they offered to share their 

practices and to help others in similar situations. I also found that yoga practitioners 

used the teachings and techniques in an eclectic and pragmatic way. It seemed that yoga 

was, becoming increasingly accepted by the general public and orthodox medicine.  

 

Yoga was developed in ancient India long before written history began. For 3000 years, 

it was practised as a system of physico-psycho-spiritual development for the chosen few 

(Eliade, 1969; Feuerstein, 1989). The knowledge of yoga was passed from the guru to 

his student directly in isolated training places. There seemed to be a sea change taking 

place in practitioners’ way of thinking, practices, attitudes, social milieu, and in the way 

they constructed self-identity in a modern yoga community.  

Smith and Boudreau (1986, p. 10) write “Ultimately, yoga practice is the process of 

discovering who we are, and how and why we continue to exist”. This study has been a 

long-term work for me to understand my own ‘the self’ through yoga. As I have pointed 

out, phenomenology, yoga and Buddhism are closely linked.  

I believe this study is unique in that: (1) It has brought in the new angle of Eastern 

thought and phenomenology to understand the newly emerging modern study of yoga 

practice. (2) I recruited the local BWY members for data collection and analysed the 

interview transcripts of in-depth lived experiences using hermeneutic phenomenology. 

(3) Although both hermeneutic and descriptive phenomenologies are increasingly used 

as research methodologies, their applications to yoga research involving the BWY is 

unique and the first one to take place.  

 

It is important since yoga is becoming increasingly popular and the BWY officially 

represents the British yoga population. My belief is not groundless as, though I read an 
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increasing number of research publications carried out using phenomenological 

methods in various social sciences, they are not applied to modern British yoga yet. 

 

This thesis reflects my own experience and insight into the BWY. The modern 

construction of the BWY has a slightly different history from that of Japanese Yoga 

which is more influenced by Buddhism. However, the self that I found in this study is 

fundamentally the same: the yoga self resides in the socially organized bodily practice 

and the subsequent establishment of positive embodied self-identity which is always in 

a process of development.  
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Appendix 1: Permission letter from BWY for interviewing the members  
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Appendix 2: A copy of the participant’s information sheet 
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Appendix 3: A copy of the participant’s consent form  
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Appendix 4: A copy of the interview guide 
 

Semi-structured Interview Guide         Date,                            

No.      
 

1. Interview Themes 

(1) Life narrative 

 Please tell me about your life starting from the time you were born. I will ask you some questions from 

time to time, but I will try not to disrupt you. 

 

The rest are semi-structured, free-flowing open-ended questions, and they are only loose guide lines.  
 

(2) Yoga practice 

 Please tell me about you and yoga.  

(If the participant does not start talking about details, ask questions: 

When did you start yoga practice?  

How did it happen?  

What made you want to continue?) 

 

(3) Yoga practice - health and well being 

  Please tell me how yoga practice helps your health and well being. 

   

(4) Life crises and changing experiences 

 Have you had any major life crises? Can you tell me about these occasions? 

 Have you had any life changing experiences? Can you describe them? 

 

(5) Yoga learning 

Do you go to a yoga teacher or a guru to learn more? If you do, please describe your learning? 

 

 (6) Yoga teaching 

Do you teach yoga? Can you tell me about it? How do you feel about teaching yoga? 

 

(7) Family and friends. 

 Please tell me about your family and friend? 

 

(8) Other complementary therapy.   

 Do you practice any other complementary therapy or health regime? 

 

(9) Future 

 Please tell me about your future plans. Which direction do you want to go in?  

 

(10) If you look back on your life so far, what are your thoughts/ feelings? 

 

(11) Please tell me about the breath when you practice yoga? 

 

(12) Who is your current teacher? Why do you like the class? 

 

(13)  Is there anything else you would like to tell me?
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Appendix 5: A copy of the participant’s questionnaire 
  
 

1. Date,                                                                                                                   

(anonymous) 

 

2. Personal file (I would be grateful if you could answer these questions, but it is up to you) 

 

What kind of yoga do you practice? Please describe in your own words? 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

----------------------------------------------- 

 

 

How do you describe your way of practicing yoga is unique? 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

In what way has yoga influenced you? 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

----------------------------------------------- 

 

Would you like to comment on my research? 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Date of birth (       /          /                 ) 

 

Place of birth (                                 ) 

 

Nationality (                                     )     

 

Gender (male / female) 

 

Your Occupation (                                                             ) 

 

Your qualifications ( 

 

Your family (not married/ married / widowed/ divorced/ other                  ) 

                      

 (no children / with children (how many?       , their age                ) 

 

In what year did you start yoga? (                                           ) 

 

Where did you start yoga? (                                                ) 

 

Who was your teacher? (                                                   ) 

 

How many years have you been practicing yoga? (                                   ) 
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Appendix 6: Some excerpts from interview diaries  

 

11. 10. 06    1.00 pm – 2.00 pm 

Interview with C 

She sent me an email the day before saying that she wanted our meeting at 1.00 pm instead of 

2.00 pm because she wanted to visit her mother.  

I rang her at night, and decided to visit her around 12.50 pm.  

It was raining hard, and I arrived early, but she was delayed, and she came back from teaching 

at 1.00 pm. She lives in a comfortable-looking detached house with a small neat garden.  

I was invited into the conservatory, and she made me a cup of tea.  

When we were settled, I explained the procedure and gave her an information sheet.  

As she was in a hurry to go out at 2.00 pm, I asked if she was OK with what I explained, and I 

asked her to sign the consent form, which she obliged.  

I got out the tape recorder and tested it, then turned it on. 

She appeared nervous at first, but relaxed later. Her talk flowed except when her mother rang.  

When it ended, I asked her to fill in a questionnaire sheet.  

I thanked her, and came away at 2.00 pm. I thought it was a good interview. 

   

12. 10. 06   2.00 pm – 3.30 pm 

Interview with P 

As we had agreed 3 weeks ago, I visited her flat. I arrived almost 40 minutes early, so I waited 

by walking around nearby. I tried to ring her, but could not get through. It turned out that I had 

written one digit incorrectly in my memo. The building was blocked at the gate by workmen 

and I could not approach. At 2.00 pm, I found P waiting for me outside. We went around to the 

side door, and I followed her to the 7
th
 floor.  

When we settled down, I explained the procedure, and I gave her an information sheet. I asked 

her to sign the consent form, which she obliged. I tested the tape recorder, and switched it on. 

She seemed a little nervous, and spoke fast, then became more relaxed and talked normally. I 

felt she was a very articulate and sincere person. When I switched the tape off, she made more 

tea and gave me cheese and biscuits. We enjoyed chatting, and catching up on some yoga news 

in general. I promised to send her some feedback sometime in the future. 

 

13
.
 10. 06 
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A rang B on my behalf to ask her if she would like to be interviewed. She said that there would 

be a religious festival week next week, and a school half term holiday the week after that. She 

would be available during the first week of November, and was to be contacted later via email. 

 

16. 10. 06  

At M’s Yoga class, I met J, and arranged to visit him on Thursday 19
th 

at 11 am for an 

interview. M mentioned my research at the end of the class, and 5 people volunteered to be 

interviewed. I collected their telephone numbers to contact them sometime that week. My 

immediate feeling was that having 5 extra volunteers suddenly was too many, particularly when 

I felt data collection was nearing saturation. However, I also thought that the group of students 

might represent the silent majority of the BWY, and that as a group, they might offer further 

insight. 

 

19. 10. 06 

J’s interview at 11.00 am at his home. I did not find immediately that there were any new major 

themes. I may find something later when I transcribe. 

 

I sent 4 potential participants/volunteers emails asking to set a date for interviews. One person 

rang me, and I shall visit her home for an interview on Monday. I shall ring 2 more people 

tomorrow.   

 

20. 10. 06 

Talked to O, and he said I should talk to N first for an interview date, and then he would come 

around to her house. He would like to be interviewed together with N. I said that I was fine with 

the arrangement. 
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Appendix 7:  Two examples of transcripts: Teacher B and Teacher E   

(Some parts are deleted to ensure confidentiality and anonymity) 

Interview: Teacher B 

 

Q: Please tell me about your life from the time you were born. I’ll ask you some questions from 

time to time but I’ll try not to disrupt you. 

 

A: So you want my whole life really? Ok, well, certainly in my younger childhood, and I was 

talking about this recently to somebody, I feel I didn’t wake up until I was about 11. About 11 

before I woke up. Now, I mean of course I was awake and I was living, but it was almost like I 

was in a dream-world until I was 11. And I did very badly at school, very badly, because I was 

always in this dream, so I gradually got worse and worse, and went down and down when I was 

at school, until I came bottom of the class when I was in junior school. So that was quite a 

shock, that I just kept going down, and I remember I couldn’t, I must have been about eight, I 

didn’t know how to spell the word ‘eye’. And the teacher made a big thing of this, because, I’d 

got to eight and I still couldn’t spell ‘eye’, I was a very bad speller, and I’m a bit dyslexic, just a 

little bit and more when I was younger but now I’ve got over it.  

 

When I went into the secondary modern school, they actually put me in the B form, so I’d been 

in the C, I’d been really down but they put me in a higher form so I was so pleased and so 

frightened I was going to go down. That’s when I woke up I think, and I had to work really 

hard. But in the end I came top of the B and then I went into the A, and then I came top of the A 

in the third year. So after the third year at secondary school I came top of 3A. So from being so 

bad, that’s why I felt I never woke up and then when I woke up and realized what life was 

about. Then I went on to do GCE and then after that I got * GCEs, … 

And after I qualified I worked for 6 years.  

We got married, and moved around. Then I had my first baby, and that’s when I left for five 

years I stayed home with the babies, and when I went back to work they no longer wanted me to 

do * and I’ve never done them since, and that’s such a shame. Such a shame because it, I was so 

good at it, I know I was good at it. So, that was like the first time I had to readjust myself.  

They said to me when I went back into the local authority, they said “Ok, now we want you to 

do health education.” So, I did that for actually 12 years, about 12 years. The school service 

then became a health, a community service, and that took in like the special needs, the Downs 

syndrome, all those groups of people. So I went off to *  and trained to be a *, came back with 



 286  

that skill, and really I’ve been doing ever since. So, like I went from children to teaching, to 

adults, and I thought, if within the job, within the field I’m in, I’ve had so many changes, then I 

can do anything can’t I? I can do anything at all. Anything. So that’s when I became, a yoga 

teacher. I started yoga when my eldest son was 6 months old. 

 

Q: Right. So, when was it? 

 

A: And that was 1975, actually. And I wasn’t working, I was still home with the children and it 

was something to do. I started doing it just, I started because I didn’t know what yoga was. It 

could’ve been flower arranging, it could’ve been anything, I had no idea what it was. I didn’t 

know it was exercise, or nothing about it. So when I saw yoga, I thought “I don’t know what 

that is, I’m going to go and find out.” So that’s when I started. Because I tend to, I like to have 

different things. I don’t like the same thing all the time. So I alternated, but I always kept the 

yoga going, and I never found yoga difficult because I think I’m naturally very supple and I was 

terrible at school at doing sports, jumping. We used to have standards which meant that you ran 

so fast or jumped so high or so far. I never got one standard, not one standard. And so I found 

actually yoga was something I could do, it wasn’t competitive, and I’m not very competitive so 

I never had to compete with anybody in yoga class, and I found I could do it and I enjoyed it 

and I found I got more strong, more supple. So I did that really for quite a long time, and then it 

was really after when I did the teaching, I did that for 12 years, and got fed up with the same, 

saying the same thing. So I wanted to leave that but I actually didn’t want to stop teaching, 

because I didn’t ever find it easy, the teaching, I think it’s a hard thing to do, so I thought it 

would be good for me to teach something, and that’s when I decided I’d do yoga teaching 

because I’d done the yoga and I had lots of years by then of experience. I felt I was in a good 

position, I’d got the skills of teaching and standing up in front of people teaching, so that’s 

when I did the yoga teaching. 

 

Q: Right. So which year…? 

 

A: That was 1992, I qualified as a yoga teacher.  

 

Q: Who was your teacher? Do you remember? 
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A: No, no. I’m never very good with names anyway and it was always a different teacher and, I 

went to the local authority class, whatever was, whatever was going, whatever was close. I had 

a different teacher every year.  

 

Q: Right. To get the diploma, you need a tutor, don’t you? 

 

A: Oh to do the diploma, yes, * was my yoga teacher, yes. Yes, to teach me to teach yes. 

 

Q: So after that, how did you go on? 

 

A: Well straight away I started my own class because before I qualified to get practice I had my 

own class, which I’m still doing that class. And I still have people that have come for years and 

years. I’ve got one lady that’s been coming ever since 1992 and she’s still coming to my class. 

 

Q: It’s almost 15 years now, isn’t it? 

 

A: Yes, and they’re like my friends. And they’re lovely, they’re like a whole load of friends, 

and still keep coming back and back. And I’m amazed they still want to come. Because my 

experience was I liked a different teacher because I’ve heard what you’ve got to say and now I 

want a different one. But they seem to keep coming back. 

 

Q: Well they like you.  

 

A: So I’m doing something right. And this one lady, who’s been with me since 1992, she quite 

quickly said to me that people were saying to her “Was she doing exercise or something?” 

because she, they could see by the way she was standing, and the way she held herself and the 

way she walked, so very quickly it showed for her. And when she didn’t come for a year, and 

came back she said it was like a warm blanket coming back into the class. Isn’t that lovely? So, 

I started off doing one class, and I very quickly went up to 6 classes. I used to do 6 a week as 

well as my work. So I did a mixture, but with the local authority, the pay was very poor, and the 

work paid me better so I’m afraid I did do more work. But now I did 4 evenings a week, I kept 

the 4 evenings. Well maybe 3 evenings. Yeah, that’s right, it was 3 evenings. And I did three for 

a long time, but again I got tired of going out in the evenings, and now I’m just doing 2 

evenings a week. I think 3 was better, I think three, because like, for instance the boat posture 

I’ve been doing lately and finding it not so easy, and I think I’ve got a bit weaker, whereas if 
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I’m doing 3 classes I felt I could do everything still. I mean that’s not a problem because if 

there’s something I feel I’ve got weaker with, then I just do more of it at home, to try and get 

back that whatever it is and that’s different at different times. And then, I became, I think 

because of the yoga, because of the meditation, the relaxation, I really enjoyed the meditation 

side, the visualization. 

 

Q: Yes, I remember your mentioning that.  

 

A: Yes, I really liked it, and in fact, when I was practicing my yoga class one day, I was 

practicing, I was lying in bed practicing what I was going to do, visualization of a walled garden 

and you go across the bridge and sat on a bench and the sun was on my face and I’m saying the 

words to myself lying in bed. And I saw a presence come round on my right hand side with my 

eyes closed, but I saw this presence come round. And the words came into my head “measure 

life by happiness, put into your life whatever makes you happy.” And that was so powerful to 

me that I sat up in bed and wrote it down quickly because I thought I must remember this, this is 

important. And then I thought about that a lot and I thought what wise words really, that is the 

measure of our life, what makes us happy, and that we have the ability to put into our life 

whatever we want. We don’t have to wait for somebody to give it to us, we can go out and get it 

for ourselves.  

 

Q: That’s very nice. 

 

A: Isn’t that lovely? And from then on, from then I did psychic development after that. Yes, and 

I loved that as well, I loved doing psychic development. 

 

Q: Can you tell me more about it?  

 

A: Yes, yes. Well the psychic development is working with the chakras, so it’s a big link with 

yoga. You work with the chakras, the 7 main chakras, and bring energy from the base, magnetic 

energy up, and spiritual energy down, and you’re working with…you work to push energy 

through the chakras so you bring energy up and down and push them through, so you’re 

working on 2, 3, 4 being the heart, 5, the throat, 6 the crown chakra, the 3
rd

 eye. And, the main 

ones for the psychic work are chakra 5 and 6, the throat and the throat is hearing, so if you want 

to hear, you work to expand and you imagine this expansion all around the throat, so behind you 

as well so its like this big circle of energy and I got that I could feel that like, it was like 
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somebody put a hand on my ear, it was like that sort of feeling, and it would go at any time. I’d 

be in the bank and suddenly I could feel the energy in my own ears, and the same with the brow. 

It would, like somebody’s tapping, like tapping on my forehead. So I know when they’re 

working, these chakras because I can actually feel them. I can feel the top of my head 

sometimes, going like somebody’s tapping me, or the base. Yes. And I loved it, I absolutely 

loved it. 

 

Q: How did you train to do it? 

 

A: I went again to lots of teachers. I never had the same teacher for years. I had lots of different 

teachers, and we used to sit in a circle, so just a small number of maybe 8 or 10 people and you 

sit in a circle, and the leader talks you through bringing up, bringing down, bringing through, 

bringing, 2, 3, that’s how it goes. And then you get like you see or hear something. And then 

you share and maybe we would, I’d get something for somebody else or maybe we’d all get the 

same thing, like bicycles maybe, might be a theme. So yes sitting in circle every week, I would 

go and... 

 

Q: And you sort of visualize together? 

 

A: It’s all visualizing and it’s using the like mind to bring movement into the body. And you 

think you’re just imagining it, but actually it begins to work because you can, I know it’s 

working because I can feel it. And when I was doing that I got, I would, for instance I was 

driving to work and I would get a voice in my head, I would hear things, and it’s so quick that 

you have to really grab it or else you’ve missed it. It’s very very quick. 

 

Q: Is it something like serendipity? Some ideas come up in your mind. 

 

A: I suppose it’s akin really to like intuition maybe, yeah. But, I definitely would hear a voice, it 

was words not…it was actually words in my head. I mean the one time I was driving to work 

and in front, I was half-asleep and in front there was a car and there was a sticker on the car in 

front, so I’m just thinking “Oh I wonder what that sticker is?” And it was an anti-abortion 

sticker, and the voice in my head said, “What right do we have to choose for somebody else?” 

So the car was, the sticker was saying it’s bad, but the voice said to me “What right do we have 

to choose?” And it was like a very angry voice, it was like “What right, do we have?”, and 

again, it made me sit up. And I thought about that for days and I thought, not only abortion but 
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everything, what right does anybody have to choose what somebody else should do. That was 

quite amazing, and I loved that period, absolutely loved it, and when it finished, and I’m sorry it 

finished. But it was actually, it was psychically telling me to move to a different area. I got 

psychic again when I was meditating to do the counselling, so I was in meditation. I had a bad 

neck because of my work, and I’m always struggling with my neck, and, so I was sitting 

meditating and I’m asking “What can I do? Is there anything else I can do to help my neck?” 

And the words again came, and the words said Do counselling, move away from * because 

that’s what’s hurting my neck. Move away from *, do counselling, be like Mrs *.” Now Mrs * 

was a *, who was a counsellor and she’d impressed me with her insight, actually. So, again I 

went, “Oh my goodness, don’t give me anymore jobs because I’m now a yoga teacher, I’m 

doing my *, I’ve got my family, don’t give me anymore jobs.” But I thought “Well, alright 

then.” I had a look at the Ace guide and the counselling course was a Wednesday night which 

was the night I did my psychic development. So I sort of in a way took out the psychic 

development and instead put in the counselling and then I kept my yoga classes, my three yoga 

classes in the evening. And that was 1995, I started to do the counselling. And I qualified in 

1999 and I’ve been counselling ever since, and I love the counselling, again I really feel it’s 

something I’m quite good at. I’m used to people, and I’m very comfortable. I think it’s very 

useful to know how to respond, I feel that the counselling has helped me to deal better with 

them. 

 

Q: So with your psychic training and your counselling, do you feel more about (people) without 

their talking in detail? 

 

A: I think so, I think I do just know things about people, I think because I did the psychic, I 

somehow just know things about people, I sort of know what to say I think, to them. Very 

useful. And I think with the counselling as well, I think maybe some, I certainly don’t hear 

words anymore, because I’m not training it, so I don’t actually get those words anymore and I 

miss that, but I think it just gives me a little bit more understanding with people on that level 

and I feel that’s where I’m supposed to be. 

 

Q: So you’re happy with what you have now? 

 

A: Love it, yes. It’s so varied. 

 

Q: So you have 2 yoga classes and work and counselling so far. 
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A: And then the next thing I’ve just added, I do some work for a mother/daughter agency,  and 

they said to me, she said to me, they also do this mediation, and she said to me “I know you like 

doing different things, would you like to do mediation. It pays well.” So I thought “Oh, ok 

then.” So I train now as a mediator, and what the mediation is very akin to the counselling, but 

when there’s a conflict within work, like a manager and one of the workers that don’t get on, 

and they’re, they just can’t get on, you go in and do the mediation, and we use the core 

mediation model, there’s two of us, and we did two hours with the manager, two hours with the 

worker, and then we have 2 hours with a joint meeting when they come together, and that’s the 

mediation which is the latest thing. 

 

Q: It sounds very useful. So how often do you do it? 

 

A: The mediation? Well I’ve only done one. I qualified last march, this year, so in 6 months I’ve 

only done one. I think they will ask me again, and I’m trying to see who else might give me a 

mediation job. I’m writing to different companies and to see what. 

 

Q: I imagine there are lots of opportunities if people know you exist. 

 

A: Yeah, yeah, if I can find a place. And I’ve written to a couple of agencies, and I’m going to 

write to the PCT, the Primary Care Trust, because it could be mediation, if the patient has 

complained, mediators can go in there and so I think I would, I would be okay on that one. 

 

Q: How about doctors and patients or patient’s family and GP? There are lots and lots of places.  

 

A: Exactly, exactly. And this lady I did the mediation with, she said to me, she always has a 

headache at the end of the mediation, because it’s quite intense. And you’ve got them, bickering 

at one another, and she said to me at the end, she said “I don’t have a headache today”, and she 

said ‘it must be your calming influence’. So I thought “Yes she’ll ask me again now.” 

 

Q: Ah, that sounds wonderful.  

 

A: So that’s my life, my working life really. 
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Q: Now. Please tell me about you and yoga again. When did you start yoga practice, what made 

you want to continue it? 

 

A: Well I started in 1975, and I continued because it was something I could do, and it was easy 

for me and I found I could do it, I found I enjoyed it, I enjoyed the quiet of yoga as well. So yes, 

it was just something I could do, and I did the teaching because I wanted to teach something, 

and found that actually that’s when I really started to learn, when I started to teach. Before that, 

you just follow the teacher and you don’t really learn a lot I found. 

 

Q: Pease tell me how yoga practice helps your health and well being. 

 

A: Ok, well certainly I find that for my bad neck that yoga has helped me tremendously with 

that, it makes me more aware of it. I worked out which postures I can do to help it, and I can 

keep it free and fairly painless. And I mean it stiffens up all the time, so I’m always doing 

stretching and the forward flight. I find it is the best for me. Do you know, when you’re 

standing, hands behind your back and you go [demonstrates]. That one. I find that, I do it 

everyday, everyday. And everyday it goes “click”. Everyday. Forward flight.  

 

Q: Oh I’ll remember that because I get stiff shoulders sometimes. 

 

A: Yes, yes. And shoulder circling, and stretching the side, I’m always doing that, always doing 

that one. Side-stretching, and the neck. 

 

Q: Have you had any major life crises? 

 

A: Well I did have cancer. I suppose that’s a life crisis isn’t it? I could’ve died. 

 

Q: You say it so casually. 

 

A: I could’ve died, you know, people die, and the hospital wasn’t that good at…they were very 

slow. 

 

Q: ** Hospital? 
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A: No, this was ***. So I was, they were very very slow, I think I presented it about March and 

I didn’t actually get the operation for 10 months, very bad, it was very bad. And I presented 

quite early, and they were, it was just, I couldn’t get an appointment. So in fact it was when I 

did yoga and meditation that I realized I had a problem. I had, it was in the womb, and I had a 

mucus discharge, and that’s when I presented because I said this isn’t normal. But it was when, 

I only had pain really, not even pain but a discomfort, when I meditated, it’s like when I got 

down to that very still level did I realize there was something going on in my body.  Otherwise 

I didn’t really have any pain, not until later on, but, in the early stages I had pain only slight pain 

when I meditated, because it was obviously when I meditated I just became more aware I think. 

 

Q: It’s near to Svadisthana chakra isn’t it? 

 

A: Yes, yes. And also when I was doing one or two postures, I’d get pain one side or the other, 

and I thought “It’s not that bad because it’s moving from side to side”, but of course it was 

because the womb is in the middle. 

 

Q: So, … you are ok now? 

 

A: Yes, I’m, they don’t even want to see me now, I’m completely … 

 

Q: So did yoga help to recover in any way? 

 

A: Yes, I think, the strange thing really was when I was, before I had my operation and in that 

time while I was waiting, when I knew that I was going to have it done, it was like I was outside 

myself looking in, and this was really quite weird because I was, like it wasn’t me. This is my 

best friend who’s got a problem but it wasn’t me, and I was like on the ceiling looking down. I 

was outside myself. 

 

Q: Did it happen when you were recovering? 

 

A: No, before. When I was waiting for the operation. And so, my husband said, he couldn’t 

believe how happy I was. It was like it wasn’t me, it really was, I was looking down at myself. 

So I was concerned about this person because she was like my best friend but it wasn’t me, and 

I had a very strong sense of that.  
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Q: So, how about after the operation? 

 

A: And after the operation, they gave me a few exercises to do, and I think if I hadn’t known 

about exercising I probably wouldn’t have stuck at it actually, but I realized, in fact they didn’t 

even give me any exercises, but a friend of mine who had gone to a private hospital, she gave 

me these exercises. But before she gave them to me, I mean it was painful underneath and I 

realized then that I’ve got to work these muscles. So, you know, the fact that I was a yoga 

teacher and I knew I’d got to work my muscles. And then things like, just getting the muscles 

back, I found the lying twist was quite a good one, so I did make a special effort when I was 

recovering to lie on the floor and do some strengthening sit-ups, maybe, yeah. I think it just, I 

think yoga just gives you a calmness, about things, like you cope better somehow and, you’re 

going through these things but its ok, just feel that, it just gives you. In the end I just feel I’m 

living in a very calm place and things can be quite manic, but I’m still in my centre, I feel very 

centred and like it can’t throw me. So it gives me a strength, I feel I’ve got this inner strength 

now that takes me through, yeah. 

 

Q: Do you go to a yoga teacher or yoga guru to learn more? If you do, please describe your 

learning. 

 

A: No, I don’t. I feel I’ve got my inner yoga teacher that is, I work things out, I can work them 

out on my own and I prefer to do that. I like to use my own initiative and find out for myself. I 

don’t want to do what somebody else tells me, sometimes I find that confuses me and makes it 

hard for me. 

 

Q: So, do you go to occasional yoga seminars? 

 

A: Well just the IST (In Service Training) day, yeah. I have to go to one a year so I just go to 

one. Otherwise I don’t. 

 

Q: You’re happy? 

 

A: I’m very happy because I work it out and I get the class to tell what they like, what they want 

to do, I think the counselling freed me with my yoga because before the counselling I felt I had 

to know everything, and when I did the counselling I realized I didn’t have to know and that 

was very freeing for me, because now I say to people if they say “What should I do?” I say 
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“Well how does that feel when you do that?”, “Does that feel helpful do you think? What do 

you think?” and I found that very freeing. I didn’t have to be the expert anymore, I’m not the 

expert, I know a bit but, that really was quite freeing. 

 

Q: So you teach two yoga classes. 

 

A: Two a week yes. 

 

Q: And how many people do you think in total? 

 

A: I would say my Monday on average we have about 16, I work also for the * (Sport Centre), 

in the club there, and that varies quite a lot. Maybe on average we get about 12 there. So what’s 

that, 12 and 16? 

 

Q: Probably close to 30 people. 

 

A: Maybe 30, yeah, on average a week. 

 

Q: Can you tell me about teaching yoga? Obviously you are happy. 

 

A: So what about teaching yoga? 

 

Q: How do you feel? You are passionate about teaching, aren’t you? Do you need to lead people 

or just relax? 

 

A: I’m very relaxed I think, I think I’m very laid back about it really. If they want to giggle, 

that’s ok, if they want to have a little chat, if we do partner work and they all start chatting I’m 

quite happy with that. I say to them that it’s quite good to talk to one another, that 

communication is an important part of life. If one starts giggling, I’ve had that where one, she 

just giggled all the time, and I say things like “Laughter is a wonderful medicine, let’s all join 

in!” I don’t want her to feel bad about it. So, then everybody joins in, then it’s ok so, I don’t 

think I’d say I was passionate about it. I don’t think yoga is the be and end all, I think we must 

do what we like, and if you like yoga then, then you’ll enjoy it an that’s fine and if you’d rather 

go and play tennis that’s fine too. So if somebody said “Oh well I couldn’t do it”, that’s fine, do 
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whatever you want to do. I have my little class, if anybody wants to come, they’re welcome, if 

they don’t that’s ok too. So that’s my sort of attitude really around it, I’m, I don’t mind. 

 

Q: Yes, people are so different, student-wise and teacher-wise. 

 

A Yes, yes I know. And I don’t like it when people say things to me like “You should be doing 

your yoga practice for half an hour”, because I’ll think I’ll do it if I want to and if I don’t want 

to I won’t. And think the same for my students. If they want to do it, they feel free, if they don’t 

want that’s ok too. They must find their own level and do what they want to do. 

 

Q: Yes, I agree with you. Please tell me about your family and friends. 

 

A: Well my family don’t do any yoga. But again, you see, that’s ok. I wouldn’t try to make 

them do yoga, it would drive them mad wouldn’t it. But they’re quite happy for me to lie on the 

floor, I often lie on the floor and do some yoga and they see what I’m doing while they’re 

watching the television. So nobody tries to stop me and equally I don’t try and make them do it 

either. In fact my younger son said “Oh that looks easy mum.”, so I said “Ok come on then, 

we’ll do it together, I’ll show you how to do it.” So he did it because he’s a very fit young man, 

and he said, “Cor, Mum” he said, “that’s much more difficult than it looks.” So I must make it 

look easy I think. 

 

Q: So, do you have a health regime? Do you do regular yoga practice at home? 

 

A: No. No, I do what I want when I feel like it. I go by how I feel. So if I feel like doing it. The 

only thing I do is for my neck everyday because I have to do, well I feel it’s a big help to me so 

I want to do it. So I do do my neck and the flight, the forward flight and the stretching but it’s 

because I know it helps me and I want to do it. Other than that I just do again what I feel like, so 

I think I do bits quite often really but I wouldn’t ever say I do a session. I rarely do a session but 

maybe at night, last thing at night I might lie on the floor and do a few twists maybe, a bridge, I 

find it helps me sleep, so I do do that sometimes, Or a shoulder stand, I like shoulder stands 

before I go to bed as well.  

 

Q: Does it help? 
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A: I think so, it helps me sleep. I don’t know why but I just feel maybe the blood is maybe more 

in my head and it’s washing away, stresses that might be in your head and that you are worried 

about or thinking, it seems to wash that away somehow. 

 

Q: Please tell me about future plans. Which direction do you want to go in? 

 

A: Well I’m now *, so I haven’t got too much longer to go before I retire. … But equally I 

would like to keep working because I’ve got all these skills now, and I would like to do less 

(work), I mean that’s been my main job, and my main income, so I would like to do less of that. 

I would like to do more of the mediation because that’s a new thing and I’d like to do more 

counselling because I love the counselling too. And I would like another yoga class because I 

think two is not quite enough for me, I think three is better. If I did three that would be better, 

yes.  

 

Q: Is there anything else you’d like to tell me? 

 

A: The only thing, the other thing about complementary therapies, was that when I was ill, when 

I had the cancer, I went to a lady who did, it was called electrocrystal healing. That’s not quite 

right. Electromagnetic crystal healing…. electromagnetic I think it probably was, crystal 

therapy. And everybody I told about it seemed to think it was a load of nonsense, but it helped 

me tremendously, I was getting very weak, before I had my operation I was getting very weak 

and I was in a lot of pain at the end. And I mean the one night I remember, my son was going 

out with his friends, and all the friends were coming in the house, and I was in so much pain I 

couldn’t move. I just couldn’t move, and I thought “If anybody comes to speak to me, I can’t 

move.” So I really knew I was going downhill, waiting for appointments, and really going 

down. And that’s why, in desperation I went to, I heard abut this electrocrystal healing when I 

went to the psychic church, the spiritual church, so I went to see this lady. And what she did 

was put crystals, different crystals and they’re, like, in a band and they pass and electric current 

through it, and she did lots of tests on me first to find where the imbalance of energy was, and I 

had one of these bands here and maybe one round my head, one here, and she adjusted 

machines to pass electric currents through these crystals, and she lent me a machine and I did it 

myself everyday. And I went from this terrible pain state to no pain. Yes, no pain. And I began 

to feel stronger. So I was getting weaker, and this helped me to be stronger. So much so that I 

thought I didn’t need the operation. Yes, so I think that could’ve been a dangerous thing for me, 

because I’m thinking “Well I’m alright now, much better. The pain’s gone. I’m feeling stronger 
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and fit.” I was fit as a fiddle, I was walking and running and, I was really feeling fit. Yeah. And 

when I had the operation, and they have to take out some of the lymph nodes to test, one of the 

lymph nodes was scarred and I thought it, I reckon that the cancer was coming out of the body, 

out of the womb, but because I was doing the crystal healing, it like, contained it, because they 

didn’t say one had got cancer in it, one was scarred, and I think it was scarred because it had 

had the cancer but the crystal healing had helped it like to go back, helped contain it. And 

people poo-poo it but it helped me a lot, I know it helped me a lot, and I used to go to her every 

week and she did all this, and you just sit there and relax and you can’t feel anything. 

 

Q: Wow, that’s impressive isn’t it?  

 

A: Yes, it really helped me. I haven’t spoken to this lady since, I thought I should phone her up, 

see if I can find if she’s still there or not and just tell her. 

 

Q: Thank you very much for talking to me. 
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Interview: Teacher E 

 

Q: Please tell me about your life starting from the time you were born.  

 

A: I really don’t remember very much at all about the house that I lived in. I was the second 

child, and there was a 10 year gap between my sister and myself, so she was 10 years older than 

me. I suppose really I had a pretty boring, a sort of uneventful childhood. And my earliest 

memory are being taken to a film, I believe it was Bambi, and crying a lot, and having to be 

taken home. I suppose in a way that was partly the first feeling I can really recount of my early 

childhood. Other than that, I don’t really remember being frightened, or lonely, or sad. I just 

remember things very much being even keel. When I was 4, my parents moved to a modern 

house, I do remember there, I wanted to make friends with children in the street. And I wanted 

to go out to play with them, but I think my parents thought I was too young, so I was often seen 

looking out of the window, watching the bigger children play. But when I did go out with them, 

I can remember roaming around. And that time, there were a lot of apple orchards, and fruit 

trees and hop field. And I suppose from today’s standard, I was at the age of 3 or 4 left to roam 

around with older children. But I can remember one significant thing is that I nearly got run 

over. I was crossing a road coming back with the children from one the outings to the apple 

orchard, and it couldn’t have been a very busy road. But I remember running across the road 

and a car having to stop. And the friends that I was with, saying, “Why didn’t you stay at the 

other side of the road?” And I can remember that as a fairly frightening experience. I started 

school at the age of 4 and a half. And I went on the bus with my older sister. And all I can 

remember is that there was a very roomy catholic convent school, with a very dark brown 

uniform. And my own memory of that school is just playing and mud-pies, I think, and not 

knowing it very much. And being ill when I had to do a dance, I was going to do a dance and, a 

concert for the parents, and I was feeling really ill, and I had to be taken home. And afterward, 

we moved to further toward the coast, and we lived in a cottage. So it was fairly rural place, and 

there were no other children. So, again, I can remember, having to make my own, ah, 

friendships having to really have an imaginary friend. Because, I didn’t have a real friend, and I 

did a lot of imaginative play, I had an imaginative house, I would have a little house built in a 

shed at the bottom of garden, which was my house. So I think really that I had a quite 

imagination, simply by playing on my own, and making things, I was always making things. 

Paintings, cutting things out, but I never had very much in a way of material to use, because my 

parents didn’t say do, now a days go out and buy a special paint or crayons or pencils, I had to 

use things around the home. So, I suppose in a way, I kind of grew up standing outside of 
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groups, looking in, wanting to join, but not knowing how. And something I remember from my 

primary school that we had a dressing up box. And I guess it was because I wanted to be 

popular, I took along a dress that I used to play at home, it was an old bride-maid dress, and I 

gave this to the school dressing up box. And afterward, I really regretted that I gave it away. 

And I cried every night, because I had given away this dress! to the school dressing up box. And 

the strange thing is as an adult, I used to think myself, “Why on earth, didn’t I tell my mother!” 

And she could easily go along and told the teacher that I had a second thought. But that just 

didn’t occur to me that I should tell my mother, anything that I should even tell her that she 

wouldn’t even know I was crying at night, and I couldn’t to get to sleep. So, I think I was a 

child, I must have learned to cover my emotions, not to show emotional side of my side, even to 

my family. And, they are very different in the north, they’re, I think my family are northerners, 

particularly bottle things up, they keep their emotions inside themselves, and they just get on 

with life. And I think, a little bit of that sort of hard flintiness is in me in a way, that I am 

completely the opposite of *. ….And I got a lot of satisfaction out of doing those things at 

school. And in fact I went on, when I was 18 to study drama at a drama school. So I became a 

student at the central school of speech and drama. But in order to get a grant to study drama and 

acting, which was what I really wanted to do, I had to say I wanted to teach, because the only 

way I could get money from the local authority was if you were going to do something very 

practical with your training afterward. If I‘d gone along to the education committee, and said, 

“Look, I would like some money to go and study acting.” I think they would have said “No”, 

because they didn’t give money to give people who said to want to be actors. So, in fact, I was 

actually lucky to get grant because they only gave about 7 to actually study drama. So I think I 

was quite lucky to get where I got. And I had 3 lovely years, changing myself completely, 

becoming much more open, living in a city which I enjoyed, having lived, buried in the 

countryside for the first 18 years of my life. So, but I think basically, in essence, I didn’t change. 

I appear to change over these three years. Finally right at the end of the course, I got married. 

So, that was another significant event really. After I got married, I taught for a while, in a 

school. So, my ideas of being an actress didn’t ever actually materialize.  

 

Q: You could have been Helen Mirren! 

 

A: Oh, I don’t think so. …But, there we are. So, that came to nothing. But it was a very good 

experience for me.  

So, after being married for 6 years, I had my first child which, it was a sort of my turning point 

in most of people’s lives I suppose. Certainly it was a shock to realize that, once you had a child 
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you had a 24 hour responsibility, and I took it, we took it very, very seriously. We wanted life to 

be absolutely perfect, but a little baby that came on the scene, and being perfect never there was 

said. I think I decided then I would stay at home all the time and look after him. Particularly, as 

my husband was quite keen that I should do so. I think he felt that proper way to bring up a 

child is that to have mother and father, and mother who is there at home, which I didn’t mind, 

because I didn’t mind making things and doing things, and being asked to stay at home to look 

after a child was what I quite enjoyed. Because it brought out the creative side of me, and which 

I like, so I like that. And then 2 more children came along. By the 3
rd

, that was the time I felt 

that I wish I was really getting thin, and I needed really just to have a bit of time for myself.  

 

And it was that point that I started yoga. And a neighbour of ours had gone to * as a yoga 

teacher, and she had had a problem with her 2 children, and found that yoga is the thing which 

got her through, and helped her, and it allowed her when they were being difficult, to be able to 

walk away, and just reflect on life, and not to get so emotionally caught up with the problems of 

the day. So, I had one or two health problems by then, so I thought, “Perhaps yoga was the 

answer.” I must have known somehow that yoga was not purely a physical exercise, but had a 

holistic, concept to it. And it was the mind and the body, and whatever else might be there, it 

was involved in it. Because I didn’t go to yoga purely as a physical practice to keep flexible, I 

went because I felt that would fulfil some means of relaxing, of calming, of being calm, and of 

keeping my health better.  

 

So that’s really why I started. And then, since then, I now can’t conceive of what life would 

have been like if I hadn’t started yoga practice, really. Of course, you don’t really know, do 

you? What, you know, what path, how you would have been, have you chosen a different path. 

Is that possible to say, and after while that yoga, that things you can’t learn through your quiet 

practice, quiet time in yoga, things that become part of you, become parts of personality, it’s 

very difficult to separate out, those things from what acquired through practice of yoga. But, I 

suppose that yoga practitioner is really, it must be about getting rid of that loneliness, it must be, 

because, we are born alone, we die alone, unless we are extremely lucky in finding life partners 

to help, that is obviously a help. All the rest, all the rest of things we do, I think, but a 

destruction from basic innate loneliness, which is common to all human beings, I’m sure. And 

some people chatter more in a different ways than others. And maybe, as a fairly lonesome sort 

of child, perhaps, I don’t really know why, I decided that yoga is the thing, but, certainly after 

my first yoga class, I decided that I wanted more, and I’ve never stopped, practicing yoga. I’ve 

never been one of those people who done it for three years, then stopped, then, gone back to. 
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Because, I’ve always wanted it as much as I needed as air and water. I felt it was that essential 

to me really. I suppose perhaps that I was really lucky in that I started with * who was a good 

teacher. And you had what I thought was a very good approach to practice yoga. 

 

Q: That was your beginning of yoga practice. How did you progress after that? 

 

A: Well, I really can’t answer that. All I know is that I joined an adult education class, I went 

along once a week. And I went through the basic Hatha Yoga practices with relaxation, 

breathing, just virtually did it, and I think that is the thing you just have to do, you have to take 

it bona fide in a way, and important thing is just keep doing it. And that’s what I did, I just did it 

every week, until, I suppose, after 10 years or so, people would say, “Oh I’ve got terrible back”, 

or “You do Yoga, is there anything might help with my prostate problems”, and I say, “Yes, I 

think we need to get a little bit more energy.” You know, circulating around the pelvic, not 

knowing anything about it at all of course. But, thinking “Oh, yes, I’m sure that could help.” 

And then I go along to *, and say, “If he starts cross legged on the floor, would it help his 

prostate problems?”, And she said, “You know what you ought to do, you ought join my group 

and become a teacher.” And I had absolutely no idea of the philosophical side of yoga, and I 

had never read the Gita or the Upanishads, or Patanjali. I didn’t even think I knew the names. 

But I knew that I wanted to know more. So, I really joined the teaching group not with the idea 

necessary for teaching, but just knowing more.  

 

And we obviously started anatomy and physiology and, it just went on from there. I suppose, I 

don’t really, I think my idea of yoga has changed over the years. I think I haven’t realized 

earlier on just how much the kind of I was receiving had followed from that areas. I don’t know 

the names of those areas. But, I suppose now maybe I borrow whole from people who have 

been influenced by their study of osteopathy, and Feldenkrais method of how we are and 

movement, and going back to the natural reflexes of the body, and how those may have 

changed, and how we have modified the natural reflexes of the body by the life’s experiences, 

and how ways of yoga practice really trying to sort of strip away, and get back to the so called 

‘ideal’ state that we are in when we arrived on this earth. But, I don’t really know, in a way, I 

seem to be going back much more to the body, and through that going back to the body, I think 

I am learning more than following and looking at ideas of, for example, chakras. The prana 

systems of the body, those are not meaningful to me, unless, because I used to take on trust, 

they were things I was told I haven’t yet come to the realization that maybe these things are, 

maybe they are not.  
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But all I can say is that all I have is the body and where I am going back to, whatever happens 

as a result of that, I see I just keep my eyes and ears and everything open, to the those things 

that happen. And I do have confusions, I suppose, because I read all those scriptures about 

doing this and others in-breath, and in-breath doing this, and I think that the way they are 

contrary to how the body behaves, contrary to the way the breath is. So, there is a little 

confusion in my mind. But I am gradually realizing now that the kind of yoga that we’ve built, 

the kind of yoga, I mean there is so much goes under, the general heading of ‘yoga’ that I do 

wonder about. And, it seems to me that there is enormously large umbrella that I don’t think 

sometimes we can be all talking about the same thing. I don’t know if you want to ask me any 

specific questions. 

 

Q: And when did you start teaching? 

 

A: I started teaching in 1990. And the first class I took was the one * gave me, because she had 

been asked to retire. I don’t quite know why, whether, I don’t know how old she was, because 

we never do. But she had been asked to retire, and she very kindly gave me her class there while 

I was training. And I had another class teaching people who were very immobile at a day centre 

which was an adult education class. So, I had those two classes, as I was finishing my last year 

of training. And students started to teach me. I just continued in that way teaching, and I 

continued for many years, for just two or three classes. 

 

And fairly recently, I started to widen the net a bit. Oh no I gave up, that right, * changed the 

system of recruiting the teachers, and they changed the system completely, and put up the fees, 

and the students all walked out in protest to the fees going up enormously. And I started up on 

my own that time, and all defected, and came over and said, “You start a class and we will come 

to you”, that I did, and I still teach those ladies, 15 years later. 

 

Q: So, it’s not with Adult Education you teach now, it’s somewhere else. 

 

A: I just teach privately now. I just started up my own class, and because the students were so 

disgruntled. We have to all apply for our own jobs, we didn’t like the way the system was 

going, so we got out of the system. And since then, I just taught same group of people, and they 

brought their friends and neighbours along, so, I never advertised. And, both of the ladies I 

teach now, different time I teach in the evenings. But, I don’t really like teaching evenings. 
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Because, I like to be at home and I like to cook and eat in the evening. Not to go out. So, I think 

that probably brings me up to date with teaching. 

 

Q: You did a remedial course, didn’t you? 

 

A: I did do. Yes, I did do. But it’s all remedial. But everything you do is, to my way of thinking 

is in yoga, Hatha practice is remedial. Because you place your foot on the floor, you look to see 

if you balanced to see you foot allowing your arch to drop to see the floor, lifting up, you know, 

your inner ankle is dropping. Then you work on your feet, to open the hip joints out from inside. 

So I really think, the whole thing is remedial. But with people who are very immobile, are really 

have to go right back to the breath. And in all yoga practice really is the breath, that is the basis 

of it all. And the breath is the key to the emotions of the lungs. And it’s that the relationship 

between the breath and the body we can’t separate, which we have separated, but we shouldn’t. 

We need to, to work as a unity really. 

 

Q: Can I just go back to the remedial course? You went to Ickwellbury 
1
, didn’t you? 

 

A: I went to Ickwellbury. And I did rather a bad course for three weekends. I’m sorry to say 

that, but it was a bad course. It was a very short course which gave you a certificate, say that 

you could teach part one of their certificate, but, in fact I can’t say I learned a great deal to be 

honest. I was given *’s notes, all of which were about breath ultimately, which I agreed with. 

But, I must admit I didn’t find it terribly useful in terms of, in practical terms of what, how you 

would help people. The way I find in the end to help people was to keep going back to here too, 

instead of saying how to place your foot on the ground, you would have to go back and think 

“How can I solve this problem with foot?” or, “How can I get them to move?” or, “How can I 

get them breathe out in order to get them breathe in?”, “How can I get them to breathe out?”, in 

fact it was really just my own questioning of my own yoga knowledge really. I think that 

helped, that I can’t think in all honesty that Ickwellbury posed anything. 

 

Q: Was it a theoretical course? 

 

A: It was to the extent that you have to write, I think you have to write papers, but, I am very, 

very vague about it. I think you did. You had to write some essays. The course I was on, there 

were three other people, I think, or four other people, four of us I think on the course. And they 
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were not fully prepared for us at all. And they were kind of, “Oh, yes, you are here this 

weekend, and who we’ve got available.” And it was a little bit, things were a little bit like that. 

Ah, so, really not so useful. I learned much more in a day from people like * which is relevant 

to anybody whatever there. I mean because just someone can’t move an arm, so what! They can 

still practice yoga. And I really didn’t like the way they taught breath, I thought it was really 

mechanical. You know lifting an arm with an in-breath, and down with an out-breath. I don’t 

teach, I’ve changed my way of looking at the breath, because breath is much more individual, is 

much more subtle, and it shouldn’t be regimented. I should leave people more freedom. 

 

Q: So, when did you start learning from *? Was it while you were with *? 

 

A: No, * retired, gave up her class. She gave up all the adult education classes, because she had 

to, because of her age. Because they wouldn’t insure her, they would no longer allow to insure 

her. So, she gave up all her adult education. When she gave up her adult education, we said, 

“Oh, where can we go now?” I would be like that but she.  

 

But, somewhere along the line, I went along to *. And I practiced that kind of yoga, and I 

thought, “This is it!” “This is it!”, because the first few sessions were the time * was working 

then. He was very much into listening, looking at breath, and feeling breath, and nobody ever 

mentioned to me feeling yoga, how do you, how does it feel, where do you feel movement. It 

was never based on sensory experience. It was be aware of, how do you feel, “Ok, breathe in, 

breathe out, where do you feel you are letting it into your body? Can anything happen? When 

do you feel anything happen, when you breathe out, when you interrupt your breath? And 

beside all that, there was this idea that I always knew from *’s notes and *’s lessons that you 

have to try and free breathing mechanism. And I knew that if you do twist you’ll free the 

backbend mechanism. I knew all the physical things, but I didn’t quite appreciate the subtleties 

for that, and how the diaphragm moves and how when you are upside down, the diaphragm 

does this, and when you are in a different position, diaphragm does, it was very basic anatomy 

and physiology. I’ve been able to learn much more subtle things about the great body are.  

From them, from their teachers, whoever, they are, I know they teach themselves, equally 

basically Vanda Scaravelli, but they are all kind of, in a way, they used Vanda Scaravelli as a 

spring board. Because all of those teachers, I don’t know about *, but * and *, all Iyengar 

trained, and all got injuries, some kind or other. Yes, through their yoga. And they all, because 

their yoga training I suppose decided to become osteopath. And when they are osteopath, they 

                                                                                                                            
1
 Ickwellbury was a remedial yoga centre, which is now defunct. 
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went to Vanda Scaravelli, and realized how yoga needs to be changed, and about how, maybe, 

Iyengar style was not very really appropriate. 

 

Q: Vanda Scaravelli was an Iyengar teacher, wasn’t she? 

 

A: She was. But she went off to do her own thing. Yes, I mean she was quite elderly by the time 

they came to Vanda Scaravelli, she must have been in her 80s. Now she has learned from 

Iyengar when she was in her 40s, she was younger. 

 

Q: In her book, she wrote more spiritual things, didn’t she? 

 

A: Absolutely. Yes it is. I didn’t know this, but Mr Iyengar was brought up very, very strictly. 

And he was used as, by Krishnamacharya, was that his uncle? He used him as he obviously saw 

him as a very good potential when he was a small boy. And he trained him extremely strictly, 

and he could do all these gymnastic poses. And I saw his DVD, Iyengar and Krishnamacharya 

only last week, a few weeks ago, and Iyengar was doing no standing postures at all, you know, 

things like one leg practice, very supple poses. He had learned through being very strictly 

disciplined, you know, the way the gymnasts used to be strictly disciplined and probably they 

still are, places like China and Russians used to treat the little gymnasts. He had been brought 

up like that. So, he had actually forced it, partly the body forced really.  

 

Q: Krishnamacharya brought his son up later on in a different way. 

 

A: Desikachar, yes. It is very different. It is interesting, isn’t it? How very different they were. 

 

Q: Can you describe about the yoga classes you go to? Who is the main teacher? 

 

A: *. So I started going to them and learning really more about, about the body system in 

particular, but also, experiencing as well. I suppose really it was * who lifted the blind if you 

like, and brought me into this idea that it was a sensory thing, and that you need to feel yoga 

will do. I’ve never really got into that form, and that was that point that yoga changed for me, 

and became something different, and much freer. It was fairly disciplined, I feel that with *, and 

dare I say it, but a little bit rigid. 

 

Q: So, you go to *, *, and *, whichever a course is available. 
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A: That’s right. Yes, I like those very much. And in fact sometimes, I go to * for a day, if he is 

doing anatomy and physiology. 

 

Q: It’s a long way. 

 

A: Well, it’s not that far really. But, I go on a train. And, I’ve been to *’s as well, *’s day as 

well. I would go more, but it’s a whole day. 

 

Q: Do they live nearby? 

 

A: They all live in * except * who lives, nearer to *, but, a good place to go. They are good 

people, and they are always interesting, although they do a much more limited range of 

postures, in some ways. They have the extensions, dog pose, a head-down, they are very keen 

on pigeon pose, flexibility.  

 

Q: Pigeon pose? 

 

A: (She demonstrates) You thrust your chest like a breast of pigeon bird. You know. You just 

go as far as you can. They like that one, and head stand, they are keen on shoulder stand, and 

always the preparations poses. So, it’s not a soft option. Many people think “Oh, Scaravelli, all 

you do is floaty soft stuff”, but it is not. It’s stronger than anything else which you might do. 

 

Q: They are all men, aren’t they? Men usually like stronger postures. 

 

A: Maybe, well yes, maybe they do, I don’t know. But they are really about, I suppose in a way 

they are borrowed from Pilates, say borrowed, but they used the ideas borrowed from Pilates, 

encouraging strong internal muscles, strong core whist keeping large outer muscles’ body soft. 

So, nothing is done with stiff straight under no poses where you do this, because you are making 

yourself rigid, and you affect the breath. If you stiffen your body, you don’t breathe, you don’t 

breathe. 

 

Q: Please tell me how yoga practice helps your health and well being? 
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A: Health and well being. Well, I think, if I can keep certain degree of flexibility, I can keep 

active, and if I can keep active, I feel more energetic, I suppose. You know I can keep doing 

things that itself gives energy. I am not so in need of quiet moments that I needed once upon a 

time. ….I don’t, you know, feel that I must go and shut myself off and be very quiet for a 

moment or two. I have, what I am saying is that I have more reflective time during my day now 

than I used to have. How does it help? I think probably, if I get irritated or annoyed, I am more 

able to stand back from the situation, perhaps. And just breathe or, well I finally don’t need to 

do that any more, I don’t know. I know that, probably I breathe differently, I don’t know. But I 

know that to increase your energy is to breathe properly. And if you feel if you’ve been sitting 

down all day, and you haven’t moved, then the best thing you can do is perhaps just even lie 

down and breathe, and just quietly breathe out, and just spend a quiet few moment, with your 

breath. You don’t really need to do extremely wide legged poses in order to keep healthy, and 

keep balanced. You don’t really need to do extreme practice. Do it if you like it, do it and it 

gives you energy. But I do believe that more yoga you do, more energetic you get. I do believe 

that. 

  

Q: Have you had any major life crises? Can you tell me about these occasions? 

 

A: Major life crises, well I suppose, the only one I had really was after, I didn’t mention it, did I, 

when I was first married, I got infected tonsils, and infected tonsils caused a kind of form of 

arthritis come into my joints, and I couldn’t walk. It’s started from the balls of my feet, my 

knees, a little bit of my hands, my elbows, and I ended up in a hospital about three months. And 

I had my tonsils removed at the end of three months. And subsequently, I’ve sort of been OK. 

But they say it was the result of my tonsils getting infected, I don’t know, but I certainly I 

haven’t had anything like that ever since, no joints pain, or problem like that. But I took 

penicillin for a long long time afterward, and I took aspirin as well for a while. But I’m quite 

anti-drug, I don’t like taking patient medicines at all. Fortunately, I have been extremely lucky. I 

haven’t had to, I haven’t had such a many health problems, I am lucky I suppose. Because of 

yoga? It might well be. But I don’t know. I can’t say, can I? But I have a great suspicion that it 

is to do with my yoga practice. But you see that poses into question that how much yoga 

practice you do, and I think, you know the script, the writing says that yoga comes and goes, 

and it dies. If you, I know it is, if I am lazy such as I might be, when I last done my classes in 

July, and I know I’ve got 4 weeks of August where I’m not teaching. I would, I quite see, I 

could go slightly sluggish during that time, a little bit withdrawn, a little bit into myself. 

Because basically, I’m a life’s introvert, I’m not an extrovert. Yoga makes me feel open to 
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people, to want to engage with people, to want to engage with life more. Otherwise I could very 

easily become a hermit. Very easily, because I like my own company, I’m satisfied whether I 

should be or not, I’m satisfied with my own company.  

 

Q: Have you had any life changing experiences? 

 

A: Well, only children, those are only major life changing experiences really.  

 

(Turn over the tape) 

 

And what you think may, only the children really, that all I can say. And I suppose the birth of 

my grandchildren really.  

 

Q: Do you go to a particular yoga teacher or teachers to learn more? Would you like to talk 

about them? 

 

A: Yes. Those are the people I go on the regular basis partly because they are available to me. I 

also go to the British Wheel of Yoga teaching days. But to be quite honest, a lot of them, I don’t 

want to go to, and I don’t enjoy when I go.  Except *, I like her very much. I think she does it 

in a very holistic way, and she works with the people who are ill, doesn’t she, cancer. She had a 

cancer. I like her approach. I must say, if I get the people who talk to me about mudras (seals) 

and Bandhas (locks), I think, “Well, ok, you know, so what?”  I don’t know. I mean, if people 

tell me to do this with my fingers, or this with my hands, and that will correct ear problems, do 

you have a book about it, yes, hasta mudras, maybe there is something in it. But life is very 

short to discover, to know categorically whether, because, if you are thinking too much about 

how to change your problems, it isn’t just one approach, is it, you are going to take. Your 

behaviour is going to be changed, modified in other way surely. So, I think it’s a sort of multi-

pronged approach really makes changes.  

 

Q: Can you tell me about your experience of teaching yoga? How do you feel about it? 

 

A: Well, I teach yoga to this particular group of people, some of whom I have known quite a 

long, long time. I enjoy it very much. I don’t know quite why they come to me, possibly 

because I’m someone who is about their age, and perhaps, they feel we have a similar life 

situation in common. Although sometimes, when they meet, and chatting before the class, I 
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think “Oh, I want to run away”, because they are talking about doctor’s appointments, and 

hospitals, and clinics, things that go wrong. Maybe they are slightly older than me, and then 

sadly, some of them become widowed, and I feel, I can’t really contribute, I can’t really help 

them only this much, because they are only doing my yoga, that all I am qualified to do, I am 

not qualified to do any counselling or anything like that. All I’m going to do, all I’m going to do 

is that just give them an hour and a half, where they can come along and just do what they like 

within what I suggest. They are free, you know, within what I suggest might be useful to them 

helpful to them. I suppose basically I do basically like to try to be helpful to people. And if 

people tell me either what they are doing, they enjoy and is helpful, then that itself is the sign 

that makes you want to continue. But, having said that, people still come, and their joints 

deteriorate, and sometimes I do wonder “Is that because, well, is that because they’ve done yoga 

in a particular way? Is it partly my fault?” And I say it to myself “How can it be possibly my 

fault.” Because they come here, for one and a half hours, once a week, and then they go on a 

three weeks holiday, and come back. So their experience of yoga is in very small bites, if you 

like. And you know, my ego is so big that what I do is going to affect them that much, not 

really. I don’t think so. So I enjoy teaching people. 

 

Q: Do you have yoga friends? 

 

A: Well, I suppose in a way, I do. But I don’t see them very often. And when, I’m quite frankly, 

I’m in groups when people practice yoga, yoga teachers, at the moment the group I’m in now, I 

do like them. Because I feel those people are fairly practical, their feet are on the ground, and 

they are not somewhere up in the cloud in cuckoo-land. And also I find some yoga people are, 

must have a very different life styles, they are always a sort of monks. I don’t feel that. I don’t 

feel the need to get up at 6 in the morning to practice my yoga, because I feel I am taking yoga 

practice with me throughout what I do during the course of my day.  

 

Q: The British Wheel of Yoga people basically don’t have gurus, do they? 

 

A: I don’t really believe in gurus, because I don’t really believe that is the real answer. I think 

you should try things for yourself, and not to take somebody’s words. Particularly something 

that there is no proof, I mean what is proof, ok, what is proof, but certainly believe you should 

try and test things for your self rather than take in the words of somebody as being “The Truth” 

with Capital letters. I don’t really think it is right to follow like a sheep. I am not saying that you 
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don’t listen to them with respect. But you also ought to listen to other people with respect and 

make or try to, with your best of ability to make up your own mind. 

 

Q: Yes, there was a controversy about having guru in BWY at one time in the past. 

 

A: It’s escaped me. I don’t need a guru. But, * pays respect to her guru, doesn’t she? If you look 

in her books, she got homage to some woman, Swami, somebody. I wish they wouldn’t change 

their names, why, why they have to call themselves, swami something. I just cannot buy into 

that. To be honest, I think it is ridiculous. Because it is you are just plucking what you want 

from different cultural back ground, which is very relevant maybe in India, or it was maybe 

very relevant 2 or 3 hundreds years ago. But, I mean the world has moved on a bit. And what’s 

wrong with change? Why are people so afraid to change? Change is around us, it is a part of us, 

it is a necessity. For change, you don’t have to throw away all good values, good old values, 

does it? I can’t get head around that, I think it, I mean, it’s the heart of the society which is not 

what I don’t want live in. I don’t want to live in the society where people tell people what 

should think and feel. 

 

Q: Please tell me about your future plans. Which direction do you want to go in? 

 

A: Now that is a very interesting question. Because, I don’t think about future directions at all. I 

don’t think it at all. I don’t know. Maybe, to do with my age, I mean I’m not ambitious for 

any…I don’t want anything. Luckily I don’t materially need to think about future direction. I 

really don’t think about it to be honest. I just enjoy the day, each day as they come, I don’t think 

about the future. I mean if I were to think about the future, maybe I would think about the 

idealized future, which I know is never going to be a reality, because ideally if I had a real 

choice, I would like to go and live near the sea side, or in the country. But, I know it will never 

going to happen. So that is not an option really, for many reasons. So no, I don’t think that.  

 

Q: When you look back on your life so far, what are thoughts or feelings? 

 

A: What are my feelings? Maybe, that last few years, I have been marking time, not doing 

enough with my time, in ways perhaps that I could. What those ways are, I don’t know, maybe, 

I haven’t been productive enough, maybe because my children are grown up and gone. I 

suppose in a way, I couldn’t manage my time better. That is my only regret that not managing 
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my time sufficiently well to be productive, maybe I allowed others to take my time away from 

me. 

 

Q: So, when you look back on your life so far, how do you reflect upon it? 

 

A: I feel very lucky, I feel extremely lucky that I had good parents, parents who loved me. 

When you hear the stories about people around you, you think how very fortunate you are. I 

think in my life I have been unappreciative for people who have been very good to me, and I 

feel a little bit guilty that I didn’t show them how small affection really.  

 

Q: Thank you very much for giving me your time and talking to me. 
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Appendix 8: The BWY Diploma teacher training course syllabus. (Currently 

under review) 
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