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AbstrAct In viewing physical practice as instrumental, traditions of modern postural 
yoga contain an implicit spirituality that echoes its historical precursors in the 

medieval traditions of KDKD\RJD. The physicality of modern postural yoga tradition links the 
practices of premodern KDKD\RJD� traditions with disciplines of body that are characteristic 
of modern cosmopolitanism, such as gymnastics and calisthenics. The principal modern yoga 
JXUXV�RI�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\૨૨VXFK�DV�%��.��6��,\HQJDU�DQG�.��3DWWDEKL�-RLV૨૨YLHZHG�SRVWXUDO�
yoga as distinct from purely physical disciplines on the basis that yoga has an inner dimension 
that other systems do not possess. contemporary yoga practitioners have sought to make this 
inner dimension more transparent through appeals to traditional Hindu and Buddhist philosophy 
and by adopting practices that are explicitly contemplative or spiritual in nature.

Key Words postural yoga, KDKD\RJD, cosmopolitanism, B. k. S. Iyengar, k. Pattabhi 
-RLV��LQQHU�GLPHQVLRQ��+LQGX�SKLORVRSK\��%XGGKLVW�SKLORVRSK\

Introduction

7UDGLWLRQV�RI�PRGHUQ�\RJD��H[HPSOLዾHG�E\�WKH�FRVPRSROLWDQ�DQG�JOREDOL]HG�
WUDGLWLRQV� RI� %�� .�� 6�� ,\HQJDU�� .�� 3DWWDEKL� -RLV�� DQG� %LNUDP� &KRXGKXU\��
DPRQJ� RWKHUV�� DUH� FKDUDFWHUL]HG� E\� VWURQJ� HPSKDVLV� RQ� WKH� SK\VLFDO�
dimension of yoga. This preoccupation, especially with yoga ÃVDQD, or 
posture, has become a touchstone for the development of both sectarian 
and postsectarian yoga traditions across the globe. According to De 
Michelis (2004, 187–93), distinct branches or types of modern yoga can be 
distinguished. These include modern postural yoga, such as Iyengar yoga, 
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and modern meditative yoga, such as Transcendental Meditation (TM). 
However, it is clear that practitioners view the emphasis on physicality, 
which is found in posture-driven traditions, not as precluding mental and 
spiritual development but rather as encompassing those elements. De 
Michelis notes that Iyengar himself developed multiple levels of discourse 
corresponding to the relative emphasis on the physical, energetic, and 
mental implications of yoga practice (208–47), a sort of exoteric-esoteric 
dynamic in his yoga that extends out of the perfection of the foundation of 
yoga ÃVDQD. This paper argues that such postural yoga traditions, though 
modern in the fullest sense, collapse spiritual development into physical 
development in a manner that displays important similarities to the focus 
on the body found in medieval KDKD\RJD traditions of Hinduism. It will 
be demonstrated that through understanding how physical and spiritual 
development are correlated in KDKD\RJD traditions, the nascent spiritual 
dimension of modern Hindu-derived postural yoga traditions becomes 
VLJQLዾFDQWO\�PRUH� WUDQVSDUHQW�� 7KH�ZD\� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH�SK\VLFDO� HPSKDVLV�
in postural yoga serves both as a link to its premodern history and as the 
pragmatic grounds for its adoption as a modern practice also becomes 
apparent. Last, it will be shown that contemporary practitioners of yoga 
are seeking to develop a coherent philosophical framework in which to 
situate their experience of the physical, and especially postural, dimension 
of modern yoga and thereby turn over a new leaf in the history of yoga 
traditions.

the origins of modern yoga

$Q� HPHUJLQJ� ERG\� RI� VFKRODUVKLS� KDV� JHQHUDWHG� VLJQLዾFDQW� FRPSOH[LW\�
in our understandings of the development of modern yoga traditions in 
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the twentieth century. Among contemporary studies that have brought 
philosophical and historical methods to bear on modern traditions, the work 
RI�D�KDQGIXO�RI�VFKRODUV��LQFOXGLQJ�-RVHSK�$OWHU���������������0DUN�6LQJOHWRQ�
(2010), and Norman Sjoman (1996), stands out. Their work has revealed 
that modern yoga is, in fact, thoroughly modern in that it is a product of 
a particular historical moment in the twentieth century in which many 
RI� WKH�SULQFLSOHV� RI�PRGHUQLW\� KDG� UHDFKHG� WKHLU� ]HQLWK�� 7KH� IRXQGDWLRQ�
for modern postural yoga practice is the medieval and early modern 
practice of KDKD\RJD��RU�WKH�ૺ\RJD�RI�IRUFH�ૻ�D�V\VWHP�RI�\RJD�WKDW�XWLOL]HG�
posture (ÃVDQD) and breath control (SUÃࡌÃ\ÃPD) as central techniques for 
transforming the energies of the body (or “subtle body”) in such a way as 
WR�HዽHFW�VSLULWXDO�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��7KH�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKHVH�WZR�GLPHQVLRQV�
of yoga in modern traditions demonstrates the prominence of these two 
limbs (DࡊJD) of yoga in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, leading up 
to the modern period.1 However, the link to the KDKD\RJD traditions is only 
one element in the complex formulation of modern yoga. One major part of 
the picture, documented by Alter and others, is that the physical culture of 
KDKD\RJD served as a bridge to the physical culturalist movement and a 
ODUJHU�FDOOLVWKHQLF�FUD]H�WKDW�VZHSW�,QGLD�DQG�WKH�JOREH�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��

Modern yoga thus is the product of the integration of a range of 
philosophical and physical cultures at a moment in Indian history where 
FRVPRSROLWDQ�FXUUHQWV�ZHUH�ዿRZLQJ�DW�DQ�DFFHOHUDWLQJ�SDFH�DQG�WKH�QDWLRQ�
itself was emerging from the colonial era. The threads that were woven 
together included Indian religious theories and practices of yoga, especially 
KDKD\RJD�WUDGLWLRQV��HPSLULFLVP�DQG�VFLHQWLዾF�WKRXJKW��(XURSHDQ�SK\VLFDO�

1 This use of the term limb (DࡊJD) is with reference to the notion of “limbed” systems 
of yoga found in Indic traditions, such as the formulations of yoga referred to as 
�JD\RJD (“eight-limbed yoga”), in which ÃVDQDࡊÃࡨJD\RJD (“six-limbed yoga”) and DࡊDࠒDࡨ
and SUÃࡌÃ\ÃPD are often members.
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FXOWXUDOLVW�WKRXJKW��FDOOLVWKHQLF�ዾWQHVV�FXOWXUH��(XURSHDQ�J\PQDVWLFV�DQG�
bodybuilding; Indian wrestling, gymnastics, and martial arts traditions; and 
Indian nationalist ideology. As Mark Singleton (2010, 208) writes in his work 
Yoga Body: The Origins of Modern Posture Practice:

The history of modern physical culture overlaps and intersects with the 

histories of para-religious, “unchurched” spirituality; Western esotericism; 

medicine, health, and hygiene; chiropractic, osteopathy, and bodywork; 

body centered psychotherapy; the modern revival of Hinduism; and the 

sociopolitical demands of the emergent modern Indian nation (to name a 

few). In turn, each of these histories is intimately linked to a transnational, 

anglophone yoga.

The transformation of modern yoga into a transnational entity, one that 
extends across cultural and geographical boundaries, is rooted in its origin 
in the cosmopolitan zeitgeist of early twentieth-century India (Strauss 2005, 
87–114; Sarbacker 2008, 161–83). In particular, the combination of favoring 
D�VFLHQWLዾF�IUDPH�RYHU�\RJD�PHWDSK\VLF��RI�IXVLQJ�WKH�SK\VLFDO�FXOWXUH�RI�
KDKD\RJD with Indian and european disciplines, and of championing of 
yoga in popular media by prominent cultural icons (such as Yehudi Menuhin) 
served to juxtapose the exotic and the familiar in a manner that created 
multiple points of interface for yoga in modern society. The fact that yoga 
LV�ERWK�H[RWLF�DQG�IDPLOLDU�DW�WKH�VDPH�PRPHQW૨૨ERWK�ZLWKLQ�DQG�RXWVLGH�RI�
,QGLD૨૨KDV�TXLWH�OLNHO\�EHHQ�RQH�RI�LWV�JUHDWHVW�DSSHDOV��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��WKH�
discourses and practices of modern yoga are coextensive with a modern 
FRVPRSROLWDQ��DQG�ODUJHO\�(XUR�$PHULFDQ��DQG�JOREDOL]HG�FXOWXUH�DV�WKH\�
play on familiar themes while at the same time retaining the glimmer of 
VRPHWKLQJ�H[RWLF�RU�IRUHLJQ��/LNHZLVH��$JHKDQDQGD�%KDUDWLV�VR�FDOOHG�SL]]D�
HዽHFW૨૨WKH�F\FOLFDO�ዿRZ�RI�SUDFWLFHV�IURP�RQH�SDUW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�WR�RWKHUV�
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DQG� EDFN� DJDLQ૨૨FUHDWHV� FRQGLWLRQV� WKDW� DOORZ� WKH� SURFHVVHV� WKURXJK�
ZKLFK�PRGHUQ�\RJD�KDV�DULVHQ�WR�EH�UHLዾHG�DQG�IXUWKHU�DXJPHQWHG�E\�WKH�
implications (cultural and economic) of yoga as an authoritatively Indian 
tradition that returns to India transformed. In other words, the status of 
\RJD��ZKLFK�IRU�PRVW���WK�FHQWXU\�+LQGXV�ZDV�QRW�RI�PDMRU�VLJQLዾFDQFH�LQ�
WKHLU�HYHU\GD\�OLIH��KDV�EHFRPH�PDJQLዾHG�WKURXJK�WKH�DWWHQWLRQ�WKDW�LW�KDV�
UHFHLYHG�RXWVLGH�RI�,QGLD��OLNHZLVH��D�JOREDOL]HG�\RJD�KDV�UHWXUQHG�WR�,QGLD�
and has transformed native understandings and practice. With the rise of 
the Divyayog movement of Swami Ramdev, arguably as a culmination of this 
process, the sheer popular scope of the practice of modern forms of yoga 
in contemporary India is unprecedented in Indian history, a counterpart of 
the rise of yoga as an iconic global spirituality outside of India (Sarbacker 
2014, 356–58).

Modern postural yoga and 
modern meditative yoga

In a recent work on modern yoga, De Michelis developed a scheme 
for understanding the branches of modern yoga that has proven quite 
LQዿXHQWLDO�� 7ZR� RI� WKH� SULPDU\� EUDQFKHV� WKDW� VKH� LGHQWLዾHV� DUH�PRGHUQ�
postural yoga, or MPY, and modern meditative yoga, or MMY. This 
GLዽHUHQWLDWLRQ�UHዿHFWV�WKH�IRFXV�RI�03<�RQ�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�ERG\�DQG�
the focus of MMY on the development of the mind, as well as the way in 
which these foci� KDYH� FRPH� WR� FKDUDFWHUL]H� PRGHUQ� \RJD� WUDGLWLRQV� LQ�
an overarching manner. A key example of MPY would be the tradition of 
Iyengar Yoga, which is characteristically focused on developing a great 
degree of “alignment” within yoga postures (ÃVDQD), which involves a 
careful awareness and study of the kinesthetic and anatomical qualities 
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of such postures. Quintessential of MMY, the Transcendental Meditation 
system of Maharishi Mahesh Yoga is centered principally on the recitation 
RI�PDQWUDV��RU�YHUEDO�LQFDQWDWLRQV��VXFK�DV�2ऻ��ZKLOH�LQ�D�VHDWHG�SRVLWLRQ��

The split between MPY and MMY traditions is due to a number of factors, 
one of the primary ones being the shift toward MPY as a bridge to modern 
conceptions and concerns about the body. As mentioned above, MPY 
as a modern form of practice appeals to a culture-neutral cosmopolitan 
domain while retaining its mystical and exotic air in other ways. In its focus 
on the body and its shift away from a metaphysical or overtly religious 
standpoint, it appeals to the broader assumptions and commitments of 
LWV� DXGLHQFH�� RQH� WKDW� LV� FRQFHUQHG� ZLWK� ዾWQHVV� DQG� KHDOWK૨૨SHUKDSV�
spiritually curious, but suspicious of sectarian language and commitments. 
MMY traditions may pursue this course as well; the TM tradition has an 
H[WHQVLYH�KLVWRU\�RI�SHUIRUPLQJ�ૺ VFLHQWLዾFૻ�VWXGLHV�RI�WKH�KHDOWK�EHQHዾWV�RI�
WKH�70�PHGLWDWLRQ�V\VWHP��DUJXLQJ�WKDW�WKH�HዽHFWV�RI�70�DUH�PHDVXUDEOH�
and practical. However, MPY traditions have wielded a stronger and more 
successful campaign in this regard, with the body as a sort of lingua franca 
LQ� WKH� FXOWXUDO� WUDQVODWLRQ� SURFHVV�� 7KH� SK\VLFDO� GLVFLSOLQHV૨૨DWKOHWLFV��
FDOLVWKHQLFV��J\PQDVWLFV��PDUWLDO�DUWV��DQG�VR�IRUWK૨૨DUH�DQDORJRXV�WR�\RJD�
LQ�FOHDU�DQG�LGHQWLዾDEOH�ZD\V��SDUWO\�EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�ZRYHQ�LQWR�WKH�YHU\�
fabric of modern yoga. With respect to a discipline like TM, the closest 
comparative analogue might be prayer, a resonance that potentially brings 
TM into much closer proximity to religion than to therapeutic or healing 
systems of the types associated with MPY. Postural forms of yoga have, and 
have had, a winning argument in the global dissemination of yoga, and of 
culture, since they conform to the expectations of their audience. They are 
adapted in numerous ways to strengthen ties while reducing alienation. As 
the postural forms of yoga have moved further away from their sectarian 
roots, they have deepened their penetration of global physical culture, 
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HVSHFLDOO\� WKURXJK� WKHLU�DGRSWLRQ� LQ�YDULRXV�ዾWQHVV�PHGLXPV��H[WHQGLQJ�
into the private and public gymnasium as well as into the yoga studio.

On the other hand, it would be premature to dismiss postural forms of 
yoga for having completely discharged the spiritual side of yoga in favor 
RI� LWV�SK\VLFDO�HOHPHQW��2QH�UHDVRQ� LV�WKDW�HYHQ� LQ�WKH�PRVW�VHFXODUL]HG�
environments, yoga still retains a glimmer of its mystique and spiritual 
DSSHDO૨૨HYHQ� LI� LW� LV� VLPSO\� WKH� LGHD� RI� ૺIHHOLQJ� JUHDWૻ� DIWHU� D� \RJD�
session. Among those outside of the Indian context, yoga is associated 
positively with the exotic and spiritual; within India, it is associated with 
WKH�FDWFKLQJ�RQ�RI�D�QDWLYH�WUDGLWLRQ��ZLWK�D�VHQVH�RI�WKH�VLJQLዾFDQFH�RI�WKH�
practice as part of the Hindu tradition of renunciation. A second reason, 
and the one that will be examined here in more detail, is that the principal 
proponents and formulators of modern yoga do not see the physicality 
of yoga as an impediment to spiritual development but rather believe 
that there is an inner practice of yoga that brings spiritual depth to its 
performance. In fact, a large number, if not the majority, of contemporary 
cosmopolitan forms of postural yoga are descended from the teachings of 
%��.��6��,\HQJDU�DQG�.��3DWWDEKL�-RLV��ZKR�ERWK�DUWLFXODWHG�YLVLRQV�RI�\RJD�LQ�
which spiritual transformation occurs within what might be viewed as the 
trappings of a physical practice. This conception of inner transformation 
within outer transformation represented in postural traditions exists in 
latent form within even the most radically physical traditions of yoga. This 
can be related to the fact that modern yoga is descended from KDKD\RJD 
traditions, in which a similar physical-spiritual dynamic exists. To the 
,QGLDQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��SK\VLFDO�GLVFLSOLQH�KDV�PHQWDO�DQG�VSLULWXDO�HዽHFWV��
regardless of the motivation for performing such discipline. It can also be 
connected to the idea that yoga “bridges the gap” between body and mind 
RU�VSLULW��RU�ERWK૨૨WKDW� WKHUH� LV�D�ૺVFLHQFH�RI�\RJDૻ� WKDW� WUDQVFHQGV� WKH�
GXDOLVPV�WKDW�FKDUDFWHUL]H�PRGHUQLW\�
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b. K. s. Iyengar and K. Pattabhi Jois:  
bridging the gap

:KDW�LV�WKH�GLዽHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�\RJD�DQG�SK\VLFDO�H[HUFLVH�RU�FDOLVWKHQLFV"�
7KLV� TXHVWLRQ� DGGUHVVHV� WKH� FUXFLDO� GLዽHUHQFH� LQ� SHUFHSWLRQ� RI� \RJD� DV�
a form of exercise or as a form of spirituality or philosophy. Is there a 
GLዽHUHQFH��RU�LV�\RJD�HVVHQWLDOO\�DQ�,QGLDQ�H[HUFLVH�V\VWHP�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�
FR�RSWHG�LQ�WKH�PRGHUQ�HUD�E\�YDULRXV�+LQGX�DQG�QRQ�+LQGX�SURSRQHQWV"�
This question has been directly answered by two of the most important 
ዾJXUHV�LQ�WKH�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�PRGHUQ�\RJD��%��.��6��,\HQJDU�DQG�.��3DWWDEKL�
-RLV��,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV�ZHUH�ERWK�WKH�GLVFLSOHV�RI�7LUXPDODL�.ULVKQDPDFKDU\D�
(1888–1988). Tirumalai krishnamacharya was a major formulator of modern 
yoga in the early twentieth century, who lived in Southern India, notably 
in the cities of Mysore and chennai. krishnamacharya is considered by 
many in the contemporary context to be the father of modern yoga, as 
he was instrumental in developing movement-oriented postural systems 
WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�H[WUHPHO\�LQዿXHQWLDO��6LQJOHWRQ�DQG�)UDVHU���������૱�����
.ULVKQDPDFKDU\DV�GLVFLSOHV��PRVW�SURPLQHQWO\�,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV��VXFFHHGHG�
to degrees greater than their guru: they brought yoga to an international 
DQG�FRVPRSROLWDQ�DXGLHQFH��7KRXJK�,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV�HPSKDVL]HG�GLዽHUHQW�
parts of krishnamacharya’s teachings, adapted and augmented them in 
important ways, they both drew upon the physicality of his system in a 
FRPSHOOLQJ�ZD\��+RZHYHU��ERWK�,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV�FRQWLQXHG�WR�VHH�\RJD�DV�
something more than a system of physical discipline or exercise. In Light 

on Yoga��,\HQJDU��>����@�����������DUJXHV��ૺSUDFWLFH�RI�ÃVDQDV�ZLWKRXW�WKH�
backing of yama and niyama [ethical restraint and spiritual discipline] is 
mere acrobatics.” More recently, in his work Light on Life, Iyengar (2005a, 
����VWDWHG�WKDW�\RJD�LV�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�D�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�
pain rather than a “grin and bear it” attitude, which would be characteristic 
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RI�FDOOLVWKHQLF�H[HUFLVHV�� -RLV�������������RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��VWDWHV� LQ�KLV�
work Yoga Mala that “the Sun Salutations [a ubiquitous practice in modern 
yoga] done without following the rules mentioned above [the use of linked 
PRYHPHQW��EUHDWK�FRQWURO��PHGLWDWLRQ��JD]H��DQG�HQHUJHWLF�ORFNV@�DUH�OLWWOH�
more than exercise.” In the case of Iyengar, the stated focus is upon the 
SURSHU� HWKLFDO� DQG� FRQWHPSODWLYH� SHUVSHFWLYH�� )RU� -RLV�� WKH� HPSKDVLV� LV�
on the inner practice of concentration and energy control. In both cases, 
these observances are understood to separate true yoga from calisthenics 
or physical exercise.

This further suggests, as Gudrun Bühnemann (2007, 17–24) has 
argued, that the limbs or elements of yoga that are more clearly moral, 
contemplative, or spiritual are understood as being found within, or 
DV� IUDPLQJ� WKH� SRVWXUDO� SUDFWLFH� RI� \RJD�� )ROORZLQJ� LQ� WKH� IRRWVWHSV� RI�
.ULVKQDPDFKDU\D�� ERWK� ,\HQJDU� DQG� -RLV� IUDPH� WKHLU� SUDFWLFH� RI� \RJD� LQ�
light of the DࡨÃࡊJD\RJD rubric of Patañjali, the so-called eight-limbed yoga. 
However, their mode of practice is more characteristically modern, being 
informed by the physical disciplines with which it is in conversation, but also 
drawing heavily upon the premodern KDKD\RJD�traditions for inspiration. 
The physical body as an object of focus is both an entry point into the 
practice of yoga and the place in which the spirituality of yoga is focused 
and expanded. It is a neutral point of reference, eminently familiar, and at 
the same time an opening to the spiritual dimension of yoga. It is worth 
noting that in Light on Yoga and Yoga Mala��,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV�SUHVHQW�WKHLU�
respective visions of yoga that situate it clearly within a philosophical and 
religious context; however, the practice portion of each work makes little 
UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�VSLULWXDO�RU�SKLORVRSKLFDO��EXW�UDWKHU�HPSKDVL]HV�WHFKQLFDO�
detail. The generic postural yoga and movement-oriented YLQ\ÃVD styles of 
yoga that descend from these traditions are further distanced from many 
DVVXPSWLRQV�DQG�DVVHUWLRQV� LQ� WKH�ZRUNV� RI� ,\HQJDU� DQG� -RLV�� 7KH�RIWHQ�
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implicit spirituality of yoga might be said to bridge the modern religious-
VHFXODU�JDS� �9DQ�GHU�9HHU������������� LQ�VDWLVI\LQJ�ZD\V�DQG� WR�RዽHU�D�
QHZ�ZD\� RI� UHODWLQJ� WR� WKH� ERG\� WKDW� DSSHDOV� WR� DQ� LGHDOL]HG� QRWLRQ� RI�
VHOI૨૨ZKDW�LW�PLJKW�EHFRPH૨૨WKDW�KDV�FURVV�FXOWXUDO�DSSHDO��6ULQLYDV�������
������,W�PD\�DOVR�SRLQW�WR�D�PRGH�RI�VSLULWXDOLW\�RU�UHOLJLRVLW\�WKDW�LV�GHዾQHG�
E\� DFWLRQ૨૨RUWKRSUD[\૨૨DV� RSSRVHG� WR� LWV� GRFWULQDO� RU� SKLORVRSKLFDO�
elements. This implicit identity is made explicit in shared structural forms 
of embodiment (Holdrege 1999, 37–39).

collapsing the spirit into the body: 
the analogue of KDKD\RJD and the 
dawn of the “science of yoga”

What should be noted here is that the collapsing of the spiritual into the 
physical, the esoteric into the exoteric, bears a strong resemblance to 
the methodologies of the KDKD\RJD traditions that are the foundation 
for much of modern yoga practice. +DKD\RJD, the “yoga of force,” is 
D� PHGLHYDO� V\VWHP� WKDW� XWLOL]HV� SK\VLFDO� DFWLRQV૨૨PRVW� QRWDEO\� ÃVDQD 
(posture), and SUÃࡌÃ\ÃPD� �EUHDWK�FRQWURO�૨૨IRU� WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�HዽHFWLQJ�
spiritual liberation and the attainment of occult powers. +DKD\RJD is a 
method for obtaining spiritual perfection (siddhi), which can be understood 
in terms of both liberation and magical power, as one of the most well-
known KDKD\RJD texts, the +DKD\RJDSUDGíSLNÃ� (also known as the 
+DKDSUDGíSLNÃ), attests (HYP I.11). There, KDKD\RJD is described as being 
performed for the purpose of UÃMD\RJD, the “royal yoga” (HYP I.1, II.76). 
5ÃMD\RJD�is a term for the practice of deep meditation (VDPÃGKL) outlined in 
the yoga system propounded in the <RJDVĭWUD, the formative text on yoga 
from the early centuries of the common era. In the fourth chapter of the 
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+DKD\RJDSUDGíSLNÃ, UÃMD\RJD is equated with a range of terms indicating 
PHGLWDWLYH� PDVWHU\� DQG� VSLULWXDO� SHUIHFWLRQ૨૨WHUPV� LQFOXGLQJ� VDPÃGKL, 
XQPDQí, PDQRQPDQí, DPDUDWYD, laya, tattva, ĝĭQ\ÃĝĭQ\D, SDUDPDSDGD, 
DPDQDVND, advaita, QLUÃODPED, QLUD³MDQD, MíYDQPXNWL, VDKDMD, and turya 
(HYP IV.3–4). It is obtained principally through the arresting of vital air 
(SUÃࡌD) through a particular type of breath control (SUÃࡌÃ\ÃPD) referred to 
as (NHYDOD) NXPEKDND, in which both inhalation and exhalation are arrested 
(HYP II.71–78, IV.6). The mastery of arresting SUÃࡌD is augmented through 
obtaining proper posture (ÃVDQD), through breath control (SUÃࡌÃ\ÃPD) 
DQG�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�ዿRZ�RI�HQHUJ\�LQ�WKH�ERG\�WKURXJK�ૺELQGLQJVૻ��EDQGKD) 
and “seals” (PXGUÃ���7KH�SRLQW�WR�EH�HPSKDVL]HG�KHUH�LV�WKDW�KDKD\RJD�
is construed as being a system of physical (and, by extension, energetic) 
practice that facilitates the development of deep contemplative states in 
which mind meets spirit and a state of liberation and power is conferred. 
5ÃMD\RJD� LV� VHHQ� DV� H[WHQGLQJ� QDWXUDOO\� �LI� QRW� EHLQJ� IRUFLEO\� HዽHFWHG��
from the proper control of the body and its energetic structure. The 
meditative process of UÃMD\RJD is validated but simultaneously subsumed 
under the rubric of KDKD\RJD. This follows a larger emphasis within the 
+DKD\RJDSUDGíSLNÃ�in which various yogic methodologies, including those 
of earlier systems of layayoga and PDQWUD\RJD, are subsumed within the 
practice of KDKD\RJD (Mallinson 2011, 773), perhaps anticipating the 
synthetic nature of modern yoga in important ways.

In this collapsing of the spiritual or mental into the physical, the idea 
of a process whereby the transformation of the body and breath is seen 
E\�D�SUDFWLWLRQHU�DV�HዽHFWLQJ�D�GHHSHU�VSLULWXDO�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��SDUDOOHOV�
the persistence of an inner spirituality in modern postural yoga traditions. 
2QH�PDLQ�GLዽHUHQFH��KRZHYHU��LV�WKH�PDQQHU�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�LQQHU��HQHUJHWLF�
body is understood and addressed in the context of practice. This is where 
KDKD\RJD� concepts of the energetic body give way to modern yoga 
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ideas such as that of “alignment.” These ideas contain notions of perfect 
yoga posture and its transformative potential as tangible structural and 
physical processes. Likewise, the notion of the transformation of spirit 
through the opening of the energetic body, or of emotional life through 
WKH� GHYHORSPHQW� RI� GHHS� ዿH[LELOLW\� DQG� MRLQW�PRELOLW\� �VXFK� DV� WKURXJK�
HODERUDWH� EDFN�EHQGLQJ� WHFKQLTXHV� IRXQG� LQ� WUDGLWLRQV� VXFK� DV� -RLVV��
RዽHUV� DQ� DQDORJXH� WR� PHGLHYDO� ,QGLDQ� FRQFHSWLRQV� RI� WKH� VXEWOH� ERG\�
with its channels (QÃࠒí) and wheels (FDNUD), while still approximating and 
referencing modern anatomical and physiological conceptions of the body 
in a direct way. It is paralleled by the manner in which, as Alter (2004, 73–
108) demonstrates, the prominent yoga modernist Swami kuvalayananda 
VRXJKW�WR�DQDO\]H�D�VSHFWUXP�RI�\RJLF�SUDFWLFHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�IUDPHZRUN�RI�
D�PRGHUQ�PHGLFDO�SDUDGLJP�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�WKH�HዽHFWV�RI�WKHVH�
practices in physiological terms. 

,Q�WKH�,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV�WUDGLWLRQV��PHGLHYDO�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�VXEWOH�
HQHUJHWLF�ERG\�DUH�QRW�ZKROO\�DEDQGRQHG૨૨UDWKHU��WKH\�VHUYH�DV�D�IUDPLQJ�
narrative for understanding how energy or the spirit can be manifested in 
WKH�ERG\�LQ�VXEWOH�DQG�FRQFUHWH�ZD\V��7KH�SXULዾFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�ERG\�
WKURXJK�WKH�GHVWUXFWLRQ�RI�GLVHDVH�LV�D�ዾUVW�VWHS�WRZDUG�WKH�UHDOL]DWLRQ�RI�
an innermost self that is the “nature of supreme peace and eternal bliss” 
�-RLV��������૱�����RU��DOWHUQDWLYHO\��ૺWKH�WUXH�XQLRQ�RI�RXU�ZLOO�ZLWK�WKH�ZLOO�
of God” (Iyengar [1977] 1994, 19). To turn this argument around, it might 
also be asked to what degree that the formulation of KDKD\RJD during 
yoga’s medieval era represented a coming to terms with what were then 
contemporary shifts in body culture due to the dissemination of previously 
foreign conceptions of the body, from china or central Asia for example, 
and through the development of indigenous tantric conceptions of the body 
WKDW� GUHZ�RQ� QRQ�%UÃKPDीLFDO� �L�૧H��� QRQ�SULHVWO\�� VRXUFHV�� /LNHZLVH�� WKH�
so-called classical yoga tradition of Patañjali’s <RJDVĭWUD is quite clearly an 
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DWWHPSW�WR�V\QWKHVL]H�DQG�RUJDQL]H�ERWK�%UÃKPDीLFDO��SULHVWO\��DQG�QRQ�
%UÃKPDीLFDO��L�૧H���%XGGKLVW�DQG�-DLQD��FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�\RJD�DQG�DVFHWLFLVP�
in a coherent and orthodoxy-friendly way. Larger conceptions regarding the 
constitution of the mind and body, along with pervasive bodily disciplines and 
practices, provide a framework in which practices of yoga are understood in 
all of these contexts. Modern yoga traditions in this regard are analogous 
to, and as authentic as, their historical counterparts in their assimilation 
of the ideas and practices that frame embodiment in the modern context. 
They were founded in the tensions of a time of great upheaval in India, and 
thus they are both products of and productive of global processes. As Alter 
(2004, 106) comments with respect to kuvalayananda’s research project 
on the physiology of yoga,

The programmatic features of this research, as its creative confusion 

reveals the parameters of a distinctive ontology, has more to do with 

an alternative global modernity than with the manifest tension between 

colonialism and nationalism, east and West, as these tensions are 

ORFDOL]HG�LQ�,QGLD��7KH�JOREDO�UHDFK�RI�VFLHQFH�PDNHV�WKLV�SRVVLEOH��EXW�WKH�

cosmic scope of Yoga’s ontology prevents Yoga from being subsumed by 

the epistemology to which it is subject.

The appeal of this ‘physicalism’ of modern yoga traditions, in part a 
SURGXFW� RI� VXFK� H[HUFLVHV� LQ� FURVV�FXOWXUDO� SURGXFWLRQ�� LV� H[HPSOLዾHG� LQ�
the often repeated phrase “science of yoga,” which encapsulates the 
PRGHUQ�ዾJXUDWLRQ�RI�\RJD�DV�DSSHDOLQJ�WR�D�XQLYHUVDO��WUDQVQDWLRQDO��DQG�
transcultural truth. In this spirit, the multifaceted role of the modern yoga 
WHDFKHU�LV�VXPPDUL]HG�WKXV�E\�%��.��6��,\HQJDU������E������ૺ :KHQ�,�SUDFWLFH��
I am a philosopher. When I teach, I am a scientist. When I demonstrate, I 
DP�DQ�DUWLVW�ૻ �:LWK�UHVSHFW�WR�\RJD�DV�VFLHQFH��-RLV�������������LQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�
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WKH�QHHG�IRU�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�VHQVHV�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�QDWXUDOO\�HዽHFWLQJ�ELUWK�
FRQWURO�DQG�OHDGLQJ�WR�JUHDWHU�VRFLDO�KDUPRQ\��UHዿHFWV�

Thus, those that want to lead long, happy lives free from illness, and want 

WR�EULQJ�IRUWK�RዽVSULQJ�ZKR�DUH�KHDOWK\�DQG�LQWHOOHFWXDO��PXVW�WDNH�WR�WKH�

philosophy of yoga and its practices. This the science of yoga declares 

like the sounding of a drum. And this I say again to the youth of today, so 

strongly do I feel about the matter.

%XW�XOWLPDWHO\��IRU�-RLV��������������WKH�JRDO�RI�WKH�ૺVFLHQFH�RI�\RJDૻ�LV�WR�
embody the practice, become spiritually transformed and thus capable of 
compassionately helping the world:

In the modern world, people have many kinds of fears and inaccurate 

notions about the science of yoga. In order to allay such fears and correct 

VXFK�QRWLRQV��WKH�SDWK�RI�\RJD�VKRXOG�ዾUVW�EH�SUDFWLFHG�LQ�DFFRUGDQFH�ZLWK�

the scriptures, its fruits experienced, and then be passed on to others. As 

many great people in the world are knowledgeable about the science of 

yoga, they should foster able disciples, direct them on the proper path, 

DQG�WKHQ�VHQG�WKHP�IRUWK�IRU�WKH�EHQHዾW�RI�WKH�XQLYHUVH�

conclusion:  
reclaiming the spirit through the body

contemporary postural yoga traditions, many of which are extensions and 
DGDSWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�PRGHUQ�WUDGLWLRQV�RI�,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV��FRQWLQXH�WR�SXUVXH�
WKH�VSLULWXDO�DQG�SKLORVRSKLFDO�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�\RJD�E\�ዾQGLQJ�ZD\V�WR�LQWHJUDWH�
contemplation within the framework of postural practice. Traditions with 



110

Reclaiming the Spirit through the Body: The Nascent Spirituality of Modern Postural Yoga  

GHHS�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�OLQHDJH��OLNH�WKRVH�RI�,\HQJDU�DQG�-RLV��DOORZ�PHPEHUV�
to swim upstream and pursue the philosophical and spiritual dimensions 
of yoga by delving deeper into the background of their teachers and their 
teachers’ traditions. In the case of Iyengar, a deep legacy of physicalism in 
practice is complemented by a wide-ranging collection of written works on 
Indian philosophy and yoga spirituality that has, for the most part, sated his 
disciples who have pursued such an interest. This is in addition to a clearly 
articulated and understood principle found in Iyengar yoga: that postural 
SUDFWLFH�LWVHOI�LV�QRW�VLPSO\�D�SK\VLFDO�H[HUFLVH�EXW�RዽHUV�WUXH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�
IRU�VHOI�UHDOL]DWLRQ��7KH�.ULVKQDPDFKDU\D�OLQHDJH�KDV�PRUH�JHQHUDOO\�GUDZQ�
students towards the DࡨÃࡊJD\RJD system and the literature of yoga, 
especially the <RJDVĭWUD, due to its having being championed by the guru 
and his successors. One example of the extrapolation of yoga philosophy 
in this vein is the recent work by yoga teacher and scholar Michael Stone 
(2008), entitled The Inner Tradition of Yoga: A Guide to Yoga Philosophy 

IRU� WKH� &RQWHPSRUDU\� 3UDFWLWLRQHU�� LQ� ZKLFK� D� GLVFLSOH� RI� 3DWWDEKL� -RLV�
works to articulate a larger philosophical framework for understanding 
WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�SUDFWLFH�RI�\RJD�� LQWHJUDWLQJ�ERWK�3ÃWD³MDOD�\RJD�DQG�
Buddhist philosophy. The goal of such work is to reconstruct the conceptual 
framework of yoga, focusing on the notion of the integration of the 
philosophical and spiritual into the physical practice of yoga. In this respect, 
ZRUN� OLNH�6WRQHV� UHSUHVHQWV�D� UHዿHFWLRQ�XSRQ� WKH�PRGHUQ�FROODSVLQJ�RI�
contemplation into body-focused practice, and a contemporary concern 
for the reclamation or reconstruction of a philosophical context for the 
practice of modern yoga. Another contemporary approach to bringing a 
philosophical and contemplative perspective to the physical dimension of 
yoga is the integration of Buddhist techniques of mindfulness meditation, 
especially insight meditation (YLSDVVDQÃ), into ÃVDQD�practice. A notable 
example of this approach is cyndi Lee’s (2004) work entitled Yoga Body, 
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Buddha Mind, in which a prominent American yoga teacher applies her 
H[SHULHQFH�LQ�PLQGIXOQHVV�PHGLWDWLRQ�WR�\RJD�SUDFWLFH��DLPLQJ�WR�ዾOO�D�JDS�
LQ�SK\VLFDO�SUDFWLFH�E\�RዽHULQJ�D�FRQWHPSODWLYH�DQJOH�RQ�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�
of posture. In the case of Lee, it might be argued that the distance of 
her physical training from its rootedness in Indian philosophy has led her 
to bridge to another tradition entirely, arguably drawing on a Buddhist 
SUDFWLFH�WKDW�PLJKW�EH�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�DV�D�00<��RU�PRGHUQ�PHGLWDWLYH�\RJD��
The dichotomy of MPY and MMY thus gives way, or is transcended, in the 
quest for a holistic and complete approach to yoga. As a last example: In 
his Original Yoga (2012), Richard Rosen (a long-term Iyengar practitioner), 
looks to medieval KDKD\RJD texts to tap into the roots of modern yoga 
traditions and to clarify the connections and disconnections between 
premodern and modern forms of yoga.

Modern yoga forms and their contemporary descendants exist in the 
tension between athletic and therapeutic physical discipline, on the one 
KDQG��DQG�FRQWHPSODWLYH�VSLULWXDO�SUDFWLFH��RQ�WKH�RWKHU��,Q�WKH�ዾUVW�FDVH��
a philosophical framework already exists for understanding the purpose 
DQG�HዽHFWV�RI�SUDFWLFH��DQG�DOWKRXJK�WKLV�IUDPHZRUN�LV�IRU�WKH�PRVW�SDUW�
unarticulated, it appeals to the language of science, healing, and self-help 
to contribute to its relevance for a contemporary audience. However, to 
the degree that modern postural yoga is understood as a contemplative 
or spiritual exercise, appeals to tradition and reconstructive philosophical 
work become necessary to make such an understanding coherent, tangible, 
DQG� H[SOLFLW�� $V� WKH� SRVWXUDO� GLPHQVLRQ� RI� \RJD� EHFRPHV� PRUH� ዾUPO\�
HVWDEOLVKHG�� LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG�� DQG� QRUPDOL]HG� DV� SDUW� RI� D� JOREDOL]HG�
contemporary culture, it is not surprising that there is greater interest in 
exploring the philosophical and spiritual content of these traditions in more 
self-conscious and deliberate ways by its committed, and often lifelong, 
practitioners. Through their pursuit of such a coherent framework, they are 
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active participants in turning over a new leaf in yoga’s long history as an 
Indian and global phenomenon.
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