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Decolonizing Yoga? Is it going deep enough? 
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By Patrick McCartney, Phd 

The decolonization of yoga is an important project. It has produced a variety of conversations 

amongst scholars and the average consumer of yoga alike. This is based mostly around the idea of 

cultural appropriation. As a scholar-practitioner, one thing I am trying to understand is when 

agitators for decolonizing yoga appear to not really know what they are talking about, which seems 

to have the potential to derail the project. I say this, because it seems that, instead of decolonizing, 

in many instances, what happens is more likely a type of enabling. I’ll explain what I mean by this 

below. 

I’ve been thinking about this issue for some time. However, the other day I watched a clip on 

Youtube about decolonizing yoga, which featured Nisha Ahuja, who seems to know a bit about 

yoga, and is a self-appointed decolonizer of yoga, as is explained in this interview. However, I take 

umbrage at some of the assertions that she, like many others make, in their attempts to decolonize 

http://www.decolonizingyoga.com/
https://books.google.co.jp/books?id=GDfQDAAAQBAJ&pg=PA24&lpg=PA24&dq=decolonizing+yoga+image+google&source=bl&ots=Zi8C0Urlc-&sig=OUoeVZgfQ_BOEdhR0ro3COgQ1UM&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjZrerwoo7ZAhULo5QKHccQBL4Q6AEIODAC#v=onepage&q=decolonizing%20yoga%20image%20google&f=false
http://www.bendingtowardsjustice.org/nisha-ahuja-1.html
http://www.decolonizingyoga.com/exploring-yoga-cultural.../
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yoga. Below, I focus on one statement that she offers early in the interview as a platform to a wider 

discussion. 

To say that, “Yoga is a 5000 year old medicine/spiritual tradition,” leaves little doubt in my mind 

that there are some huge gaps in Ahuja’s understanding of the historicity of yoga. This might not be 

apparent to others, who see her clearly earnest attempt to help as something to aspire towards. The 

problem, at least how I perceive it, is this: 

How much decolonizing of yoga can occur if the self-appointed decolonizers have a shaky 

understanding of the historicity of yoga, and rely upon a shallow, essentialist, static and 

monolithic understanding of the colonial history and pre-modern history of yoga and South 

Asia? 

This is further complicated by the decolonizing discourse appropriating similar hegemonic 

narratives that were constructed during the colonial era, if not before. Asserting such an antiquity as 

5000 years is quite problematic, mostly because it is relying on the same essentialist narratives that 

Hindu supremacists, the Indian State and other misinformed consumers of global yoga rely on to 

present an idea that yoga, and India, are “timeless”, “ancient” and “spiritual”. Does Nisha Ahuja 

take this date to be factual? If so, where is the evidence beyond an appeal to emotion and authority? 

Or, is it simply an assertion based on emotion, and deference to something just being really old? I 

am quite earnest in asking: How does this rhetoric aid the stated aims of decolonizing yoga? 

Either way, this is an important point that decolonizers need to make explicit, and come to terms 

with. Because, really, to stand up and say, “I’m decolonising yoga.” But, to also say, “Yoga is 5000 

old,” is simply insufficient. 

This is just one example of how the decolonizers of yoga need to improve their game. As, relying 

on the romantic narratives that are also offered by the Indian state as the legitimate version is 

another huge issue for decolonizing yoga. Here is one example. The image below is an official 

advertisement for the Indian government’s tourism ministry and their Incredible !ndia tourism 

campaign. 

https://www.adforum.com/.../yoga/ministry-of-tourism-india
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It is probably not obvious to many people, but this is a disingenuous and false advertisement. It is 

so, because there is no evidence to support that assertion that these particular postures (āsana-s) 

have a deep antiquity of 5000 years. 

It is well known amongst historians, indologists and philologists, whose work focuses on the 

historical development of yoga, that these postures did not come into being until about the 15–16th 

centuries of the current era. A good overview is this chapter, by David White. However, the idea 

that haṭha yoga(precursor to modern postural yoga) was systematised over 5000 years ago, is 

ubiquitous. Like this website, which says: 

Hatha yoga is one of the most widely practiced styles of yoga in the United States, 

according to livestrong.com. It emphasises uniting the body, breath and mind into 

one entity. The practice originated in Northern India more than 5,000 years ago. At 

http://assets.press.princeton.edu/chapters/i9565.pdf
http://iml.jou.ufl.edu/projects/s13/riccinto-a/history.html
http://www.livestrong.com/article/353502-the-history-of-hatha-yoga
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the time, the Brahmnas and mystic seers of the civilization taught yoga as as an 

exercise for the mind, rather than the body. 

But, then you also find ever grander assertions, like this one, on Yogapedia, which says: 

Hatha yoga has been around for thousands and thousands of years. Some people 

believe the tradition to be 5,000 years old while others think it dates back as many as 

10,000 years ago. This great disparity in time is due to the fact that when yoga was 

first being practiced, there was no written word, no paper, no way of transmission 

other than the spoken word. 

Still, Sadhguru’s claim of 15,000 years is difficult to beat, or prove, for that matter. 

Another problematic relates to the spiritualised narrative found within the rhetoric of the marketing 

strategies of the yoga industry and the Indian government’s Ministry of Tourism. Take this 

advertisement as a representative example. 

The featured ‘yoginī’ is Shiva Rea, who, for many years, has been a popular and controversial yoga 

teacher. In this advertisement, we see quite clearly how the essentialised, romantic, colonial-era, 

orientalist narratives about yoga and India are reconstituted into a 21st-century context. Which, is 

manufactured by both the Indian state and the yoga industrial complex, which choose to focus on 

promoting this sense that India is a land of “magic” that enables the individual to “be transformed”. 

It is my assumption that many people would view this advertisement and consider that this is a 

legitimate attempt at a decolonized expression of ‘true’ and ‘authentic’ yoga. The question worth 

asking is: How can we work honestly towards decolonizing yoga, when the current post-colonial 

and corporate handlers of yoga persist with the same colonial rhetoric, that is serving the same 

purpose of those ‘in the West’ who seek to also profit from the commodification of yoga into 

discrete tourism packages that are consumed by a mix of secular and spiritual tourists? 

The point is, decolonizing yoga does not mean the way forward is to blindly accept the post-

colonial, insider narrative. Particularly one that is, as the eminent historian, Romila 

Thapar, explains, supporters and promoters of a Hindu supremacist revision of history, which many 

https://www.yogapedia.com/2/6849/yoga-practice/yoga-types/the-history-of-hatha-yoga
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/4977/hatha-yoga
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/4/yoga
https://medium.com/@psdmccartney/decolonizing-yoga-is-it-going-deep-enough-51a84560cab9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fkphq6NNNfk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fkphq6NNNfk
https://www.dailyo.in/politics/hindutva-colonialism-religious-nationalism-sahitya-akademi-indian-history-two-nation-theory-marxist-historians-thomas-macaulay/story/1/6869.html
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non-Hindu, self-appointed, decolonizers of yoga seem to support, is actually more ‘colonial’ than 

other options. 

Consequently, the creation of a Hindu state is projected as a legitimate objective. The 

unbroken descent of Hindu ancestry and religion from earliest times, according to 

this school of thought, legitimises the primacy of Hindus in the present, and takes up 

from Max Mueller’s construction of a superior Aryan culture and the Aryan 

foundations of Indian (read Hindu) civilisation. Interestingly, it was the 

Theosophists, and in particular Colonel Olcott, who first propagated this theory in 

the late nineteenth century. Olcott argued that the Aryans were indigenous to India 

and took civilisation from India to the West. This theory is now being promoted by 

Hindutva, but with no reference to the colonial view where the origins lie. 

To further explain this point, another problematic claim is the Indian government’s Ministry of 

External Affairs’s assertion on the history and development of yoga, which also propagates an 

ahistorical narrative. 

  

http://www.mea.gov.in/in-focus-article.htm...
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There is too much to say about this last article in the short space I have allocated myself. Let me 

just focus on the image in the picture above, which is the Pashupatinath Seal from the Indus Valley 

Culture (IVC), which predates the arrival of the Vedic-speaking Aryans into South Asia by several 

centuries. In a classic, and hypocritical, case of cultural appropriation, this article suggests that 

because there is an image on this seal of a person sitting cross-legged, that this is evidence of deep 

antiquity to yoga. This is a colonial narrative, which is propagated ad nauseum, by the Indian state 

and countless yoga schools around the world. 

However, just because there is an image on this seal of a person sitting cross-legged does not mean 

that people were doing yoga in the IVC. In logic, this is known as a Dicto Simpliciter, or making a 

hasty generalisation. The point I am trying to make is this. There needs to be more discernment and 

a deeper enquiry into the historicity of yoga. For instance, there is a common assertion that the 

Vedic society was all about ‘peace’ and ‘love,’ which is supposedly proven through, more or less, 

cherry picking particular verses as representative of that entire culture, like: Lokah samastah 

sukhino bhavantu. 

 

  

A brochure from Tamisa Yoga, Kyoto, Japan that uses Lokah samastah sukhino bhavantu. 

https://jivamuktiyoga.com/fotm/lokah-samastah-sukhino-bhavantu/
https://jivamuktiyoga.com/fotm/lokah-samastah-sukhino-bhavantu/
https://tamisa-yoga.com/en
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This statement only gives a very small glimpse into a dynamic and diverse culture. Especially when 

there is incontrovertible linguistic, textual and archaeological evidence to demonstrate how 

martially-focused, power hungry, violent and patriarchal the Vedic society also was. In her latest 

book, which Upinder Singh discusses in this interview, we learn about Political Violence in Ancient 

India, and how religions sanctioned war and aggression. 

 

  

As a Vedic scholar, Jarrod Whittaker’s work on this topic is worth reading to understand more of the 

rich complexities of the deeper strata of Indian history. So too, is Kumari Jayawardena and Malathi 

de Alwis’s work on embodied violence, and how women’s sexuality is communalised in South Asia. 

  

One thing that is not discussed in this decolonizing discourse is how the Brahmins culturally 

appropriated aspects of proto-yoga from the groups who started developing these philosophies and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0bm-xOzPjYg
https://thewire.in/195427/upinder-singh-interview-political-violence-ancient-india/
https://thewire.in/195427/upinder-singh-interview-political-violence-ancient-india/
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/strong-arms-and-drinking-strength-9780199755707?cc=pt&lang=en&
https://books.google.co.jp/books?id=i2AObmt7Z8wC&pg=PA136&lpg=PA136&dq=bhagavad+gita+a+political+treatise&source=bl&ots=kOapqkdp61&sig=SNArxHhUgSMUykmLLoEmBhOhaMw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwio8dHzmI7ZAhXGoZQKHUtlCTs4ChDoAQgmMAA#v=onepage&q=bhagavad%20gita%20a%20political%20treatise&f=false
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practices, like the Ajivikas, Buddhists, and other schools, and incorporated it into their own political 

theology to create a one-stop-shop yoga treatise, i.e. the Bhagavad Gita. This article by Wendy 

Doniger about war and peace in the Bhagavad Gita gives a good context to the life of this text. So 

too, this article by Meera Nanda provides even more context to the history and contemporary 

politics of the text. 

It is worth keeping in mind that this helped create a narrative that the narrow, essentialist, 

monolithic, Brahminical version of yoga is more legitimate. It completely overrides the historicity 

of yoga, which is rich and diverse. It is not enough to simply say that this was all part of the 

zeitgeist of the time, and that many different groups were thinking along similar lines. The Gita 

was, as it remains to be, part of a culture war and counter-revolution that is justified by 

philosophical language and poetic metre, which obfuscates the political intentions behind the text. 

We can see how this operation continues today through the political rhetoric of the Indian state to 

deny the complicated history of South Asia in preference for simplified narrative that posits a 

Brahminical origin for yoga. 

This is seen, quite clearly, in this reconstitution of the essentialist narrative, in the image 

below. Yoga Basics creates a flat, static and ultimately ahistorical link between the Indus-Sarasvati 

civilization (another term for the IVC) and the ‘Rig Veda’. This website suggests that the IVC and 

the Vedic culture are one and the same. This is not correct.  

This is a globalized derivative of a post-colonial narrative favoured by the Indian state that 

originated in the imagination of the colonial masters. This is one example of what Romila Thapar 

discusses in relation to the Hindu nationalists being more ‘colonial’ then there antagonists. 

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2014/12/04/war-and-peace-bhagavad-gita/
https://www.academia.edu/30333963/Ambedkars_Gita
http://www.ambedkar.org/ambcd/19C.Revolution%20and%20Counter%20Rev.%20in%20Ancient%20India%20PARTIII.htm#a9
http://www.yogabasics.com/learn/history-of-yoga/
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The Buddhist scholar, Geoffrey Samuel, explains how, even though there was an underlying cultural 

field, the Vedic religion developed in parallel to the development of the heretical sramana traditions 

of the Buddhists, Jainas and Ajivikas, which we can understand as the proto-yogins, who favoured a 

meditation, ascetic lifestyles and technologies aiming for liberation. As Andrea Jain qualifies in her 

book, Selling Yoga: 

 

Jain (2015, p. 6) 

The Vedic religion was considered the orthodox religion, which focused on an external fire ritual 

and the paying off of ancestral debt. It was not ascetic. However, there is a certain type of deep 

historical cultural appropriation, which continues today, that posits that the methods and ideas of the 

aforementioned groups is also ‘Vedic’. This rhetorical obfuscation blurs the history and reinforces a 

colonial-inspired narrative. As, even though the Brahmins might have been the first to use the term 

‘yoga’, they took these underlying practices from the other groups. 

As Giovanni Verardi explains, the history of South Asia is complex and dynamic. This is why it is 

important to not to fall for the seductive, and easier path of, simplification. We need to explore all 

the nooks and crannies and not rely on some centralised, grand, civilisational narrative. Not least 

one that is soaked in right-wing ideology. There are reasons the Buddhists left South Asia. While it 

might be more comfortable to suggest that ancient South Asia was a land of religious tolerance, the 

Brahmanical sources themselves, combined with the archaeological record, testify to the destruction 

https://books.google.co.jp/books?id=JAvrTGrbpf4C&pg=PA418&lpg=PA418&dq=ajivikas+and+proto+yoga&source=bl&ots=t-MyGDECLj&sig=tAz_xg5KoS0IaBmlnAEIYOJzDkg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiZ65KG6o7ZAhVItJQKHRlSDoMQ6AEIJzAA#v=onepage&q=ajivikas%20and%20proto%20yoga&f=false
https://www.amazon.com/Selling-Yoga-Counterculture-Pop-Culture/dp/019939024X
https://www.amazon.de/Hardships-Downfall-Buddhism-Giovanni-Verardi/dp/8173049289/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1518001305&sr=8-1&keywords=Giovanni%20Verardi
http://velivada.com/2018/02/08/brahmanist-assault-buddhists/
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of monasteries and the creation of special militias, which were created to intimidate and murder 

Buddhists. This later led to Buddhists being killed, exiled, or obliged to convert. 

This counter-reformational project was the will of nascent Brahmins, who were, after centuries of 

disenfranchisement, reclaiming their previous position as the symbolic elite. There is an often 

unspoken bloody history of religious violence in ancient India, which many people, from the upper 

echelons of the Indian state, its tourism board, and apparent decolonizers of yoga, either choose to 

ignore, explain away, obfuscate, or don’t actually know too much, if anything, about. Here is a short 

reading list, if the reader feels inclined to maybe burst that bubble a bit more, and actually move 

beyond shallow attempts at decolonizing yoga. 

Finally, I ask, with deep sincerity, how far back do we have to go to actually get to ‘true 

yoga’ (assuming such a thing really exists) in order to really decolonize it? As, I do not think that 

staying in the shallow pond of the past 2–3 centuries is really enough. Without a much deeper, and 

fuller, account of the intersecting histories, our analysis will remain opaque, our aims to decolonize 

limited, and our enabling of colonialism will continue. 

 

Patrick McCartney, PhD is a JSPS Post-Doctoral Fellow at the Graduate School of Global 

Environmental Studies, Kyoto University, Japan; a Research Associate at Nanzan Anthropological 

Institute, Nanzan University, Japan; and a Visiting Fellow at the South and South-East Asian 

Studies Department, Australian National University, Australia. 

http://velivada.com/2018/02/08/brahmanist-assault-buddhists/
http://roundtableindia.co.in/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=4347:essays-on-the-bhagwat-gita-philosophic-defence-of-counter-revolution-krishna-and-his-gita&catid=119:feature&Itemid=132
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195399318/obo-9780195399318-0038.xml
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195399318/obo-9780195399318-0038.xml
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Building upon an anthropological premise, Patrick’s work intersects the commodification of desire 

and consumption of yoga-inflected lifestyles. It explores the consumption of global yoga through 

the politics of imagination and the sociology of spirituality. Patrick’s current project focuses 

specifically on the Japanese yoga industry, which includes understanding the aspirations of 

Japanese yoga consumers and how modern yoga is reconstituted in unique ways into Japanese 

culture. You can follow this project at Yogascapes in Japan, and also find his articles and films there 

too. 
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