The photographs of Rea (above) further demonstrate the transmission of the Oriental
Monk narrative through the 20th century, where “authentic” spirituality and the promise of
spiritual transformation operate as commodities to be purchased and sold within global markets.
The reiteration of religious symbols and open backgrounds within modern yoga photography
galvanizes a climate in which the fantasy of a mystical, spiritual and authentic “East” hauntingly
persists. This process leaves unquestioned the appropriation of cultural and religious symbols,
while simultaneously excluding other types of people from being seen as “authentic” yoga
practitioners. As Andrea Jain argues, “Postural yoga’s... narratives reflect yogi’s deepest values
and most sacred goals.”1%¢ DCY bloggers counter the assumptions of broader visual culture by
incorporating feminist ethics into their values of what is considered “authentic” yoga. Countering

Iwamura’s claim about the rise of positive stereotypes towards Asian peoples and cultures, Vijay

166 Andrea Jain, Selling Yoga, 124.
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Prashad claims that the adaptation of South Asian religious symbols and practices into US
culture is not merely indicative of a widespread “tolerance” towards communities of color.!®’
Rather, in Prashad and Banet-Weiser’s analyses, the use of South Asian religious artifacts that
circulate in visual representations depicting white, able-bodied women in close spatial proximity
to these objects indicates a “loyalty and affinity” to the affective-imaginary of white, able-
bodiedness as representative of “authentic” yoga.!6®
The preservation and proliferation of these types of images within modern yoga visual
culture operate to bind yoga practitioners to objects through obscure notions of the authentic. The
feeling of something, someone or some idea as “authentic” is not a function of the object in and
of itself, but, rather, is a product of the relationship between subjects and objects. While bloggers
on DCY maintain normative discourses of discovering the authentic self, they also work to push
back on cultural narratives that uncritically accept whiteness as a mark of the “authentic” yoga
subject. By emphasizing the “embodied epistemology” that modern yoga systems frequently
evoke, DCY bloggers position all bodies and people as having the same potential for authentic
spirituality and for discovering one’s authentic self. As Dianne Bondy insists, being legitimately
open to diversity means training people of different body types and races to teach yoga. She says:
There is a place for everyone on the mat; we just have to change our mindset. The key to
bringing diversity to yoga is to have a diversity of teachers. Inclusion on the yoga mat
means everyone is welcome—to teach and practice. How do you get bigger people to go

to yoga classes? Have more bigger-bodied teachers. How do you get a more culturally
diverse yoga class? You train culturally diverse yoga teachers to teach.!'®?

167 Vijay Prashad, The Karma of Brown Folk (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 56-59.
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So, for Bondy and DCY community members, bringing more diversity into actual yoga practice
spaces, virtual media, and in visual representation are salient ways to talk back to pervasive
visual cultural imagery that otherwise depicts a very narrow image of who is practicing
“authentic” yoga. As a result, DCY blogs frequently call for more diverse yoga teachers,
practitioners, and classes, while advocating for social justice and activism. The following chapter
theorizes the relationship between naturalized discourses and images as affective-imaginaries, by
addressing the type of yoga subjectivity DCY bloggers seek to espouse through a reorientation of

the “authentic” in ways that advocate feminist ethical principles.

CHAPTER FOUR
IDENTITY, AGENCY AND PROGRESSIVE YOGA

Continuing to practice, as well as to teach, is wanting to grow into a better person and
love deeper. I can understand the trauma that’s triggered in my body in many different
situations, or I can remain present even when put in a precarious position (literally and
figuratively), which yoga reveals again and again. Or if [ can return to a posture or
meditation that angers me, with more and more love, attention, and presence each time,
then I am necessarily growing off the mat as well.

... I never really wanted to teach in a studio, where I didn’t feel comfortable, welcome,
and where no one else was visibly queer or political, where the community is mostly
white, straight, and upper to middle class. There are so many assumptions in the typical
yoga studio that come out through the teachers’ words that have triggered me as a trans,
queer, working class survivor. —Jacoby Ballard '7°

This chapter theorizes the relationship between naturalized discourses and images as they

circulate in the affective-imaginaries of modern yoga culture, and the type of progressive yoga

170 Nick Krieger, “Creating a Yoga Space for All: An Interview with Jacoby Ballard,” Decolonizing Yoga, accessed
April 21, 2015, http://www.decolonizingyoga.com/creating-a-yoga-space-for-all-an-interview-with-jacoby-ballard/
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subjectivity DCY bloggers seek to espouse. This type of progressive subjectivity, [ suggest,
occurs through a process of reorientation away from discourses and images that situate one
particular type of yoga practice as “authentic,” or that otherwise privilege whiteness, skinniness
or able-bodiedness as “authentic” representations of a yoga practitioner. Despite the integration
of diverse bodies into the DCY affective-imaginary, DCY bloggers frequently recall “double-
authenticity,” historical authenticity as something that can be discovered through yoga, which
promises to deliver a reunion with one’s “true nature.”!”! In so doing, DCY bloggers
acknowledge yoga’s “embodied epistemology,” while articulating insights gained through yoga
practice in ways that advocate feminist ethical values of diversity, inclusion, cultural sensitivity,
and social justice. Integrating lived experience into existing knowledge about yoga changes the
ways yoga is “known” for individuals and communities, and constructs new affective-
imaginaries which open up new ways for yoga practitioners to experience and articulate their
yoga practices. In this section I return to Lindholm’s conception of the authentic as an identity or
“correspondence,” and elaborate on his notion to show how, in modern yoga, this type of
authenticity is rooted in the movement practice of postural yoga where emotions and feeling are
central to experience. However, for individual bloggers on DCY this is not an isolated
phenomenon that occurs just for one individual but, rather, there is a strong social dimension to
authenticity as correspondence, a coherence of feelings that individual bodies share. Lindholm
discusses this social dimension of authenticity in terms of country music counterculture, saying:
Through their familiar furnishings and the behaviors they elicit, these countercultural
third spaces give regular patrons a comforting feeling of belonging to a subculture with

more genuine values than the mainstream; a community where people really care about
one another, where the authentic expressive self is welcomed, and where everyone is

171 For example, Bondy’s words in Dianne Bondy, “Confessions of a Fat Black Yoga Teacher.”
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united by a common enthusiasm... that is believed to be especially deep, heartfelt, and

real... and cultivate a sense of collective authenticity based on shared knowledge about

what their music really is.!7
Drawing on Carrie Noland’s theory of embodied agency, this chapter situates kinesthetic
sensations as central to understanding the paradigm of identity construction and agency as it
applies to DCY.!73 This application attempts to understand how experiences of emotional and
bodily sensations during postural yoga practice are mediated linguistically in ways that both
affirm and subvert broader cultural narratives. This process, I suggest, results in the construction
of a distinct type of individual and social modern yoga identity: where the embodiment of
feminist values of social justice, diversity, and inclusivity become the marks of “authentic” self,

experience, and yoga.

Who is a Yogi? Movement, Emotion & Self
While modern postural yoga systems often incorporate various philosophical ideologies
to inform and complement their practices, they all tend to emphasize “experiential
epistemology.” 174 In other words, because modern postural yoga systems prescribe repetitious
forms of gesture, gestures which are themselves affective, then modern yoga as a practice can
also be described in terms of feeling and affect.!”> While embodied sensations are subjectively
felt, and what “feels good” to one individual might “feel bad” to another, the amalgam of

affective-imaginaries that narrate yoga’s arrival to the West and dictate who is authorized to

172 Lindholm, Culture and Authenticity, 35.
173 Noland, Agency and Embodiment.
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teach and practice yoga inform the feelings that arise within the practice of modern postural
yoga. These feelings are then reiterated through discourse. As Langgen’s study finds, “The
philosophy, the social discourse on yoga, and the experience of the practice, feed into and
strengthen each other, and together make up the reality of yoga in the ‘modern Western
context.”!7¢ Cultural affective-imaginaries can both limit and open up the possibilities through
which yoga practitioners experience and make meaning of yoga. In other words, affective-
imaginaries are multiple and also adaptable, and emerging discourses that articulate lived
experience differently, such as those on the DCY blog, create alternative affective-imaginaries
with which one can self-identify.

Identifying movement as the primary practice of modern postural yoga avoids “the
tendency to write off postural yoga as nothing more than mere commodification,” the stance of
Carrette and King’s Selling Spirituality, which Andrea Jain vehemently critiques.!”” Jain’s study
of modern postural yoga situates yoga as both a religious practice and consumer culture, insofar
as being part of one doesn’t necessarily exclude the other. Jain says, “postural yoga reflects the
dominant religio-philosophical mode of consumer culture, which links the self to the body so
that the attainment of health and beauty is central to the transformative and transcendent process
of self development.”!’® Following Jain’s advice to take seriously the perspectives of actual

modern yoga practitioners, and the appeal of postural yoga forms for physical, psychological,

176 Langgien, “Yoga, Change and Embodied Enlightenment,” 36.
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and spiritual transformation, !° this chapter situates kinesthetic sensations and affective feelings
as essential to the constitution of yoga subjectivities.

29 ¢¢

Because the terms “embodiment,” “agency,” and “kinesthesia” are accounted for in many
contrasting ways across disciplines, this chapter follows Carrie Noland’s definitions wherever
possible. Noland defines “embodiment” as, “the process whereby collective behaviors and
beliefs, acquired through acculturation, are rendered individual and lived at the level of the
body.”'® In this account, embodiment is not merely the materiality that comprises the physical
body, but is, rather, influenced by and influential to affective-imaginaries that inform an
individual’s sense of itself. This sense of self is, according to Noland, articulated through
acculturated patterns of gesturing. For practitioners of yoga, these acculturated patterns are not
just habituated movement patterns done in yoga practice, these patterns are also ways of living,
moving, interacting with others and, simply, being in the world. Broadly, for modern yoga
practitioners, “the focus on sense experience grants primacy to the body,” as the nexus of lived
experience.!3! For members of the DCY community, patterns of moving in yoga practice and in
life are articulated in terms of feminist ethics, wherein bloggers articulate their emotional
experiences of postural yoga practice in ways that promote the physical and psychological health
benefits of the practice while advocating for diversity, inclusion and social justice. For instance,

consider this interview with Jacoby Ballard, a yoga teacher and founding member of Third Root

Community Health Center in Brooklyn. Ballard shares why he practices yoga:

17 Ibid., 169-171.
180 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 9.

181 James Morley, “Inspiration and Expiration: Yoga Practice Through Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of the
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Continuing to practice, as well as to teach, is wanting to grow into a better person and
love deeper. I can understand the trauma that’s triggered in my body in many different
situations, or I can remain present even when put in a precarious position (literally and
figuratively), which yoga reveals again and again. Or if I can return to a posture or
meditation that angers me, with more and more love, attention, and presence each time,
then I am necessarily growing off the mat as well. 82
Ballard expresses that sometimes, feelings that arise for him during movement practice “on the
mat” are reflective of past physical and emotional traumas. Through engaging the movement-
based, postural practice of yoga, wherein he can remain “present” in the midst of catharsis,
Ballard reports achieving a type of personal growth and healing that also extends into his life
“off the mat.” He goes on:
Most teachers whose classes that I attend as a student say something homophobic, sexist,
racist, or transphobic... I wanted to create a class where those experiences were
understood and welcomed. Where liberation internally and externally were equally
valued. Where community was built, and where there is sincere care for fellow students,
regardless of their body, their gender, their race, their class privilege.!®3
Ballard recalls the positive experiences of yoga as a movement practice as a useful method for
reconciling embodied sensations of physical and emotional trauma, but also notes that his
experience in “most” yoga environments was less than welcoming. Negotiating his positive
experiences of the practice of yoga with the negative encounters he had with teachers and in
yoga studios, Ballard began to create specifically “Queer & Trans Yoga” classes and spaces.
Eventually he co-founded Third Root Community Health Center where, as their “About” page

proclaims:

social justice is at the core of healing. Among our goals are to challenge systematic health
disparities, hierarchies within different modalities of healthcare, and to provide a different

182 Nick Krieger, “Creating a Yoga Space for All: An Interview with Jacoby Ballard.”
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model of care that grows out of love. We work to provide holistic healthcare for
everyone, in acknowledgement of the living realities and histories of the many
communities that our clients and students come from.!#*
For Ballard, feminist ethics of inclusion, diversity and social justice do not exist outside the
scope of healing, of movement or of yoga. Social justice becomes an embodied reality that lived
in the everyday. This aligns with Noland’s account, where embodiment is intrinsically connected
with agency, and it is “the power to alter those acquired behaviors and beliefs for purposes that
may be reactive (resistant) or collaborative (innovative) in kind.”!8> When the yoga spaces
Ballard encountered were inhospitable to diverse bodies, socio-economic classes, and gender
identities, he created yoga spaces where unique and diverse experiences would be accepted as
legitimate. Ballard’s interview goes on to discuss the role of affective emotions as experienced
“on the mat™:
I also really love practicing (yoga) when I am really sad, really angry, really upset.
Because those emotions consume me, I really focus on my practice. I’'m not looking at
the guy next to me or my mind is not wandering away. I’m moving into those emotions,
feeling them in my body. I’ve cried on the mat so many times, and am so grateful to the

practice when I am so overwhelmed by emotions, because it lets me explore them in a
heart-felt, embodied way. '3

In Ballard’s account, emotions are felt “in the body,” and he alludes to the importance of
“exploring” these emotions with awareness during yoga practice. Furthermore, for Ballard,

creating inclusive spaces where queer and trans identified people can practice yoga and

experience its healing benefits on an individual level is crucial to the bigger project of providing

184 Third Root Community Wellness, “About,” Third Root, accessed May 10, 2015, http://thirdroot.org/about-2/.
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health and healing for all. Ballard’s work situates social justice and the healing of unjust social
histories as central to the ethical values of yoga practice, recalling Lindholm’s notion of
authenticity as correspondence — an account not limited to the construction of individual
identity, but also as a coherence of social feelings.!3” Ballard’s interview reflects the general
sentiment shared among DCY articles: broadening yoga’s access provides more people the
chance to experience yoga’s health benefits and pushes back on the dominant affective-

imaginaries that elevate certain kinds of yoga, or certain types of people, as “authentic.”

Body Functions: Kinesthesia and “Self”

In Noland’s elaboration on the existential phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty and Sheets-
Johnstone, she suggests that identity and agency are dependent on the role of kinesthesia, the
“sixth sense” that allows a subject to experience her own body as distinct from other bodies,
without which the subject “would have no capacity for independent movement; and thus would
be incapable of assuming agency at all.” Central to this concept of kinesthesia is self-awareness.
According to Noland, kinesthesia is essential to an individual’s capacity to move independently,
assume agency, improvise, and innovate. However, kinesthesia is not just an awareness of one’s
moving body as oneself. Kinesthesia also implies already existing cultural meanings that are
brought to life through gesture. In this way, self awareness of gesture in yoga practice, along
with the gestures that one performs day-to-day, also has the potential to subvert dominant

cultural meanings.

187 Lindholm, Culture and Authenticity, 35.
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In examining how the “authentic” is articulated in modern yoga discourse, we can see
how the somatic sensations of the body are, in Noland’s words, “mediated by language or
equally culture-specific systems of visual imagery.”'® Thus, I suggest that modern postural yoga
discourse frequently describes kinesthetic sensations in terms of their own “reflexive
authenticity,” as they are articulated by rhetoric that advocates for diversity, inclusion and social
justice, and indexed into feminist categories of analysis.!® Andrea Macdonald’s article “With
Your Permission: Yoga, Consent and Authentic Embodiment,” documents this broadening
definition of authenticity as she experiences it in her yoga practice.'® Macdonald says:

Yoga is my refuge. For most of my adult life [ have turned to my mat, to my breath, when

I needed solace, when I needed space... | have a busy mind and a constantly churning

conscience. [ am a yoga teacher sure, but I’'m also a feminist and I care deeply about

fighting injustice and untangling webs of oppression. Seeking stillness and peace isn’t
always easy when you’re deeply immersed in resistance or facing a police barricade. As
much as it can feel like my worlds are separate sometimes, yoga has taught me the value
of being able to see the connection — the union — between my passions...
Like Ballard, Macdonald connects her practice “on the mat” with the values of social justice for
which she advocates everyday, in her work as an activist and community organizer in Vancouver.
She goes on to describe how she has witnessed this “union” of activism and yoga through
teaching Trauma Sensitive Yoga (TSY) to her yoga students. She says:
TSY seeks to reacquaint students with their bodies in a safe and (as much as possible)

non-triggering way. It acknowledges that people hold trauma in their bodies and offers
yoga as a tool to address these deeply held experiences.
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Macdonald offers a variety of ways to provide an environment that generates a beneficial
experience for students that reconciles, rather than re-triggers, traumas “held in the body.”
Macdonald suggests explaining consent at the start of a yoga class, using invitational language
while instructing students, rather than commanding blind adherence to the teacher, encouraging
students to ask questions, and asking permission from students prior to adjusting their bodies
(giving “hands-on assists”).!°! Macdonald claims that by offering a consent based practice,
students are empowered to “listen to themselves and honestly evaluate their needs,” rather than
be coerced into performing poses with their bodies.!°> She claims that this breaks down the
teacher-student hierarchy, and allows students
a path toward empowered, authentic embodiment. So much of our lives are shaped by
influences over which we have little control. We are constantly subject to forces of power
that shape our sense of self worth and our ability to act in the world. These forces keep us
apart — apart from each other, apart from our selves and apart from our spirits. When we
come together to hold sacred space for healing movement, free from coercion and
pressure, we learn to embody our truth and acknowledge and meet our needs. In this way
we learn to liberate ourselves and help each other to do the same... When we practice

yoga based on consent we shape our safe space with solidarity and our movement is
revolutionary. One breath and one pose at a time.!?3

According to Macdonald, establishing safe yoga spaces allows practitioners to effectively
experience movement and embody their “truth” — in short, code for realizing an “authentic” self
defined through feminist values of diversity and inclusion. By rejecting the hierarchy of typical
yoga classes through requesting consent and respecting those students who refuse it, Macdonald

expands the definition of “authenticity” to include the experiences of all those who practice
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yoga, rather than merely as something that is determined by a single teacher or a monolithic
historical account of “authentic” yoga. For members of the DCY community, this vision of the
“authentic” can hinge upon the historical provenance of yoga, the “authentic” self, or “double-
authenticity,” as discussed in the previous chapters. However, feminist values of diversity,
inclusion and social justice orient these articulations of “the authentic” to position otherwise

excluded bodies and individuals and their experiences as just as “authentic” as any other.

Gesturing Generates Identity

Noland’s work in Agency and Embodiment provides a rich view of gesture as movement
that is both reflective of cultural systems and values, and also constructive of them. In Noland’s
account, this interactive process does not stop at the level of the physical body, but, rather,
central to her account is the idea that learned bodily movements, repeatedly practiced, actually
construct the identity of the mover.'** In her introduction, Noland discusses observing a graffiti
writer:

In the magnified scope of the graffiti gesture, writing affords the writer an opportunity to

impress the individual shape and vitality of the body’s motor power onto the contours of

the cultural sign. Yet if the writer performs the motion repeatedly, his own body will

eventually be inscribed, the muscles and ligaments physiologically altered, by the

gestural routine that expresses and confines his body at the very same time.!%>
In graffiti writing, one’s gestural performance of replicating the sign, making the art, actually

affects the body of the mover. According to Noland, kinesthetic experiences of moving are “a

particular kind of affect belonging both to the body that precedes our subjectivity (narrowly

194 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 1-5.
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construed) and the contingent, cumulative subjectivity our body allows us to build over time... as
constitutive of -- not tangential to-- the process of individuation.”!*® Through repetitively
practicing the learned art of tagging, the graffiti writer actually becomes a graffiti writer.
Repeating acculturated movements constructs the identity of the doer, transforming the identity
of the person who simply does the graffiti to that of graffiti artist. A similar statement can be
made regarding modern postural yoga. The person who learns and repeats asana-s, eventually
becomes a bonafide practitioner of yoga, a yogin/yogi/yogini. In other words, repetitive gestural
acts constitute the identity of the person who performs the movements. For instance, the first
criterion listed in the article “What is a Yogi?” on the popular blog DoYouYoga is “I practice...
and practice more.”!°” According to the author, Anjana Duff, performing the gestures associated
with yoga actually makes a person into a yoga practitioner. Repetitive gestures form identity.

For DCY, including diverse bodies into conceptions of “authentic” yoga pushes back on
normative depictions of yoga identity (e.g., white, cisgender, financially affluent, thin). The
culturally established affective-imaginaries of authenticity inform the mediation of kinesthetic
sensation responsible for sensing the self into language. Already existing affective-imaginaries,
deciphered through the threshold of one’s subjective experience, inform an individual’s sense of
self and identity. According to Noland, kinesthesia is central to this process, as it “opens up a
field of reflexivity in which the subject becomes an object (as body) of her own awareness.”'* In

terms of modern yoga discourse, cultural significations tend to imply that this reflexive self-
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awareness is the sign of a more true, more real self that can be discovered within the quotidian
self. For example the DCY article “How to Decolonize Your Yoga Practice”® by blogger
Susanna Barkataki claims that:
Asana, along with dhyana or meditation, aim to harmonize body with breath in order to
attain deeper and deeper states of meditative awareness or samadhi. The purpose of this
kind of meditative awareness is to experience, practice, and live oneness of mind, body
and soul... 200
According to Barkataki’s account, an experience of one’s body as simultaneously subject and
object, the self meditating on the self, allows one to discover a type of inner unity of seemingly
disparate parts (“mind, body, and soul”) that comprise the individual.?! James Morley’s article
“Inspiration and Expiration: Yoga Practice Through Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of the
Body” compares the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty with T.K.V. Desikachar’s description of
yoga practice as developing “witness consciousness,” of one’s own somatic sensation. Morley
finds that “the identity of the practitioner is not extracted from the observable but is experienced
as a totality that joins the observer and the observed.”?2 According to Morley, Merleau-Ponty’s

account of self discovery through movement and the yoga philosophy found in Desikachar’s

book The Heart of Yoga, a work which is itself positioned as an “authentic” teaching of yoga, are
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consistent, in that attention to somatic sensations actually constructs the identity of the
individual .29

Barkataki’s article goes on to list some ways readers can “decolonize” their yoga practice.
Her first suggestion both recalls affective associations with yoga as a historically “authentic”
practice, while utilizing feminist principles as the language best fitting for articulating her own
somatic experience. She advises that inward inquiry is, “one powerful way we can decolonize
yoga and reunite it with its true aim and purpose... to practice Gandhian svadhyaya, or self-rule
and inquiry, and to truly learn the full honest integrity of an authentic yoga practice.”?4

Barkataki’s article stresses that self-awareness is critical to the process of inner self
discovery, which she defines as “Gandhian svadhyaya.” Her explanation alludes not only to an
authentic self to be uncovered, but also to a single “authentic yoga practice” that can be
discovered through self-awareness. Barkataki’s discussion shows how the myth of yoga’s
authentic historical origins (“true aim and purpose”) is conflated with modern liberal ethics
(“decolonizing” yoga) and, in an interesting twist, Barkataki conflates Gandhian “self-rule” with
modern individualist values of self-inquiry.2% Despite this amalgam of overlapping discourse
effecting “double authenticity,” this example reveals how, in DCY articles, the somatic sensations
responsible for unveiling this true, “authentic” self are attributed to self-awareness, the

kinesthetic sensation of feeling one’s own body moving during the course of postural yoga

203 Morley, “Inspiration and Expiration: Yoga Practice Through Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of the Body,”
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practice and in life. This is aligned with Morley’s findings on T.K.V Desikachar and the writings
of Merleau-Ponty, as the moving body (engaged in yoga practice or, even more simply, at the
level of the “lived body”) is the ground for identity.2° Barkataki’s article on the DCY blog
reveals a belief that creating diverse and inclusive yoga spaces, where practitioners can practice
self-awareness, works to decentralize dominant conceptions of the “authentic” by creating new

yoga identities that take seriously global histories of colonization and privilege.?%’

Gestural Agency

Noland's work foregrounds the capacity for innovation and subversion of cultural norms
through gesture.?%® In observing modern postural yoga’s basis in performative, gesturing
movement, we see how conscious awareness of kinesthetic sensations is “mediated by language
and equally culture-specific systems of visual imagery,” and described by rhetoric that either
implies or overtly designates these experiences as manifestations of the “authentic” yoga
tradition or “authentic” self. 2°° Noland positions discursive constructions and visual imagery as
paramount to describing the experience of self-moving in ways that are culturally intelligible to
others. Central to her thesis, Noland claims that:

Gestures are a type of inscription, a parsing of the body into signifying or operational
units; they can thereby be seen to reveal the submission of a shared human anatomy to a
set of bodily practices specific to one culture. At the same time, gestures clearly belong to
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the domain of movement; they provide kinesthetic sensations that remain in excess of

what the gestures themselves might signify or accomplish within that culture.?!?
The “excess” of “kinesthetic sensations” for Noland is the potential for subversive agency, the
ability to interpret experiences in ways that are culturally intelligible and based on already-
existing discourses, but also in ways that might be subversive. In her examination of Judith
Butler’s work on gender performativity, Noland, like other critics, claims Butler’s account leaves
no room for affective feelings or somatic experience.?!! For Noland, the “gap” between the
discursive mark and the embodied experience is essential to expressing individual agency that
can subvert cultural gender norms. Noland’s critique poignantly emerges in her examination of
Butler’s interpretation of Iris Marion Young’s “Throwing Like A Girl.” 212 Noland claims that,
“What it feels like to perform the act of throwing is never at issue for Butler since, in her
stringently antiphenomenological axiomatics, feelings are always mediated by words that make
those feelings available by alienating us from them.”?!3

Noland argues that, while Butler cites performative discursive “citations,” she then
affords these equal footing with gestural performatives, without adequately describing the

kinesthetic sensations effected by the latter.2'* Noland zeroes in on Butler’s use of the term

210 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 3. Ttalics mine.

211 Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, The Roots of Power: Animate Form and Gendered Bodies (Chicago: Open Court,
1994); Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Vicki Kirby, “Corporeal
Habits: Addressing Essentialism Differently,” in Feminism and the Body,” special issue, Hypatia 6, no. 3 (1991);
Dianna Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2003).

212 Tris Marion Young, Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social Theory,
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990), 141-159; “Throwing Like a Girl’: Twenty Years Later” in Body and flesh: A
Philosophical Reader, ed. Donn Welton, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998.)

213 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 176.

214 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 176; Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(New York: Routledge, 1990, 2006).
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“reexperiencing” in Gender Trouble, insisting that Butler’s analysis slips into a strictly discursive
construction of identity and agency limiting the subject to a "reexperience (of) her own moving
body as an embodied sign.” ?'> Noland goes on:
The reenactment of conditioned gestures is what affords the opportunity to sense a
discrepancy between “a set of social meanings” and the complex kinetic-kinesthetic
operations upon which they depend... [By] tweaking Butler’s formations just slightly --
and stretching the analogy she herself puts into circulation -- one could say that gestural
“formations” (like discursive “formations”) compel subjects to perform gestural routines
(like discursive acts)... conventional meanings associated with gestural marks could be
reexperienced as such, that is, as conventional gestures bearing conventional meanings.
Then dissonance could arise from a gap between the meaning discursively attributed to
the movement and movement itself as an animate (as opposed to disembodied)
support.?16
Noland critiques Butler’s omission of embodied agency insofar as Butler’s account overlooks
both the kinesthetic experience of performative gesture, and the potential for the somato-
emotional affects of performative gesture to re-signify cultural meanings. For Noland’s account
of agency, somatic sensation is critical. Members of the DCY community attend to somatic
sensations, in much the same way that more mainstream yoga culture does, by insisting on the
importance of embodied, experiential epistemology. Yet, DCY insists that spaces be created for
all bodies to participate in the practice of yoga, by expanding peoples’ access to safe spaces
conducive to exploring this embodied epistemology. Through advocating for the creation of
spaces where all individuals are welcome to feel and experience postural yoga as a practice of
self-awareness, DCY refutes dominant affective-imaginaries that situate certain objects, ideas,

and bodies as representative of “authentic” yoga. For individuals, such as Ballard, who were

dismayed by their encounters and experiences in mainstream yoga environments, the

215 Butler, Gender Trouble, 140; Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 191.

216 Noland, Agency and Embodiment, 192.
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establishment of actual yoga studios and virtual environments provides spaces where people can
reexperience the performative gestures of yoga practice as well as the “off the mat” gestures of
feminist advocacy like writing and protesting. Attending to the reexperience in the way that DCY
bloggers do, is crucial for Noland’s account of subversive agency.

For Noland, there are serious consequences for not taking kinesthetic sensations
seriously. Ballard’s account documents the importance of reexperiencing the healing benefits of
yoga in safe, inclusive spaces. Without exploring what it feels like to reexperience gestures, there
exists no “gap” between meanings that are culturally established and those that might arise
through “movement processes involving kinesthetic-somatic awareness of the body as it tries to
inhabit these meanings.”?!” By centralizing the sensations of the body in performing culturally
intelligible gestures, Noland shows how “reiterating a gestural performance, is... a kinesthetic...
somatic experience that exerts a force on language all its own.” Reexperiencing gesture in this
way constructs new cultural forms that are then articulated into language.?'® According to DCY's
accounts of gestural performances of modern yoga, practitioners are not limited to “on the mat”
experiences, but gestural performances that “mark” the body of the yoga practitioner also include
practices such as blogging, writing, reading, protesting, and interacting with other community
members. DCY incorporates different gestures informed by feminist ethics into the nexus of
yoga, re-signifying what it means to be a yoga practitioner and a yoga community. Noland
expands:

It is the doing-body, not the speaking body, that senses most urgently the dissonance, the

lack of adequation, between a cultural meaning and the embodiment of that meaning,
between what the subject is supposed to be signifying and how she feels. And this

217 Ibid., 190-195.

218 Ibid., 194.
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sensation of dissonance is a product not of repetition in language but of repetition in
practice?"?

Creating spaces that are inclusive of people who fall outside of the normative affective-
imaginary of “authentic” yoga provides more people the opportunity to experience the benefits
of yoga. Through repetition of the themes of diversity, inclusion, and social justice in modern
yoga discourse, DCY doesn’t only contest dominant affective-imaginaries but is also productive
of new ones, towards which yoga practitioners can orient themselves and through which they can
identify.
Social Feelings, Collective Identity and Agency

Kimberly Dark’s article, “Yoga & Body Diversity: 5 Ways to Be Inclusive When
Teaching or Practicing” from the DCY blog, describes being a woman of size practicing yoga in
a studio environment.??? At first, Dark says, she enjoyed the practice, but had difficulty using the
props her instructor prescribed because they often didn’t fit her body. “Sometimes my body was
too wide for the chair and too big for the strap,” she recalls.??! Soon after, her instructor ordered
new props for the studio that would better accommodate not just her body, but also the different
bodies of all the students. After a discussion with her yoga teacher, who assured her that it wasn’t
her body that was a problem, but rather, the issue was that the studio simply did not yet possess
adequate props to accommodate the range of different bodies that frequented the studio. Dark
recalls how she “...cried for a few moments, taking in my body’s feeling of is-ness. I actually felt

my right to be exactly as I am. I felt it in my recently opened hips, in my extended triceps and in

219 Ibid., 195.

220 Kimberly Dark, “Yoga & Body Diversity: 5 Ways to be Inclusive When Teaching or Practicing,” Decolonizing
Yoga, accessed April 20, 2015, http://www.decolonizingyoga.com/yoga-body-diversity-5-ways-inclusive-teaching-
practicing/#sthash.Y VyHd9ni.dpuf.

221 Tbid.
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my heart-center.” While Dark’s account centralizes the importance of positive corrective
intersubjective experiences, she also highlights the intense feelings that this reexperience of her
body and herself affected. For Dark, this initiated new meanings for what yoga is and who she is,
which she articulates through a call for inclusion of diversity within yoga classes. Dark
describes:

We are all working with socialization that says that some bodies are “better than” others.
Some bodies are not very lovable; they’re invisible, untouchable, pityable. We ALL carry
those scripts — whether we choose to read from them, edit them or hide them. We carry
our cultural scripts. That’s the thing about socialization: with awareness, we can decide
what to do with those scripts. The influences of culture will always be there and we can
learn to speak and behave differently through practice.???

Dark’s article demonstrates how reexperiencing both yoga practice and lived experience with
awareness allowed her to utilize the “gap” between the cultural narrative of her body as
“invisible, untouchable, pityable,” and her positive somatic experience of yoga practice itself.?>3
Dark ultimately mobilized her intense feelings to make meaning of her own process of “self-
acceptance” and to share her interpretation with others, galvanizing a sociality of feelings. This is
congruent with Langeen’s Mysore study, where movement is not limited to postural yoga
practice, but also social interactions between students before and after yoga practice that work to
contextualize and collectively make sense of individual “on the mat” experiences.?** Langoen
reports:

Much reflection, and ‘sense making,’ is done, for instance, in conversation with other
students. Through reflection, the physical experience of the practice is made significant,
and this significance is made relevant and somatised when taken back to the asana
practice on the mat. This is thus a process of soma-significance.??

222 Tbid.
223 Tbid.
224 Langgien, “Yoga, Change and Embodied Enlightenment,” 36.

225 Tbid.
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Dark’s article highlights how somatic sensations are capable of assigning new cultural meanings
to gestural performatives. Despite the situated context of certain gestures, accounts of somatic
experiences can assist us in understanding the culture of modern yoga and the possible ways in
which practitioners, as agents, can simultaneously refute hegemonic cultural affective-
imaginaries and produce new ones. For Dark, first-hand experience led her to de-centralize the
dominant visual culture narrative in which the skinny-bodied female represents the ideal yoga
practitioner. In encouraging more body-diversity and inclusion in yoga spaces, she rejects the
notion that her body is in some way “wrong,” and suggests that others do the same, evoking
Liberman’s notion of social correspondence for the emergence of collective “authentic” identity
and agency. By sharing her experience of not fitting into the stereotypical mold of a yoga
practitioner, Dark opens up a conversation where others can share their experiences of misfitting,
and also those of reexperiencing sensations and movement in spaces inclusive of diverse body
sizes. In effect, Dark’s account opens up a field of possibilities for what an “authentic” yoga
practitioner can look like, and the types of “authentic” experiences that a self-identified yoga

practitioner can have during yoga practice.

CONCLUSIONS

Examining the DCY archive reveals it to be a salient example of the potentiality of
individual and intersubjective experience for creating a modern spiritual ideology reliant on
kinesthetic sensations for the production of new cultural meanings. By articulating felt
experiences through feminist categories of analysis, DCY fosters a collective social identity that
subverts pre-established meanings and dominant affective-imaginaries of modern yoga culture.

This process is productive of new ways for countering existing, hegemonic affective-imaginative
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associations, objects, signs, texts and bodies that are already culturally established as “authentic
representations of yoga. By reorienting “authenticity” towards feminist ethical principles, DCY
establishes diversity, inclusion, and social justice as values that can be embodied through
movement both “on” and “off the mat.” DCY produces new cultural accounts for yoga’s history
and ethics by initiating actual and online spaces that foster the emergence of a progressive
modern yoga society, re-signifying what yoga can be and what it can do. DCY as a social
movement creates microcosms for yoga practice that reflect the way the world, according to this
group, should be. This results in the production of new affective-imaginaries, towards which
other current and future yoga practitioners can orient themselves; the complete effects of which

have yet to be fully determined.
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