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Yoga in Los Angeles


With this research project, I explore why Yoga’s popularity has risen in the Los Angeles area. I interviewed eight informants to discover why they began practicing Yoga, why they continue to practice, and their views on the larger social and cultural phenomena of Yoga’s rise in popularity. I conclude the following: 1) Yoga allows its practitioners to retain their autonomy and individuality, revered by many living in the Los Angeles area, while simultaneously creating among them a sense of belongingness, desired by many of these same people. 2) Yoga is inclusive, allowing for all types of people to enjoy the practice, and adaptable logistically and physically so that this practice can actually fit into diverse lifestyles. 3) Yoga holistically approaches and facilitates its’ practitioner’s optimal health. My informants spoke about the negative stereotypes concerning Yoga, its’ practitioners, spirituality,  and Los Angeles culture in general, recognized their existence, and separated themselves and their Yoga practices from them, as their practices held a deeper meaning than that which the stereotypes would allow. I concluded that my informants found a way to practice a covert form of spirituality through their Yoga practices. 

Introduction

I began this research because I myself practice Yoga. I have practiced for many years, and recently began teaching. As I meet more people who practice Yoga, their stories describing how they began their practice and how their lives have been changed since then continue to amaze me. These stories come from very unlikely people - people who do not fit the stereotypes of what a Yogi should look or be like, people who were raised in a society with values very different from the values of Yoga and the ancient Indian cultures from which it came. I wanted to know why these unlikely people came to practice Yoga and how their experiences differed or were similar to mine. 

Because of the incredible healing benefits I experienced from Yoga, I tended to focus more on the healing benefits associated with Yoga in my project design and analysis. Every person’s experience with Yoga is unique, and I did not want to limit my project to just the healing benefits and eliminate finding a different way of looking at Yoga. Therefore, my general problem question is: why do people in the Los Angeles area practice Yoga? 

This project is not meant to explain definitively the larger social and cultural phenomena of Yoga’s rise in popularity in the Los Angeles area. It is not representative of all Yoga practitioners in Los Angeles, nor is it representative of Yogis throughout the world. It is meant to explore why my eight informants first began practicing Yoga, why they continue to practice Yoga, how Yoga has affected their lives, and their views on its rise in popularity in the Los Angeles area. I do consider my participants experts on Yoga in Los Angeles, and their responses most likely reflect cultural knowledge shared by many Yoga practitioners in Los Angeles. Of course, to test this statement’s validity, I would have to repeat this project using a larger sample size. 

I looked at the spread of Yoga from a positive angle. I ask: why do people practice and continue practicing Yoga? I did not approach this project from a negative angle, asking why people do not practice Yoga or why they stopped practicing. A few examples of negative experiences with Yoga did come up in my interviews, illustrating that with every theme and generalization my informants or I make, there is always at least one exception. 

Definition of Yoga 

Yoga, a healing system, philosophy, spiritual path, and cultural practice, originated in India more than 4,000 years ago. The word yoga is derived from the Sanskrit root yuj, meaning union, to yoke, to join, and or to make union with (Day 1971: 177). Traditionally, Yoga’s primary function was to help its practitioners reach enlightenment or to make “union with the absolute” (Mathew 2001: 9-10). Yoga Illustrated Dictionary (1971), further defines Yoga as:

A state in which action and thought are in complete harmony. There are branches of Yoga to suit every type of person…Man has enormous potentialities which are rarely realized; yoga practice has but one aim: to develop these latent powers so that ultimately there will be union with the Divine. The union of body and spirit, finite and infinite, the embodied spirit becomes aware of its true nature, energy; it knows itself apart from its manifestation (Day 1971: 177).

A Yogi named Patanjali systemized the Yoga practice about 2,000 years ago by authoring, The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (Mehta 1990: 8). The Sutras begin by describing the Samkhya Philosophy, upon which Yoga’s concepts and practices rest. This philosophy contains two core precepts: 1) the universe is a duality, and 2) the universe (life) is eternal. The universe, which is eternal, rests in two plains. These two plains are inseparable and inherent in the manifested and unmanifested universe. Purusha refers to the unmanifested plain: the spirit, the eternal, pure consciousness, and the idea that “the body is but a garment for the soul.” Prakriti refers to the manifested plain: matter, the co-eternal, and the origin or source of nature. The roots of the word come from pra, which means “forth,” and kriti, which means “made” (Cotner 1934: 100-101).

Nature is of a three-fold manifestation, known as the Three Gunas, or three modes of matter: 1)  rajas, activity, dynamics, force; 2) tamas, inertia; and 3) sattva, response, intelligence, rhythm, and balance. The Three Gunas are automatic and active at every level: personal consciousness, physical, emotional, and mental. When one thinks of the Three Gunas as they pertain and are linked to an individual purusha, or human soul, one sees that the Three Gunas give an individual purusha its “vast and varied experience but tend to blind it to its own true nature.” In other words, matter allows spirit to experience things on a physical level, but the matter itself blocks the individual’s view of his or her own spirit, his or her own true nature. This concept allows us to look at Yoga as a healing system. When an individual purusha cannot see or does not understand its true nature, suffering arises. Yoga helps the individual purusha understand his or her own true nature, and thus end suffering (Cotner 1934: 100-101). 

The key concept in Yoga’s healing process explains that thoughts are things which have the ability to cause suffering, illness, happiness, healing:

(The Yoga practitioner is) aware of a profound relation between emotional states and disease, and (their Yoga) training begins with a study of how to purify the desires and emotions. (They are) taught to investigate the state of (their) feelings before attacking (their) physical symptoms. Similarly, eastern psychology has far more to say of definite and schematic nature about mind and emotions of a (person), and the law of cause and effect in relation to them…To (them) there is no such thing as chance, for (they) (regard) the law of cause and effect as universal, immutable, and applicable to the psychological as well as to the physical field. Another (Yoga concept) is that of form at super-physical levels. This is an outcome or corollary of the Samkhya theory of purusha and prakriti…and the three gunas…(the) physical universe is a manifestation of spirit and matter in innumerable and indissoluble combinations, (because) of this mysterious thing called ‘life’ which permeates all things…a feeling or thought has spatial existence…thoughts are things…(A person is) able to function in various states of consciousness differing from one another not in kind so much as in rate of vibration. All experiences consist of activities of spirit-matter of varying degrees of density, and the response of consciousness to this stimulus. Thus, feelings and thoughts exist in space, have a shape, a rate of movement, and a period of duration (Cotner 1934: 88-91).

Yoga also approaches healing from the standpoint that “profound relations” exist between a multitude of factors such as emotions, cognitive processes, physiological processes, and spiritual beliefs, and all these factors work together toward ending suffering (Cotner 1934: 88-91). 
Finally, Yoga gives directions for the practitioner to follow. Following these directions will ultimately result in the individual attaining enlightenment: realizing his or her own eternal and true nature, ending suffering, and making their life as perfect and healthy as possible. The Eightfold Path to Enlightenment gives a general overview of these directions: 


The Eightfold Path to Enlightenment:

1) The practice of harmlessness, obedience to the moral law

2) Discipline, obedience to the spiritual law

3) Posture, asanas, what most people think of when they think of “yoga”, the physical practice

4) The regulation of breath

5) Withdrawl or abstraction

6) Concentration – holding the attention fixed upon an object

7) Deliberation – sustained concentration upon one object

8) Contemplation – when all consciousness is lost save that of the shape on which the mind is fixed, this state is contemplation (Mehta 1990)

I find it very interesting that in Los Angeles, Yoga practitioners focus almost entirely on the third step along the Eightfold Path to Enlightenment. I will explore this phenomenon later in my paper.

Previous Research

Throughout the literature review process, it shocked me that within academia very few studies of Yoga exist. Most past academic studies of Yoga take a historic or religious perspective, and most current academic studies of Yoga take a scientific or biomedical perspective. I searched for works regarding anthropological perspectives on Yoga in general, Yoga as a healing system, Eastern philosophies, Western psychology, illness in general, and healing in general. I read articles by Garro that explore illness narratives and cultural models of illness (1992, 1994) and writings by Jung that examine the interplay between Eastern and Western philosophies (1978). I read various works comparing and contrasting Yoga and western psychology (Goel 1986, Kenghe 1976). I also read academic and non-academic works on Yogic history and philosophy (Crangle 1994, Day 1971, Devi 1975, Goyal 1984, Mehta 1990, Vithaldas 1971). Although all of these writings helped with background information for my topic, they did not give me theories or explanations describing why a person of non-Indian ancestry might begin a Yoga practice. 

I relied most heavily on the following two works to structure my research: Geraldine Cotner’s, Yoga and Western Psychology (1934), and Meredith B. McGuire’s, Ritual Healing in Suburban America (1988). Cotner and McGuire both addressed the issue of why westerners might begin practicing Yoga. In the following paragraphs, I explain in depth their theoretical perspectives, which were so instrumental in the formulation of my research.

Geraldine Cotner compared and contrasted Yoga and Psychoanalysis in, Yoga and Western Psychology. She argues that the Yoga practitioner and psychoanalysis patient share the same symptoms, but there exists a striking and important difference between the two:

The student of yoga is necessarily one who is dissatisfied with his own adaptation to life and to the external world; for no other reason would be sufficient to induce a man to engage in an exacting course of training which he knows from the outset will train all his powers to the uttermost. More-over, since such deep dissatisfaction brings conflict and tension, he is likely to be one who suffers from the nervous fatigue, ill-health, and ill-success in ordinary life that characterize the candidate for analysis. But there are two very important points of difference. In the first place the student of yoga is a student and not a patient; he approaches the questions from the active and not the passive standpoint. He is prepared to work hard at his self-appointed task, to seize opportunities, to take advantage of hints, to try experiments, and above all to admit as a matter of course that the onus of success or failure lies with himself alone. The candidate for analysis, on the other hand, goes to the analyst as to any other doctor, expecting him to take the whole responsibility of the treatment and to bring about a cure (Cotner 31).

Cotner’s statement implies that Yoga practitioners desire and take active roles in their healing processes, while psychoanalysis patients desire and take passive roles in their healing processes. This, of course, is based on an older model of psychoanalysis and does not include the changes made in psychoanalysis since the early 1930’s. She argues that practitioners have identified a problem in their lives before beginning their practice and seek a solution rather than accepting and submitting to their unfavorable circumstances. She argues that Yoga places its practitioners in the active role of hard-working, self-motivated students. They must work independently in order advance in their Yoga practices and continue resolving their problems. This work requires the practitioners to draw their attention inward rather than focusing on external factors, making their experience introspective and personal whether practicing alone or in a group setting. Yoga practitioners must perform their tasks themselves, manipulating their bodies into and within the poses, controlling the rhythm of their breath and intake of oxygen. Practitioners must monitor themselves through their practice, being sure not to overexert themselves to the point of great discomfort, injury, or fatigue, but to find a balance between relaxation and challenge. Whenever practitioners need to rest, they should rest. Modifications for every pose exist, so practitioners have the option of making each pose more or less challenging and altering each pose to accommodate impediments or restrictions. In order to reap any benefits from Yoga, practitioners must practice – no one else can do the poses for them (Cotner 1934: 30-33). 

Meredith B. McGuire studied the use of alternative healing among middle class Americans. According to McGuire’s, Ritual Healing in Suburban America (1988), alternative healing refers to:

a wide range of beliefs and practices that adherents expect to affect health but that are not promulgated by medical personnel in the dominant biomedical system…(A) common misconception about alternative healing…is that (it) functions merely as an alternative healing technique to which people resort when all else fails. Although few persons seek alternative healing as a last resort, most adherents are more deeply involved (and) initially attracted by the larger system of beliefs, of which health-illness related beliefs and practice are only one part (McGuire 1988: 3-5).

She argues that the use of alternative healing systems correlates with the conflicts between larger social schemas and individual concepts of self operating within contemporary Western society. One social schema operating within contemporary, western society dictates that its members should follow and never question huge lists of rules and regulations, which strictly limit individual behavior. Historically, the roots of this schema lie in the industrial revolution. McGuire states: 

Successful forms of identity during industrialization were based on the internalization of authoritatively defined values. Such forms were appropriate to the rationalized economic sphere, partly because successful socialization into these forms produced anonymous, self-responsible individuals who could ‘fit’ the bureaucracy. Individuals internalized specific values, such as perseverance, dependability, consistency, integrity, and duty, that were suited to the rationalized economic sphere (McGuire 1988: 255).

This schema conflicts with a concept of self present in contemporary Western society that emphasizes the importance of the individual: 

Forms of individualism, with their characteristic patterns of self-control, may not fit the experiences (including socioeconomic conditions) of many persons in modern Western societies. For example: the persevering, nose-to-the-grindstone, solitary, rugged individualist may be ill-suited to a social and economic setting that demands cooperation, communication, and creativity (McGuire 198: 253).

Alternative healing systems, including Yoga, offer individualistic people a form of healing sympathetic to their independent personalities because individualistic people and alternative healing systems experience marginalization from mainstream culture and medicine. In fact, many alternative healing systems encourage individualism by using a holistic approach to healing. Holistic healing refers to the idea that healing includes the body’s physiological processes and the larger social meanings in which the person’s illness experience is embedded in. Rather than looking at a person’s illness as purely biological, holistic healing adds emotional, philosophical, spiritual, and social components, or any combination of the above, to healing. It looks at the entire person, the entire individual suffering from illness, including the individual’s relationship to their emotions, psychological processes, physiological processes, spiritual beliefs, other people, society, the world, and often the entire universe (McGuire 1988: 257). 

These approaches incorporate sociocultural phenomena, spiritual beliefs, and psychological processes into healing, and thus “promote an active adaptation on the part of believers, not merely adjusting to the fact of suffering or limitation, but actively changing one’s life” (McGuire 1988: 249). The active role played by individuals in the healing processes offered by many alternative healing systems adds moral order and responsibility to illness and healing experiences, and allows the individual to remain in control of their illness and healing (McGuire 1988: 250). 

Methods

I used person-centered ethnography to collect my data. Person-centered ethnography:

refers to anthropological attempts to develop experience-near ways of describing and analyzing human behavior, subjective experience, and psychological processes. A primary focus of person-centered ethnographies is on the individual and on how the individual’s psychology and subjective experience both shapes, and is shaped by, social and cultural processes (Hollan 2001).


I chose person-centered ethnography as my method of data collection because quality, rather than quantity, better suited my research design and objective. Person-centered ethnography allowed me to discover specific details concerning my informants’ Yoga practices and views on Yoga at large in the Los Angeles area and place their stories and opinions within the context of their life histories. The intimacy and detail of this method preserved the richness and complexity of each informant’s unique experience, yet enabled me to generalize and find common themes within a larger social, cultural, and historic context.   

I found my informants through word of mouth: friends told their friends about my project, my name and telephone number circulated, and before too long, I secured eight individuals to participate in my research. I did not have a random sample because I did not use random sampling to set my informants. All of my participants are directly or indirectly connected to UCLA or the field of Anthropology. They ranged from twenty-one years old to early sixties. Four of my informants were female, four were male. They came from many socioeconomic backgrounds and each had unique life experiences. 

Each informant chose the location and time for their interview, the interviews were tape-recorded, and lasted around two hours. I later transcribed each interview Drawing upon many of Cotner (1934) and McGuire’s (1988) concepts, I created a ten question questionnaire to guide the interviews. I began the interview by asking the informant an open-ended life history question. Next, I asked about their Yoga experience: why they began, how they have practiced, and what has resulted. I created questions that would allow my informants to talk about any healing benefits they may have experienced from Yoga, if they felt responsibility for their illness episode, if they wanted to take an active role in their healing process, and their views on individuality versus cooperation, the two conflicting social schemas highlighted by McGuire (1988: 255-257). The final questions dealt with their views on Yoga’s rise in popularity of late in the Los Angeles area. Appendix A contains a copy of my questionnaire.

Data Analysis

Through my data analysis, I identified three emergent analytic categories; three themes recurring throughout each interview. They are: 1) the dichotomy between individuality and belongingness, 2) Yoga theoretically cures all (people), and 3) Yoga is a cure all, holistically approaching healing.

1) Dichotomy Between Individuality and Belongingness

My informants describe Yoga as allowing its’ practitioners to retain their autonomy while simultaneously creating among them a sense of belongingness. Many of my informants described individualism as a highly prized ideal in LA, and described themselves as individualists. One informant adamantly stated, “I am an individualist” (Greg), while others more subtly revealed this aspect of their character. Tom, one of my informants, addressed the phenomena of the Los Angeles culture’s individualistic nature:

The West Coast has, for a long time, been a refuge for people that didn’t get along well in core, American society. Part of that is a self-fulfilling prophecy because people in other parts of the country that don’t like core, American society think, ‘Oh, well people in California are doing something different,’ and so they come here (to California). (I think that) makes California society more open and welcoming of what is different. Once (these different ways of doing things) came in(to California) and began growing, there was a natural dissemination to the people who were more conservative in nature. There was a natural spread from the weirdo, from the guy who was just out to do something different, and once he brought it in, everyone else started picking up on it (Tom). 

According to Tom and my other informants, LA breeds individualistic people and draws individualists from different parts of the country and the world. They describe non-conformity as the only way to conform in LA. My informants all spoke of Yoga as a practice they use in order to feel more connected to themselves, to do something good for themselves, to separate themselves from the outside world, to remove themselves from worrying about other people, to become more aware of their bodies, and to become more self-aware. These aspects of Yoga would certainly attract individualists. 

Conversely, each of my informants expressed the desire to feel what I have termed “belongingness.” Belongingness goes beyond conforming, even through non-conformity. It encompasses intimate and personal connections and interactions with fellow human beings on a regular basis. They also spoke of Yoga as a practice that makes them feel as if they are part of a community and has increased their circle of friends. Yoga allows them to be in a room full of people of like mind, and is an activity that many share with a loved one. These aspects of Yoga would certainly facilitate a feeling of belongingness among its practitioners.  

For example, Clara found that practicing Yoga with her husband strengthened their relationship: 

My husband and I have been going together so often, and we usually go to the same class with the same instructor. It’s our coming together once a week -chatting with one another, finding out how the other one is doing. It develops a group of friends, creates a bit of a community. It’s expanded our circle of friends. Because the instructor has known some of the more intimate details of my physical being, I do get a sense that she is concerned about how I’m doing. I’ve gotten to know somebody who is pretty caring. Not that everybody in the class is the same, but I feel like there is something that brings us all together to the class and it’s nice (Clara).

This dichotomy that lies within Yoga, that of an individual and simultaneously communal practice, fills the same dichotomous need among my informants. Each of my informants described themselves as an individualist, but also commented on the importance of being part of a community, having strong relationships with others, or just finding an instructor that cares. This dichotomy relates to McGuire’s two conflicting social schemas (1988: 255-257). Interestingly, Yoga fits into both the independent and corporate social schemas highlighted by McGuire (1988). Perhaps, this is one reason why Yoga has become so popular in Los Angeles: it is an individual practice that is practiced in a room full of people, who want to retain their autonomy yet be part of a community.

2) Yoga Cures All (People)

My informants all spoke of Yoga as a practice that is accepting of diversity, flexible logistically, and adaptable physically. Traditional Yogic philosophies dictate that everyone is welcome to practice Yoga, practitioners should not compete amongst each other, and Yoga practitioners should not place judgement upon any individual, whether they practice Yoga or not. Theoretically, Yoga is completely accepting and inclusive (Vithaldas 1971). My informants admitted to the challenge non-competition and non-judgement held for them, as their cultural environment outside of the Yoga studio trained them to compete and judge others. They all struggle with the concepts of non-judgement and non-competition, yet they understand their importance and attempt to carry those concepts with them throughout their practice and lives. My informants spoke of the safe, loving environment of the Yoga studio and the Yoga class in which a physical, mental, and or spiritual exploration and expression can occur. They attribute the feelings of safety and love mostly to the instructor. All of my informants felt their instructors were caring, kind individuals, genuinely concerned with their student’s well being. 

It’s a very accepting practice…If you go into any Yoga class (there are) all sorts of different people…It’s really the only physical thing I can think of that is like that. That might account for its rise in popularity. It’s really non-threatening. It’s easy to start, from wherever you are (Haley).

No comparisons. The assumption is that everyone else in the room is doing it with no comparisons, no judgements, even with themselves or with anyone else...You can be in a room full of people who are not judging (Tom).

Yoga also cures all through its flexibility logistically and adaptability physically. Modifications for allYoga poses exist, accommodating practitioners with physical limitations (Vithaldas 1971). When Clara, one of my informants, was bed ridden after being hit by a car, she could still perform a few basic Yoga postures and breathing techniques. Clara also told the story of an eighty-year old man, who takes classes with her, and enjoys the fact that people of all ages can practice. Haley, another of my informants, also spoke of Yoga’s adaptability to various physical states:

I think that you can keep doing it when you are pregnant. When I was back home taking Yoga, the teacher was six months pregnant and still practicing Yoga, which is amazing (Haley).

Haley, who was in graduate school for architecture, also addressed the issue of Yoga’s adaptability logistically in the following quote:

Architects have this nasty habit of pulling all-nighters. It’s really unhealthy and shouldn’t happen. There are a few of us in the (architecture) studio (that) practice Yoga. So when it gets to be late enough, around ten, eleven, sometimes one or two in the morning, somebody will go around and say, ‘Hey, do you want to go do some Yoga?’ Everyone else stares at us weirdos, but it’s a nice way to do something as a group for ten minutes. Physically it is really, really vital because it helps in terms of stretching you out and letting your vision focus on something a little more than a foot away from your face. When we say, ‘I can’t take work anymore!’ it gives us a momentary break that we really need. It helps you feel a lot closer to the people that you are working with, it helps you feel not so isolated, and physically it helps to have not so many shooting pains up your back. There’s also something intriguing about doing Yoga in a hallway at two in the morning. I don’t know why that is, but you definitely feel like, probably no one else is doing this (Haley).

In the following quote, Clara also addresses the issue of Yoga’s adaptability logistically:

Not only was I able to learn (breathing exercises) in class, but I was also able to take them outside into my everyday life without it being really intrusive. It’s not that I am having to do Yoga poses in front of a bunch of people. I can quietly and peacefully to myself do the breathing exercises to help calm me down (Clara).


Haley fit Yoga into her life by practicing in the hallway outside the architecture studio at one in the morning. Clara used Yogic breathing techniques before school exams to help her relax. Both examples show how Yoga can “fit” in space and time. Although attending Yoga classes in a studio with an experienced and caring instructor is important, Yoga practitioners can practice Yoga anywhere. This makes Yoga accessible to a larger population and, coupled with Yoga’s inclusiveness, is perhaps another reason for Yoga’s rise in popularity. 

3) Yoga as a Cure All

My participants described Yoga as a cure all – a tonic holistically promoting health and happiness in all aspects of being. I divided health into three categories: physical, mental, and spiritual, and asked my participants to explain how Yoga has affected these three aspects of their overall health.

Physical Fitness and Health

Physical fitness is important to all of my participants. Many of them participate in physical activities, such as: hiking, karate, Tai Chi, dance, bike trials, running, and swimming. They take part in these activities because they make them feel good physically and psychologically. Physical activity makes them happy, and Yoga became another physical activity in which they could participate. Conversely, some of my informants had never been physically active, had never felt comfortable “using their bodies,” before practicing Yoga (Greg). Whatever their background, they all experienced an improvement in their fitness level as a result of practicing Yoga. 

My informants describe Los Angeles society as one that holds physicality, physical prowess, and physical aesthetics in high regard, and being able to accomplish something physically gives them a sense of self-worth. Many were cut off from their bodies due to injury, illness, or they were never very athletic, and practicing Yoga allows them to overcome these physical limitations. For example, one of my informants, Greg, never felt comfortable using his body. He never felt like an athlete. He hated gym class as a child and hated going to the gym as an adult. When he began practicing Yoga, he discovered he could use his body well. He had found a physical activity he enjoyed and made him feel accomplished and confident in his physical abilities (Greg).

 My informants explained that Hollywood and the entertainment industry promote certain physiques as the most beautiful, the most physically appealing, and as something that everyone should try to attain. Many of my informants took great offense to this, but they admitted feeling pressure to conform. They explained that many people think Yoga is a “trendy” way of attaining the physique promoted by Hollywood. My informants’ felt that they were dedicated to Yoga, and their practices were not trendy or shortsighted. They explained that practicing Yoga promotes longevity and Yoga can be practiced for a lifetime. Eighty-year-old men and women can and do practice Yoga. As Clara states:

I know that some people think Yoga’s trendy, and I hope for myself it isn’t. 

There’s this fellow in my class that is eighty-eight years old... He’s seen a lot of life and trendiness is not something that’s going to bring him to class everyday…He comes to class to really get something out of it. He is an inspiration to me. The fact that he tries to do the poses, that he comes to the class to get physical exercise, and he has even traveled to India to study with Iyengar himself makes me feel like there is a lot more to it than just the trend. When I look at him - sure he’s moving a little slower, but he’s moving pretty good for his age, and the fact that he can touch his toes I think that that’s amazing - I like to think that I will continue this practice as I myself get older. I think that’s the way a lot of folks feel (Clara). 

My informants reported improved medical health as a result of practicing Yoga. They reported that Yoga helped prevent them from becoming ill or injured by strengthening their immune systems and bodies in general. They also explained that Yoga helped heal any existing injuries or illnesses by addressing the roots or main causes of their health problem. For example, Haley had a mild case of scoliosis. She noticed a marked improvement in her posture and gait when she practiced Yoga continuously for a few weeks. Sergio, another of my informants, competed in an extreme sport and injured his back during practice. He reported that Yoga helped to relieve the pain from this injury and was increasing his strength and flexibility so that he could prevent future injuries. Tom injured his back at work. The pain became unbearable, and he began seeking treatment. Eventually, he began to practice Yoga in the hopes that it would alleviate at least some of his back pain. Yoga did heal his back pain. He describes how Yoga healed his back:

I felt my back realign…I had been doing Yoga for a (couple of months), and I (could feel the difference), but I still had pain in the same spot. (One day) I was practicing at home, (and I felt) something in my back move...I left off that day, and the next day I went back and gingerly went into it (the Yoga postures). The (other treatments) helped (but they) didn’t really address (my back pain) at its cause…It’s like the injury to the back was a seed that would grow pain and stress for the low back. The (other treatments) would clear away the pain and stress, but (they) left the seed of the injury. It was Yoga that really took that (seed) away (Tom).

Mental / Psychological Health

All of my informants talked about stress – being stressed for much of the time, leading stressful lives, the negative affects of stress on their lives, and their search for ways to relieve stress. Through their Yoga practices, they reported experiencing what they called mental calmness, a greater of sense awareness, and a centering of self. Their tempers evened out, they had more patience, a greater sense of humor, and felt more relaxed in general. A point of interest to me is the connection between proprioception, understanding where your body is and how it moves through time and space, and stress relief. This concept recurred throughout my interviews. Unfortunately, I did not have the time or space to explore this further in my research, but the following quotes do include this concept of proprioception as two of my informants describe their experiences with Yoga’s psychological healing benefits:

Self-centered has a really negative connotation, but that’s what it is. It’s centered in looking inward, directing your focus, your attention, to yourself. While a lot of it is physical, somewhere along the way you get into the person that’s in there, too, and so there’s a lot of release. There’s a lot of calming. It’s like throwing water on fire…It’s a different state that is partially predicated on the physical exertion…Partly it’s the drawing inward of the mind. I don’t really notice it happening – the withdrawal, the centering - when I am in the studio. When I walk back out the door into contact with the rest of the world, I realize that I am seeing it differently…I think that aside from fixing up my back, that’s what Yoga did for me. It’s an ability that I used to have when I was a kid and didn’t deal with the future. I lived in that place a lot more. It has allowed me to become a forward-looking, future-centered, directed focused person, but I can hold onto a certain level of peace (Tom).

I noticed I had a little bump on my upper chest area. I (went) to the doctor (and) it turned out I had shingles, which was surprising to me because I had always thought shingles were something older people got. I knew it was a result of a fair amount of stress, and after developing something like that, it made me address the overall issue of stress in my life. I think in my life stress always impacted me to some degree, but I had never developed any type of illness before.  

I talked to a coworker, and she suggested that I go to Yoga. A few of her friends that had high stress jobs (had found that) Yoga was really beneficial…She had recommended a place, I took my first class, and I felt like, ‘This is exactly what I have been looking for!’ Not only in terms of helping with stress management, but also as a form of exercise and an outlet for me. 

It (Yoga) allows me to laugh at myself. I always try to do my very, very best and have high expectations of myself. Sometimes this isn’t good. It creates even more stress. There (are some poses) that I always have a hard time with. (I) see myself struggling with things, and I can just laugh at myself. I don’t have to take myself so seriously. I do try my very hardest in those poses but I’m not going to take myself so seriously that I get really upset at myself if I can’t do them. It makes me think about other parts of my life I may take too seriously. Just like in Yoga, not everybody’s watching you. Everybody is focusing on themselves, and then the pose is over in less than a minute. I see those flashes of life where I say, ‘If I can do it, great; if I can’t, oh well,’ and I just move on. I like the fact that Yoga’s given me that experience so I can call upon it whenever I do take things so seriously. 

I (find it to be) meditative. It’s a real escape for me, a real separation from the hectic life. Once the door to the classroom closes, (there is) a division between the craziness that goes on outside and (what goes on inside (Clara).

Clara recognized the severity of her stress level only after the physical symptoms of stress arose – in her case, the development of shingles. Rather than relieving the physical symptoms of her illness through an organic treatment, Clara relieved the physical symptoms of stress through a change in her lifestyle. 

Spiritual Health

Most of my informants felt uncomfortable talking about spirituality. The one exception to this theme came up in my interview with Gloria. She had been involved in many facets of the New Age movement during the 1980’s, including the Hari-Krishnas, and was open about her unique spiritual experiences. When she first began Yoga, she did so to explore spirituality. Now, she practices Yoga mostly for its physical benefits and mental challenges. She spoke out about misconceptions regarding spirituality that Los Angeles culture promotes, stating that many people think they can take an hour Yoga class and “be saved” or buy “instant spirituality,” such as an acquaintance of hers that paid a Tibetan Llama three-hundred dollars to bless her home. Spirituality, she explains, is “a process and awareness that you need to keep throughout the day.” 

The topic of spirituality also came up in my interview with Tom. He explained, “if I go on a camping or hiking trip, I am immediately in a better place mentally. I hate to use the word ‘spirituality,’ but it is a relaxing, a releasing of tension that I get from getting into the natural world.” He later said that he also attained this feeling through his Yoga practice. Toward the end of the interview, I asked him why he did not like to use the word spirituality. He responded with this statement:

There is so much of an association with the flaky nature of Yoga. My experience with Yoga has not been one of an tremendously flaky nature…Spirituality can be found in different things for different people…The flipside of that is what some people find spiritual others do not. I am always kind of reluctant to add my voice to a throng, assigning spirituality to a particular practice, because it is such a personal thing (Tom).

Tom associated spirituality with “flakiness” with people who do things differently than that which their dominant culture dictates, “weirdos,” and people that are open to new experiences. He stated that “flakiness” has a negative connotation and avoided using the word ‘spiritual’ to describe his Yoga practice. In my experiences in Los Angeles and with Yoga, I have yet to meet any of these flaky, strange Yoga practitioners. I believe the avoidance of anything having to do with the word “spiritual” is actually an avoidance of negative stereotypes associated with Yoga, its practitioners, Los Angeles culture, and spirituality. My informants recognized the existence of these negative stereotypes but separated themselves and their Yoga practices from them because for them, their practices had a deeper meaning than that which these negative stereotypes would allow. 


I found Geraldine Cotner’s arguement regarding the Yoga practitioner’s desire to take an active role in their healing process (1934) both refuted and supported during the interviews. Many of my informants spoke of the ways their Yoga practices helped them to heal themselves of physical or mental illnesses or discomforts, which supported Cotner’s arguement. To refute her argument, some of my informants reported coming into Yoga without the hope of or conscious need to be healed, and some explained that the Yoga instructor had much more influence on their healing process than they themselves had. Gloria refuted and supported Cotner’s argument, explaining that the whole point of Yoga is to actively allow yourself to be passive:  

We don’t really have control of our lives. We don’t really know what’s gonna happen. We can plan to a certain degree, but ultimately, the forces, without sounding too metaphysical or too out there, the forces of the universe are far more powerful than the individual. The power and control that Yoga gives me is ultimately to be conscious of that. (I went into Yoga) thinking that I was going to be cured and that the practice would cure me. I was really frustrated (because) the desired result did not happen for me. (It’s) true that I went in thinking that I was going to be cured of the discomforts I have with my mind and my body and all of the different issues that I went in with. (As) a student you have choices and you are responsible for those choices, but I don’t think that everybody coming into Yoga accepts that fact. I think there are a lot of people that think that it’s just gonna be (easy). (A) lot of people have a lot of misconceptions about what Yoga is. Yes, it can give you a sense of control of your life, but I think that we have to be aware that in anything we do, not just in Yoga, we don’t ever really have full control (Gloria). 

Discussion

I feel that the most profound issue raised in this research deals with the negative stereotypes of Yoga, its practitioners, and Los Angeles culture. Due to the limitations of this research, I will not explore the nature of stereotyping culturally, nor will I explore how and why the negatives stereotypes of Yoga, its practitioners, and Los Angeles culture came about. Works containing information about stereotyping include Strauss and Quinn’s, A Cognitive Theory of Cultural Meaning (1997). The information I use as a basis for my argument comes directly from the interviews with my informants. My participants recognized these existing negative stereotypes, but they all considered themselves and their Yoga practices separate from them. The following are some examples of these stereotypes, which my informants brought up during their interviews: many people practice Yoga to become very thin, there are many unqualified instructors that hurt their students, only “weirdos” practice Yoga, only people with eating disorders  practice Yoga, only people with emotional disorders practice Yoga, guys practice Yoga to pick up cute girls, only famous people or people that want to be famous practice Yoga, only shallow people practice Yoga, and people practice Yoga just because it is trendy. I could not find concrete evidence to support these stereotypes. I could not find these types of Yoga practitioners or studios, and I have come to conclude that they do not exist. In my opinion, these negative stereotypes have little connection with reality. They over exaggerate the extremes of a diverse practice and its diverse population of practitioners. 

The most salient of these is the negative stereotypes surrounding spirituality. So many of my informants either avoided speaking about spirituality all together or had no idea how to address the subject. The following is a definition of spirituality:

Pleasures unrelated to a narrow concept of self are closely associated with the term ‘spirituality.’ This includes pleasures that accompany art, altruism, devotion, and meditation. Spirituality can be found in all actions, provided the motive is selfless. Here the pleasure is a by-product; the primary goal is yoga, or union, with oneself, with nature, and with God. (Spirituality) is looking for an inner meaning and substance in all experiences in life, or ‘searching for the thread within the thread’ (Mathew 2001:249). 

The experiences my informants had during their Yoga practices and which they described during their interviews would fit the above definition of spirituality. And yet, they did not want to or were afraid to classify their experiences as spiritual because of the negative connotations surrounding spirituality, their own discomfort with spirituality, their lack of knowledge of spirituality, and or their lack of vernacular for spirituality. Certain scholars argue that these negative connotations surrounding spirituality present in many western cultures came about because in past centuries, western science and the scientific method proved so valuable that science displaced spirituality and religion. They also state that because science can neither disprove nor prove the existence of spiritual realms, many western cultures have either drawn the conclusion that spirituality is nothing more than unfounded superstition or have just avoided the subject all together (Mahajan 1987, Mathew 2001, Rama 1987, Sampath 1987, Shevde 1987). 

Although they were afraid of or uncomfortable with their “spiritual” experiences, my informants talked about how important these experiences were for them, so clearly they had a need for spirituality in their lives. Yoga filled that need for my informants, and filled a cultural niche, as well. According to my informants, spirituality was widely unaccepted in Los Angeles culture, but they needed to find spirituality, so Yoga allowed them to practice a form of covert spirituality. My informants did not have to be open about spiritual aspects of their practice, did not have to discuss their experiences or spirituality in order to have spiritual experiences, and they could justify their practice by the physical and tangible benefits they received from their practices. In Los Angeles, the focus of Yoga primarily rests on the physical aspect of Yoga, but traditionally, Yoga contains eight limbs, only one of which is physical (Mehta 1994).  This reflects my informants’, and probably many Yoga practitioners’, comfort in the physical realm and the phenomena of Yogic postures, asanas, safely making their ways into the lives of Los Angeles residents. I believe that by practicing asanas, many practitioners find themselves in an environment, physical state, and mental state, which allow for an exploration of spirituality. The non-physical aspects of Yoga, in my opinion, are not absent from the practices of Los Angeles residents, they are simply not as widely accepted, talked about, or understood.  

Summary

In summary, I explore the reasons why my eight informants began their Yoga practices, continue their Yoga practices, and their views on the larger social and cultural phenomena of Yoga’s rise in popularity in the Los Angeles area. My literature review focuses primarily on two works: Yoga and Western Psychology (1934), by Geraldine Cotner, and, Ritual Healing in Suburban America (1988), by Meredith B. McGuire. I used person-centered ethnography to collect my data, meaning I conducted in-depth interviews beginning with a life-history question and then moved into specific questions regarding my informants’ Yoga practices. To analyze my data, I used content coding, and coded for three emergent analytic categories: 1) the dichotomy between individuality and belongingness, 2) Yoga theoretically cures all, and 3) Yoga is a cure all. I discussed the dichotomy between individuality and the desire for belongingness within Los Angeles culture and how Yoga, which is an individual and communal practice, fills these dichotomous needs. I discussed how Yoga “cures all.” It theoretically excludes no one from practicing, is flexible logistically, and adaptable physically. Finally, I discussed how Yoga is a “cure all,” approaching healing in a holistic manner, facilitating health physically, mentally and spiritually. In conclusion, many negative stereotypes of Yoga, its practitioners, and Los Angeles culture exist. My informants recognized these stereotypes and separated themselves and their Yoga practices from them, stating that their practices held a deeper meaning than that which the stereotypes could give. The most salient of these negative stereotypes concerns the negative connotations surrounding spirituality. The fact that in Los Angeles practitioners focus primarily on the physical aspects of Yoga reflects the fear and discomfort surrounding spirituality in Los Angeles culture. My informants found a way to practice a covert form of spirituality through their Yoga practices, and I believe their covertness does not take away from the sincerity of their spiritual experiences. 

Further Research

I would like to continue researching this topic, focusing on the following three concepts: 1) comparing spirituality in western versus eastern cultures, 2) proprioception and its connection to stress relief 3) the unique case of culture change shown by a small number of individuals from western societies taking on the values and practices of Yoga. 

Appendix A

The following lists my interview questions:

1) Life history: If your life were a story, how would it go?

2) Why did you initially begin your Yoga practice?

3) How long have you been practicing Yoga? How do you practice?

4) What did you expect to experience before beginning your Yoga practice?

5) Have these expectations met? Why or why not? If they have been met, how has practicing Yoga changed your physical body, state of mind, and or your life in general? What have you experienced from practicing Yoga?

6) Do you feel a greater sense of control in your life since beginning your Yoga practice?

7) Was experiencing Yoga’s medical, physical, and psychological healing benefits one of the factors that lead you to begin your Yoga practice?

If you answered yes, please answer the following questions:

A. Did you seek any other treatments before practicing Yoga?

B. What were those treatments?

C. Are you / were you happy with those treatments? Why or why not?

D. Did you continue with those treatments after beginning your Yoga practice?

8) What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute to Yoga’s recent rise in popularity in the Los Angeles area?

Appendix B


Appendix B contains the transcriptions of each interview conducted for this research project. The pseudonym of each informant appears as the title for each interview transcription. Greg and Ryan were interviewed simultaneously. Any words in Italics represent my questions during the interviews. Any words within ellipses represent a summary of the informants’ responses. I did not transcribe directly each spoken word and phrase, but have slightly modified the informants’ responses to help the reader understand the content of each interview without changing their basic meaning. The tape recorder only picked up a quarter of Paul’s interview and half of Greg and Ryan’s. I created the summaries of these unrecorded sections of their interviews from my written notes, which I took during the interviews. Appendix B ends with a subject index, showing the lines in each transcription that correspond with key topics in this research.

Clara

If your life were a story, how would it go?

I am thirty-five years old. I was born and raised in the Los Angeles area. I attended a university close to home for two years before coming to the conclusion that I didn’t know why I was in college. I decided to leave school and move to New York, where I lived there for about five years. I worked various jobs, especially at a radio station in the advertising department. In NY I got together with my now husband and he decided that he needed to move to LA to pursue his film career. So, we moved to LA and I worked a while in advertising. In 1992 I made a career change. I decided to work at a non-profit organization that came about after the LA riots. The organization taught life and job skills to inner city youth in south central LA. My job was fund raising and managing the staff. It grew, and we had branches in about seven different cities. At that time it was a very rewarding but fairly stressful job. I had a lot of responsibility and I felt a lot of pressure to help the children and give teachers the resources that they were desperately requesting. After that, I decided to go to school, because one of the things that we encouraged the children to do was to continue with their education. I felt that I needed to do the same for myself. I was convinced that I needed to pursue my own life dream, so I resigned my position and went back to school full time. 

A little more about myself…I like to hike, mountain bike, go to movies, and go shopping.

Why did you initially begin your Yoga practice?
My husband and I were flying back from our honeymoon when I noticed I had a little bump on my upper chest area. I just thought it was a mosquito bite, so I let it go. It didn’t go away, so I ended up going to the doctor. Mainly I was concerned that some kind of exotic bug had bitten me and I had a bad reaction to it. As it turned out, the doctor told me that I had shingles. That was kind of a surprise to me. I had always thought that shingles were something older people got. I knew it resulted from a fair amount of stress. After developing something like that - it made me address the overall issue of stress in my life. I think in my life, stress had always impacted me to some degree, but I had never developed any type of stress related illness before. I always thought, “O.K., I just have little headaches. They aren’t a big deal.”  At that time, the shingles felt like a big deal. 

I talked to a coworker and she suggested that I go to a Yoga class. A few of her friends, who had high stress jobs, found that it was very beneficial. She had recommended a place to me, and I decided to go. After my first class I felt like it was exactly what I had been looking for - not only in terms of helping with stress management, but also as a form of exercise and as an outlet for me…I felt like I was…what’s the word? I found the movements to be very graceful, and I’m not a…I never took any ballet classes as a child, I don’t take any dance classes now, and I haven’t really enjoyed any aerobics classes. I felt that the poses were really artistic and beautiful and definitely felt the benefits immediately in terms of health. I felt as though my immune system had strengthened. I had worked with a lot of high school and middle school kids. The schools were hot beds of colds and flu and disease all the time. My staff and I were always fighting colds. I was struck by that improvement. 

I also felt it helped my posture. My office duties required me to hunch before the computer. The Yoga practice counteracted the hours and hours at the computer. It felt like I was getting older before my time, with going to work and feeling stressed. I guess it may have just been common sense. There are a lot of common sense aspects to the Yoga practice, like breathing exercises. I don’t just have to do them in class. I am able to take them outside into my everyday life without being intrusive. I don’t have to do Yoga poses in front of a whole bunch of people. For example, I can quietly and peacefully, to myself, do the breathing exercises to help calm me down. I quite often do this during exams and other stressful situations. I really think its great, and I am happy to say that my shingles went away and I haven’t had them again. 

How long have you been practicing Yoga?

Six years.

Was experiencing yoga’s medical, physical, psychological, and or spiritual healing benefits one of the factors that lead you to beginning your yoga practice?

I have to say that, for me, these healing benefits are probably the most important aspects of Yoga. I call upon them quite often. Even on a monthly basis with my period, I use poses specifically targeted to help with those various discomforts. It’s nice to do those poses instead of taking medication. 

About two and a half years ago, a car hit me as I was walking to school. I was in the hospital for a week and home in bed for almost a month after that. It is profound how atrophy sets in so quickly. I was transformed into an eighty-year-old woman. My back was so stiff and I was…very upset psychologically. It was bad experience - a scary experience. I couldn’t do certain things over the summer time that I had planned to do - that I had wanted to do. 

I started going to physical therapy. My orthopedic doctor told me that I should also resume my Yoga practice. I am not sure if this happens at other Yoga studios, but at my studio - perhaps it was because I had been going there for a while - I just worked off to the side of the class with the instructor’s assistant. We did specific poses tailored to help with my injuries. Just going back into the class, feeling like I was part of the world again, and doing something that I really enjoyed lifted my spirits a great deal. I really feel that the instructors are a very important part of the practice – how they deal with the class as a whole and with individual ailments and problems. It helped me in my recovery process to be a part of a class where I received individual attention. 

The instructor always starts out the class asking, “How’s everybody feeling today?” Some folks raise their hands and say, “I have a headache today,” or, “My lower back is hurting me.” Sometimes the instructor will change whatever she has planned for the class to address the participants’ general concerns and problems. I feel like the tone is set for the class to deal with medical problems 

Did you seek other types of treatments to receive the same healing benefits? Were you happy with those treatments?

My appointments with the orthopedic doctor were more consultation sessions.  He let me know exactly the nature of my injury and provided me with a framework for beyond the examination room. He also gave me referrals to see other doctors and the physical therapist. That was helpful because I was able to get massage treatment. (Massage is always nice!) They also gave me some minor exercises, so these treatments helped me make baby steps toward resuming my Yoga practice. When I started going to the physical therapist, just walking down the front stairs challenged me. Because I had never been like that before, I didn’t know where to begin. In some ways, I needed the coaching that came along with physical therapy. I went to the physical therapist for about three months. I guess their know-how in treating people at that stage, that beginning point in the recovery process, helped me get started. After a certain point, though, they couldn’t do any more. It was up to me, and that was fine. That is when I started going to the Yoga classes again. 

When I first talked to my orthopedic doctor, I told him in detail about the type of Yoga I practice. He understood that there were many types of Yoga, and he didn’t want me to do the power Yoga. No backbends and things like that, because I would actually injure myself again. I had to explain to him that the type of Yoga I practice is not the power Yoga. He approved, which made me feel ensured in my Yoga practice. 

In addition, I went to an acupuncturist. This did give me some relief. I had a cervical sprain from the accident, which gave me headaches. The acupuncture really helped in that respect, but I felt that acupuncture wasn’t something I could sustain over the long haul. It was a very time consuming treatment, and after it helped me over the hump of my headaches, that was enough. That was all I needed it for. 

My orthopedist referred me to a pain management doctor, who has more of a psychology degree. He was more valuable in terms of being a counselor: somebody who I talked to about it being a drag that my back was still hurting, wondering if its ever going to go away… I was internalizing a lot of my thoughts and frustrations, so it was valuable for me to share. He encouraged me to continue going to Yoga and thought was helpful in terms of my getting better

Why did you stop these other treatments? 

I went to the pain management doctor for about three or four times. Not that much. I got tips from him on how to prevent my backaches. I shared my frustrations with him, just got them off my chest, but I felt that was all that he could help me with. It was very helpful at the time, but I felt that was the limit of what I could get out of him.

Once the bone had healed it wasn’t necessary for me to go to the orthopedic doctor. I only contacted his office when I needed to get a refill of my pain pill medication. The orthopedist actually writes a prescription for my visits to my physical therapist, and based on his experience, he only found it necessary for me to go twenty-four times. I have to agree with that assessment. After that period of time, I did not require all those massages and the exercise programs they gave me. I could carry on with Yoga and other light weight exercises. 

What were your expectations of Yoga before you began your practice? 
I had expected, hoped, and I believe I have increased my flexibility. You know, one of the typical images I think a lot of people have, including myself, that really don’t know that much about Yoga, is that you cross your legs and turn yourself into a pretzel. To increase my flexibility was a big part of it. Because I was referred there basically for stress, for stress reduction, that was definitely there. I really didn’t anticipate the additional medical benefits that I’ve experienced. I just had no sense of that at all the first time I went to a Yoga class, but it has been a great plus for me. 

The other part that I really enjoy about the practice is that it allows me to laugh at myself. I know that with my personality, I always try to do my very, very best. Having high expectations for myself sometimes is not good. It creates even more stress. With some poses, I always have a hard time. Maybe we’re doing a balance pose and today I feel like I have no balance at all. I see myself kind of struggling with things, and if I lose my balance, I can just laugh at myself. I don’t have to take myself so seriously. I do try my very hardest in those poses, but I’m not going to take myself so seriously that I get really upset at myself if I can’t do them. I think this is a really good aspect of Yoga, because it makes me think about other parts of life I may take it too seriously. Just like a yoga pose, not everybody’s watching you, everybody is focusing on themselves, and the pose is over in less than a minute. It’s like those flashes of life where, if can do it, great! If you can’t, oh well, and you just move on. I can call upon this whenever I do take things too seriously. 

This is the other part of it that I didn’t expect. Perhaps because my husband and I have been going so often, and we usually go to the same class with the same instructor, that it’s our coming together every once a week. We chat with one another, asking how the other is doing. It is also developing a group of friends, a bit of a community. That part’s really nice; it has expanded our circle of friends. Because the instructor has known some of the more intimate details of my physical being, I do get a sense that she is concerned about how I’m doing. That part is nice, that I’ve got somebody who is pretty caring. Not that everybody in the class is the same, but I feel like there is something that brings us all together to the class. 

I also didn’t expect to find it so meditative. I feel like when I go to that class and just say “Om,” it’s an escape for me. It’s a real separation from the hectic life. Once the door to the classroom closes, it creates as real division between the class and the craziness that goes on outside. At times, to just focus on my body and some of its smallest parts that tend to get forgotten - and I don’t understand why they’re forgotten; they’re things that don’t even cross my mind that I should think about - has given me a greater sense of awareness about my body. Maybe that’s tied into the physical stuff. I don’t know how the awareness part of it happens, but it’s great!

What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute to Yoga’s recent rise in popularity in the Los Angeles area?

I think that - I don’t know if its cliché, but I believe there’s a reason why these clichés exist - the form for Yoga is that combination of mind, body, and spirit all coming together. I think that here in LA we are all very, very conscious about our physical appearance. I think on some levels that’s a good thing, because in my travels to other parts of the country, I saw folks that are just really out of shape. I look at it as kind of a neglect of the body. I know that it can be taken to extremes, but people here are more conscious of their physical being. 

I also think a lot of folks come to class after work to relieve stress. The class I go to is at 7:30 p.m., which is late enough where, if you work a standard nine to five or ten to six, people can get there with a fair amount of ease. Of course, if you’ve got a lot of work to do, getting there at 7:30 is really tough. I see these people rushing to get to class, saying, “I told myself that I had to get to Yoga. I had to go to Yoga today. I’ve been so stressed out, and it’s something I need.” For many people, it’s the big, deep breath that they’ve wanted to get, despite the fact that their lives are so hectic and crazy. It seems like a lot of the people in my class, they’re in their twenties to forties, so they are really career minded people, trying to achieve a great deal in their professional lives, but they recognize that it does take a toll on their bodies. So that’s one of the main reasons that they are drawn to the class. 

I don’t know if all classes are the same, but I think that the type of Yoga that I go to, Iyengar Hatha Yoga, doesn’t move along very very quickly. The other end of the spectrum is more power Yoga. There is a lot of instruction and demonstration. For some folks, they want to sweat, they want to just go, go, go. I think that the people that keep coming to the classes at the place that I go to have maybe a different degree of patience, or perhaps they are people that want more instruction because of how they feel about their level. I definitely think that the people in my class have a different degree of patience and don’t mind getting a whole lot of instructions thrown at them. 

I know some people think Yoga’s trendy or whatever, and I hope that for myself it isn’t. There’s this fellow in there that’s eighty-eight years old, and when I look at him, he’s not the type of person that would participate in something just because it’s trendy. He’s seen a lot of life, and trendiness is not something that will bring him to the class everyday. He’s not going to deal with that kind of stuff. He comes to class to really get something out of it.  He is really an inspiration to me. I have two grandmothers that are about his age, and the fact that he comes to the class to get physical exercise, and he has even traveled to India to study with Iyengar himself, I feel like there is a lot more to it than just the trend. Sure he’s moving a little slower, but he’s moving pretty good for his age, and the fact that he can touch his toes at his age is amazing. I like to think that I would continue this practice as I get older like him. I think that’s the way a lot of folks feel. He’s a really special person to everybody. 

Have you experiences an increased sense of control in your life since beginning your Yoga practice? 

I definitely feel like it gives me control of my life. Going back to the time that I had the accident, I felt like I lost control of my life having been hit by a car. It physically threw me back and caused me a lot of harm. I think one of my frustrations was my life felt out of control. Just being able to resume my normal life by going to Yoga was really…it sort of felt like it marked a stage where I was “back on the horse again.” Also, it felt like the Yoga practice did make a huge difference in my recovery, so getting the control back definitely occurs with Yoga. 

In terms of the aging process, getting old, I think I have to imagine that it would be beneficial. One of the reasons why I was attracted to the Iyengar type of Yoga was, looking at the people in my classes, it seems to be geared towards people of all different levels. You don’t have to be a young, twenty-year-old with a lot of flexibility to still participate in the class. When I heard about Mr. Iyengar, he started this type of Yoga as a young man, when he was himself very sick. He had some sort of disease. He couldn’t even touch his knees. He developed it with the props so that, if you can’t touch the floor, you use a chair to bring the floor up to you. I’ve seen photos of him, and he is in his eighties, as well. He is able to do the poses, and he is in very good physical shape. It could be part of my physical routine that I could carry on for the rest of my life. It’s not just like I’m playing basketball or doing different exercises that are just geared towards people at an earlier age, or at their peak performance. I feel that it can be modified throughout my life and under other circumstances, as well. 

While initially I started going to Yoga on my own because of shingles, after I talked to my husband about the class, he decided to go. It was kind of funny because at first, he didn’t even call it Yoga. He called it Yogurt - I guess going along with this health-kick, new-age-y type of thing, the stereotype of Yoga. After he started going, he got something out of it different than what I expereinced. It is something that both of us can do together. It’s nice as a couple to go to the class together. It’s something that we are able to share with one another. 

Gloria

If your life were a story, how would it go?

I grew up here in LA in a very conservative, middle class family. I’ve always been the black sheep of the family, the odd one out. I‘ve always been involved in very interesting and different ways of living. There is nothing that stands out specifically in my childhood. I could never relate to the traditional ways of learning used in schools. I didn’t graduate high school, I dropped out. I dropped out of college. But, I always had this thirst and quest for life - like I really wanted to experience life in a very visceral kind of way. 

When I dropped out of high school, I went to beauty school. I worked in a salon for about three years. I guess I was nineteen when I went to my first Grateful Dead show. I went with my best friend and her boyfriend. We have been friends since we were fifteen and we are still friends. I did mushrooms and it rocked my world. It completely changed my way of thinking. I mean, right there, that night, doors opened up to me that I had never experienced before. My heart completely opened and melted and I really saw the world through the eyes of more understanding. 

I came back to LA and my job after the Dead show, which was in Northern CA, and my world had been changed so much that I really started asking myself, “What am I doing? What does this mean? It doesn’t mean anything. I’m fixing someone’s hair, I could care less. How is it making them better? How is it making me a better person?” I stopped dressing the part of a hair dresser, I stopped wearing makeup, I grew hair on my arms and hair on my legs, and I got fired from my job. I got a job at a restaurant, saved up some money, and went traveling around the US by myself. I bought a van, went travelling by myself for a few months, and ended up in Boulder, Colorado with a job working for Green Peace. 

That summer is probably the first time I came in contact with Yoga. Not just Yoga but with all different ways of thinking. Being involved with the Grateful Dead exposes you to people that are into Gurus, self-realization, vegetariansm, aliens, and all types of non-Western ways of thinking. I stayed in Boulder for a while, and when I came back to LA, I was working at Green Peace, I living in my van, and also got a job working at a Yoga studio. Just a couple times a week I would clean the studio in exchange for classes. This was in 89. The studio had opened a few years before – they hadn’t been opened for a very long time. That was my first real experience with Yoga. 

Then, I met this couple and we bought a school bus together. We tore apart the bus - I really did the hippie thing in the late 80’s - tore apart the school bus, put a kitchen in, beds, everything, and went on a Dead tour. We went to a couple of Rainbow Gatherings, and at the Rainbow Gathering in Minnesota…Actually, my goal that summer was to find a community to live in. I liked going to Dead shows and that whole scene, but I’ve always had this problem with fun. Fun can be frivolous, meaningless after a while. And if I am going to have fun, there has to be some greater meaning involved. I can handle frivolous fun to a certain degree. But being a dead head and just going from dead show to dead show….There was nothing really…What was I doing for the world? How was I creating a better place? So, I wanted to find a community that lived in a self-sustaining way, that lived together in a very cooperative way. At the Rainbow Gathering in Minnesota, I hooked up with some people I knew that lived in Hawaii. I asked them what they were doing after the Rainbow Gathering, because my friends that I shared the bus with were going to Woodstock. This was the first year that Woodstock had their reunion - the twenty-five year reunion. This was the summer of 90. 

Do you know what Rainbow Gatherings are? They are a big, regional gatherings and they’ve been going on for about 30-35 years. It’s pretty well established, and everything is free - based on donations. They usually happen once a year the week after 4th of July. It’s a week long conversion and around 10,000 people from all over the world, but mainly America, gather somewhere in the forest, in the middle of nowhere. Every year it’s in a different state. People set up different camps. Some people set up kitchens, and that’s how people eat. There’s music, but all acoustic music. It’s a big, huge hippie gathering. There’s swimming - its usually near a body of water - sweat lodges, Yoga, contact improvisation, and all kinds of things to do, but it’s all organic. It’s not electronic. 

At this gathering in Minnesota I found out that some of my friends were going to  check out the Krishna farm in West Virginia. “What’s the Krishna farm?” I asked. It’s five thousand acres of beautiful land where there are Hari Krishnas. The Krishna devotees go to the Rainbow Gatherings every year because it’s a great place for them to get people to go back to the farm - to abduct people, so to speak. You’ve got a lot of people that go to these events that are really searching for something more. I thought, “That sounds interesting. I’ll go do that.” And I did. 

After the Rainbow Gathering, I went to the Krishna farm. I was supposed to meet up with my friends at the regional gathering in West Virginia, but because of whatever circumstances, they didn’t show up. I don’t remember what those circumstances were - they got lice or the bus broke down or something. So I was left with a dilema, “What am I gonna do? I don’t have any money, I don’t have any transportation, I kind of like these guys, I’m looking for a community, and here’s 5,000 acres of land up in the mountains in an established community that has been around for twenty-five years.” 

The problem was, I didn’t really buy into their philosophy that much. But, I really liked this one Sinyasi – a celebate monk in the Hindu tradition. This one Sinyasi, who was Western but lived in India and took care of one of the Krishna temples, had been at the Rainbow Gathering. He had so much devotion. I mean, he could chant and make a crowd stand up and sing and dance and he really, really had so much ecstasy and devotion in him. It was like being on drugs. Like a drug, it was a  feeling of pure love and devotion. That’s what he created. He told amazing stories about Krishna - almost like fairy tales of Krishna and his life. That’s what grabbed me – him. His name was Ragnaf. The other person, Nitchoswami, who lived in America, was the other person who was very ecstatic. 

Everyday was like party – everyday we would wake up, do meditation, chant, eat wonderful food, work in the garden, take long walks and hikes, and come back an chant some more. It was great. We stayed on the farm for two months. Eventually, I got kind of bored. I like that urban vibe. So I moved with a group of these people up to New York where they had a temple. It was great. We lived in Brooklyn, had a great temple, apartments, and fed the homeless everyday. I did that for months. I felt like, “Wow, I am so lucky. I found exactly what I was looking for.” I still had fun but it wasn’t frivolous fun. I was doing something for the community. Here I was embracing…I found this family and they offered so much love, joy, and spirituality. 

It ended up being a really different circumstance. After about six months in New York, they sent me out on something called “sacratan,” which is raising money. That’s when things started to shift. The ecstasy of what I was doing, of what originally attracted me, shifted into a struggle. I tried to tell myself, “I’m doing this because by going out and collecting money, I am pleasing the guru, and there is no greater thing I can do than pleasing the guru.” Actually the guru was someone that I didn’t care for that much, it was the other two that I really wanted to please. I do this for about four years. It ended badly. I lived in Asia for a couple of years, but it got to be so bad. I was lying to people and stealing their money. What we said we were doing with the money wasn’t what we really were doing with the money. I just couldn’t take it anymore, so I left after four years and moved back to LA. I stayed here for a couple weeks then moved to Hawaii for four months. I felt like, with everything I had just dealt with, LA was a little too hairy for me. Hawaii would be a good place to re-acclimate myself into the real world, so to speak. When I moved back to LA, I was the caretaker this person with MS.

I did Yoga a little bit when I was with the Krishnas. I would do it occasionally, but it wasn’t a big part of my life. I wouldn’t say it was, either, when I went to Hawaii, even though I did take some classes when I was there. 

Back to LA. I did hair, did a lot of other things, went back to doing hair again for a while, didn’t like it – got a job at a New Age bookstore called the _ Bookstore, but is longer in existence. I worked there for two and a half years. I had a lot of problems with spirituality, New Age philosophy, and was very, very mistrusting of anything in that realm, but still worked at this bookstore where I encountered a lot of freaks and really didn’t want to have anything to do with them. I had a boyfriend. I met him at the bookstore. I lived with him for two years. I have lived in this apartment for four years, and I am getting ready to move in two weeks.  

I started getting back into Yoga again as a daily practice…probably about 2 years ago, and as practicing a few times a weeks, I would say probably about four years ago. In the last two-and-a-half years, it has really become an integral part of my life. 

In a nutshell, that’s my life. I guess I could say its taken me so long, seven years ago already, to heal from that experience. I’m still healing from that experience. In the last couple of years, but more noticeably this last year, my heart has started to open up again to my experiences that I had when I was eighteen. I mean, even when I moved back to LA, I could never live the straight and narrow – I have never been the one to take the path that is most suggested to us. I think in the last four or five years I’ve been really closed to any aspect of spirituality, and now I am starting to open myself up to that. I am practicing, aside from Yoga, a specific kind of Buddhism. I’ve actually started reading literature from a person who I respect greatly, Jack Kornfield, who is a Buddhist teacher. I don’t see myself ever doing what I did when I joined the Krishna’s. I think that I was very naive. I think I learned from that experience, and we can learn from other people. It’s just that we have to be…I have to be…very conscious of what I give. And I think for life history, that’s good. 

Why did you initially begin your Yoga practice? 

It’s in two parts because there are two different times for two different reasons. When I started in ’88, it was because I think I wanted to explore the realm of spirituality through Yoga, but I knew also knowing it was good for the body. I think I wanted to understand more of the mind-body connection, although, I don’t know if I really realized that when I first started. I didn’t really know what it was about. I knew that Yogis were supposedly these very sp—I had a very idealistic view of what Yoga was, or just spirituality in general. So I really put it on this pedestal and aspired to be something. I think that’s why I first started doing Yoga. I don’t think I realized how difficult it was to aspire to that something – that enlightened being, so I think that’s why my practice never really was that strong. I don’t think I was being realistic about it. I don’t think I completely understood what it was. 

Starting it up again in ‘99, I don’t think that it had anything to do with spirituality. It was a class at a city college. I took one of the Yoga classes, just remembering that it was a good workout, good for stretching, and also I’ve also danced my entire life so in combination with dancing, it was a really great way to be limber. But, it’s progressed since that time. Probably, for the first year it was really about physicality. I tend to do a combination of power Yoga mixed with Iyengar. I am now just getting into Ashtanga, which is what power Yoga is derived from. I think that because I am starting to get into Buddhism, I am becoming more aware of the body-mind connection in Yoga. When I came back to Yoga the second time, it was really more of a physical thing. I was thinking, “OK, this is a good way to keep limber, stay in shape, and it makes me feel good.” I would om when we omed and put my hands in the anjali mudra and all that, but it didn’t really mean anything to me. Those aspects of it mean more to me now. I create an intention every time I go into practice, and I don’t get as frustrated if that intention is not manifested. I am not as frustrated. I just kind of go with it a little bit more, you know, but it’s still hard. It challenges me - it challenges me mentally. 

What did you expect to experience before beginning your Yoga practice? 

I think I am always amazed at how challenging…every time I go into class, I am amazed at the things that I am still afraid to do, like a handstand. I’ve been doing Yoga for so long and I can’t do a handstand. I can do it if someone helps me get up, but I can’t get up by myself. I think that just shows me…I am amazed at…I mean, I thought what was gonna happen was I would become this enlightened being. You know, I thought that I was going to, all of the sudden, be spiritual. Like, you do something spiritual therefore, you are spiritual. Which, I think in a sense is true, but I think that my understanding of spirituality was a lot different that what it is now. I think I expected to have this kind of aura of presence, this kind of peaceful existence, and this is not what it is. You still have to confront all of your issues. I think that’s what I expected from it. 

Have those expectations been met – how has Yoga changed you? 

Well, I am not an enlightened being that walks around in this blissful state of consciousness all the time. Those were my expectations in ‘88. In ‘99, when I started again, my expectations were just to physically keep my body in shape. Yeah, when I am doing Yoga consistently , those expectations are met. It does keep my physical body limber and strong and it works muscles – or not works muscles, it develops muscles. I will go through bouts where I don’t do it for three or four days, and I notice a huge difference in my mental and physical state. I am a lot more grumpy. I tend to not be as good to myself, including in the way that I eat. I tend not to be as good to other people because I am more grumpy and I tend to lash out. I have less patience. It does create a sense of awareness in me. Although its not like this state of enlightenment that I thought I was gonna reach when I first started doing it, I am more mature and understand what that means now. What Yoga means, what the reality of it is – what the reality of enlightenment is – is more. I get a lot out of it. I hope I never stop doing it because I think I will continue to get more and more out of it. 

I have a fear of handstands. It’s a mental fear because when I go into a handstand I feel like my shoulders are going to collapse and I am going to fall on my head. Even if I do it up against the wall, I can never manage to get my feet up. But once I am up I don’t feel like that, it’s the actual getting up. It’s a physical fear, but its also a mental fear because I know that’s not going to happen.  I’ve been in handstand before, someone’s helped me get up by just kind of touching me with their finger, so its really just this mental thing, and I can’t get over it. I’ve never really explored it in terms of, “What does that mean? Why don’t I trust myself and my body?” I am not sure exactly where the fear comes from – I mean, I know where it comes from, I just explained where it comes from - but what is it a result of? It could be body issues, you know, but I don’t know. I don’t want to read into it too much because I haven’t put a lot of thought into it. I am not sure where that fear – you know, why it manifests itself, but it happens a lot. It’s weird. Its like all the balancing poses that require strength in the arms make me feel like I am going to collapse, so there’s some fear in that. Maybe it would be a good idea to look at that fear and try to analyze it. Then maybe I’d get over it and finally be able to do the poses. I don’t really know why there’s fear there

Who recommended that you start practicing Yoga initially? 

I think it was an influence by association by just seeing people around me doing it. 

Was experiencing Yoga’s physical, medical, psychological, and or spiritual healing benefits one of the factors that lead you to begin your practice?

Medical, no…physical, yes….spiritual, definitely…psychological/emotional, no…not in starting. We did talk about the psychological benefits in the sense that, when I don’t do it for a few days, my psychological state is quite different. It does center me. It allows me to gain some clarity. It allows me just to take time out – you know, in the middle of the day – to kind of slow down and pay attention to my breath and at the same time stretch my back or my legs. There are ties with the physical, which are very connected. I don’t know because I haven’t done it for very long, but meditation is not something that I’ve been very patient with, so I can’t tell you what the benefits of meditation will be for me in the future. Right now, I couldn’t just do meditation and get the same results that I get from Yoga. Yoga is definitely a physical combined with trying to be in the moment and just paying attention to what is going on in my body. If I’m feeling pain in my body or if my mind is carrying me off somewhere else, to just really breathe and be in the moment brings some kind of connection with the physical, spiritual, and psychological sides. It’s all very synergistic. 

Medical…I certainly would have a lot more back and hip issues if I didn’t do Yoga. As far as getting colds, I don’t really use Yoga for that. I do think that practicing some sort of physical exercise, and for me it’s been Yoga, helps to keep you from getting sick, so in that way it does affect me medically. 

Have you sought alternative treatments? 

I’m not opposed to western medicine completely. I certainly think that western medicine has enabled all of us to live a lot longer. I don’t chose to use western medicine that often. I mean, I take aspirin, so I do use western medicine. If I have a headache, and it’s a bad headache, I’m taking aspirin. If I am really sore and I need to do something, I’ll take ibuprofen or I’ll take valerian root or something like that. When I have a cold, I don’t really take anything. I may take Echinacea. To answer your question, yeah, I will go to see western doctors if I need to see a western doctor. I rarely go and see doctors. 

I’ve also done acupuncture and massage. I prefer to do alternative when it makes sense. You know what’s interesting is that I would probably do the holistic thing more often, but it costs so much damn money that it really actually makes it impossible for someone who isn’t completely wealthy to utilize the naturopathic remedies that are out there. Even just for buying the herbs and being your own doctor, it’s incredibly expensive. Going to a naturopathic doctor is incredibly expensive. That would probably be one inhibiting factor, why I don’t use alternative medicine quite as often. I’ve actually felt some amazing relief from acupuncture. I’ve have this thing that happens every few months, usually when I do an inversion like a handstand, where my back will go out completely. It’s just horrible. It hurts very badly. Acupuncture helps, and massage, but it’s not something I would go to a western doctor for it, but I would go to a chiropractor.  

I’ve had the best of both worlds. I’ve been really lucky, I haven’t had that many health problems. I have allergies in the spring. I take over the counter allergy medicine, and it makes me feel better. The homeopathic stuff just doesn’t work. Yeah, I like the medicine. It makes my nose stop running. I find benefit from it. Like I said, I’ve never done anything of the Yoga poses for restorative purposes. Maybe I should try them. Well, I’ve done restorative Yoga but I haven’t done it for a specific purpose. 

Do you feel a greater sense of control in your life since beginning your Yoga practice?

I just feel more aware of my life. I don’t know if that allows me to feel more control. It allows me to focus, and it clears my mind. It creates more patience. All of those things I suppose, allow me to have a “sense of control” over my life. When I have more patience, I am able to make better decisions. I am able to communicate better. It seems like an oxymoron because the whole point of Yoga is to be in the moment and not in control. Ultimately, that’s what I’m trying to achieve in my practice - being in the moment, and not just when I am practicing, but when I am conducting myself outside of my practice. 

Control is such a western concept. What does it really mean to have control? Is what happened on September 11th , is that a result of us having control of our lives? We don’t really have control of our lives. We don’t really know what’s gonna happen. We can plan to a certain degree, but ultimately, the forces - without sounding too metaphysical or too out there - the forces of the universe are far more powerful than the individual. We can deny over and over that our lives can be changed in a moment, so, the power and control that Yoga gives me is ultimately to be conscious of that. 

As I stated when I first started this conversation, I went into Yoga thinking that I was going to be cured - that the practice would cure me. I was really frustrated because the desired result did not happen for me. It’s true that I went in thinking that I was going to be cured of the discomforts I have with my mind and my body, that I would drop thirty pounds and all of the different issues that I went in with. She’s right in that as a student you have choices, and you are responsible for those choices, but I don’t think that everybody coming into Yoga accepts that fact. I think that there are a lot of people that think that its just gonna easy. A lot of people have misconceptions about what Yoga is. They think, “Oh, it’s just stretching,” but it’s not all just stretching. People don’t realize how hard chataranga is, or an up dog. They don’t understand how hard going from an up dog to a chataranga truly is. Yes, it can give you sense of control of your life, but I think that we always have to be aware that in anything we do, not just in Yoga, but in anything, we don’t ever really have full control. 

What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute the Yoga’s recent rise in popularity in the Los Angeles area?

I have to come at this from a couple of different angles because I think I used to have a lot of judgement. As a result of being a part of the Krishnas, the negative experiences I had with them, with people searching for spirituality, and dealing with all those whacked out people in the bookstore, I really created a lot of judgement in my mind about wanting to get involved with anything spiritual. 

I don’t think there’s one answer to this question. I think people get into Yoga for a lot of general reasons. I think that sometimes they get into it – I would say in Los Angeles – mostly for exercise, not for the body, mind, spirit connection. Now they’re teaching Yoga at gyms. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think that that’s a bad thing. It’s interesting, I remember going to some Yoga classes and being really annoyed by the teachers talking too much – talking about spirituality, what it really means to breathe, and opening your heart up to joy.  I was like, “Shut up. I just want to do the exercise. This is what I came here for. I came here to stretch, so shut up because you are ruining it for me.” I was in a Yoga class last week, and this man talked the whole time, and he’s great. He reads from Rumi. He reads from all these different masters. I love it. I love his class. He was subbing for our Ashtanga teacher, and this girl didn’t like it, so she got up and  left. People come into it for all different reasons. I think I would need to do what you are doing to really answer that question. I don’t feel that I can generalize and say, this is it…well, I mean, I did generalize when I said “exercise.” I think they come to it for a lot of different reasons. I think a lot of people do come to it for exercise, but I think what ends up happening is that they find more about it, and so they continue for other reasons. I don’t think initially that it is for spiritual reasons. I think sometimes it is. 

I think people in LA - this is where I am judgmental, and this is where I am learning to not be so judgmental, but I am. I’ve got a big judgement about this, because I am very torn about it. Like I said, I like to have fun, but I think there’s this whole thing in LA – I’ll give you an example. This woman that I met a couple of weeks ago, she paid three-hundred dollars to have these Tibetan Llamas to have this prayer ceremony to bless her house. Its good for the Llamas because the money that they make goes to refugee camps to wherever they are from – I can’t remember now. For this woman, it’s like instant spirituality. “Oh, these llamas came, I paid three-hundred dollars, they blessed my house, and now I am spiritual.” I have a big problem with that. I have a lot of judgement towards that. I feel like people do that with Yoga, too. They think, “I am gonna come, be in class, gonnna chant and om, and I’ll be healed.” Again, that’s a judgement. In LA, I think people believe that they can buy spirituality. People think that they can put in their hour, om, and somehow magically be good. It’s not like that. It’s a process and awareness that you need to keep throughout the day. They think that they can get something from the money they paid without really having to do the work. 
I don’t know why LA as opposed to Kansas City. I don’t know what it’s like in Kansas City, but I’m sure there’s a New Age movement. That’s a hard question for me to answer. California tends to have the reputation as being the New Age capital of the world. I think a lot of it has to do with the weather. Life in California is a lot more free than it is in the east coast because you don’t have the really cold, harsh weather. People can be out in nature, can take long walks in winter. Taking long walks outdoors creates a  sense of joy after being cooped up in a place, a building, where you don’t have that freedom. Since the 1960’s, California has had that reputation, and it has continued. Also, Hollywood contributes to that, specifically here in LA. There is a lot of materialism here. There is a lot of importance put on what you have, and what you have is who you are. How much you pay for it is what makes it good. If you pay three-hundred dollars to have some llamas come over to your house, you get to tell all of your friends about that, and you gain some clout. You become this interesting person because you’re into Tibetan llamas, which is a little unusual, but you’ve got the money to do it. They come to your house, bless it, and then you get to talk about your experience. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a lot of really amazing people here in LA that do want to open their hearts up to love and compassion, that don’t do those things because it gives them some kind of stature. I meet people like that every single day. Otherwise, I probably wouldn’t stay in LA. I feel like I am being negative about LA, but I really do love the city. I think it’s an amazing place, but, it can be cheap. 

I don’t even know how many people find the parts of Yoga beyond exercise. Self-realization is – listen, I’m not talking about self-realization from experience. I am not saying that I am a self-realized person or anything like that. I just am working at it. I know that it’s hard. I know the challenges and difficulties that I have with it, and it’s very discouraging. It’s like being on a diet. If you’ve ever had to be on a diet, you know that you are going to cheat. Most diets, most things that people try to stop doing, they usually fail at the first few times they try it. And it’s probably like that with Yoga, too. You get into it for the exercise, and most people try and stick with it. For those who stay with it, probably a pretty high percentage of them stick with it because it is a form of exercise that gives them a little bit more than just the exercise. There’s a very small percentage that actually takes it to a level beyond the physical. Why do they do that? Is that what you’re asking me? It’s easier to talk about the people that didn’t. I guess there are people that want to grow and are willing to challenge – well, its like extreme sports. Yoga is like the extreme sport of the spiritual world. It’s hard. It’s really challenging. They are extraordinary people for wanting to make a commitment and being honest with it. Those types of people are going to change the world. Those are the types of people that are committed to being honest with themselves – that’s what it means when you take it beyond the physical. That means you are willing to confront honesty. Those people are – they are the greatest contributors to this planet, I think. They’re the people that are really going to help. They are the people that really care about helping. So that’s the benefit I see of taking beyond the physical. 

Haley

If your life were a story, how would it go?
My life would be based on where I was geographically. The whole first chunk is totally dominated by the town I grew up in, a small beach town in California -the most beautiful place on the planet. After that, it’s, in a rather unnerving way, all about change and moving place to place. Right now, I think I am almost at a climax point where I think everything is clear, but I am not sure. 

I am an only child, and I grew up by the beach. I went to – middle school was just awful, but I went to a really, really challenging high school. When I was barely eighteen, right before college, I found out I had mono, and the next day I went to New York for college. So, I don’t really remember the first portion of college because I was sleeping sixteen hours a day. That was a life changing thing.  I woke up sometime in the middle of October and realized that I didn’t know anyone, and so I thought, “Oh, my God, I have to meet people fast,” because if you are sleeping sixteen hours a day you can’t meet anyone. So, I spent the next month sitting in the hallway until I knew a lot of people. That was – I didn’t realized at the time that that was a really important thing, but it turned out to be a really important thing. That was New York. 

My junior year, I think I was just tired of being in one place. I also had some issues my sophomore year. This kind of disturbing woman got a crush on me, which was not disturbing so much in that she was a woman, but in that she was always trying to clean up my stuff. She would follow me around trying to clean things. It was really awful. So, my junior year, I went on a study abroad program. I spent six months in England, which was fabulous. The cool thing is that in England, you get six weeks of Spring vacation, so I spent those six weeks hiking around England. I spent the last ten days in Barcelona, which, looking back, was also a really life changing thing, realizing  just how cool it is to travel by yourself. 

I came back senior year, and I had already decided on my major. The first class I had in that discipline was kind of mind blowing. I mean, here was a classroom full of people who thought exactly the same way I did but just knew how to put it into words a lot better than me. I finished up my senior year, wrote a thesis – oh, ok, this is important. I had spent two summers in New Mexico at that point, after my sophomore and junior years. That was – there are a few places that I really want to go back to, and that is one of them. I have never seen anything more beautiful than the Southwest. That’s kind of like – I was really weird, last summer I drove from my parent’s house back to New Mexico, and the whole time I had this feeling like – the feeling you have when you have been on a really long trip and you are finally coming home. The whole trip was like that. But I was going to this place I had never been before, and I felt like, “Oh, my God, I am home.”

So, I finished college. I went to work in my field – contract work, a rather horrible experience. It shouldn’t have been a rather horrible experience, but it was. The first job that I had after college might have been the worst thing that has ever happened to me. I had to do survey work in the Southeast, which involved hiking through lots of swamps for twelve hours a day for not very much money. And I don’t like snakes, so it’s bad to be in the American Southeast if you don’t like snakes. The Southwest is better because they stay on the ground, so you figure they can only come at you from two dimensions. If you go to the Southeast, they sort of hang from the trees, so then you have to worry about them in three dimensions instead of just two. 

I had a few more jobs, which were admittedly better than the first job. I decided, while I was in South America, which would have been the summer of 2000 – so now we are getting into really recent history, into the chaos that is my current life – I decided that…I had always been really interested in buildings. I had always been kind of drawn towards buildings and how people set up their space and what that can mean culturally, because I think that is really important. So, I decided that I wanted to, instead of look at what buildings other people made, I wanted to make buildings myself. So, I got myself into graduate school in architecture. I came to LA partly because it was the best school I got into, and partly because I have a lot of friends down here - and family, which are kind of linked for me. My family is really extended family, so we are not really related by most people’s terms, but we call each other family anyway. Most of my friends here I’ve known for years and years and years. 

Since I’ve started the architecture program, I’ve started thinking that it is probably not for me for a number of reasons. Now, I am thinking what I want to do instead. That’s where I am. The thing about architecture, my problem with it, is that I was expecting a lot more math and science that I am getting. People keep talking about art, and it is driving me nuts, because I am used to thinking about art as something that manifests culture, and it’s a lot more interesting in that sense. It has never been something that I wanted to make myself. Some people don’t like Brussels sprouts, I don’t like the idea of making art. I’ve also come to discover, contrary to my initial information, it pays very badly. So, I am thinking about what to do instead. If I really want to be a starving artist, I should really just get a day job and finish this damn book that I am writing. Actually, I have already written a book, but it is terrible, so I am re-writing it. At least I can say, “Hey I’ve written a book.” So, if I really wanted to be a starving artist, I already know what my art is, words. So, that’s one route. 

Another route is, I have a couple of friends, who work in publishing, which, is sounding attractive. I really miss being around people who know how to use words. So, I am thinking about publishing. 

I am also toying with the idea of law school. If there is something I get out of this quarter, besides the knowledge of how to use a couple of really cool computer programs, it will in be terms of self knowledge: an awareness that I don’t take a lot of things seriously. In most ways, I am a die-hard skeptic about…just about everything. Which, I don’t mean as a negative thing at all. I like looking for the magician behind the curtain. That’s fun. I have a couple of friends in law, who are being driven nuts by the fact that they are always expected to be looking for the magician behind the curtain. I am thinking, “Well, if I like doing that, and that’s what you do in law, then maybe I should wind up in law.”

So, I am thinking either law or publishing. If I want to go into more science math aspect of architecture, I might look at working for a general contractor: someone who actually builds the buildings. Part of what’s driving me nuts right now is that the architects I am working with…the teachers are…they don’t seem to be interested in how it works, which…I don’t even know how to react to how wrong I think that is. It’s like, “Oh my God, it’s a building. What do you mean it has to look cool, it has to work!” 

That’s recent history. This is my next few months: fact finding missions to figure out stuff…I hope. 

My life was based on change only after I turned eighteen, which is really kind of weird. Up until the time I was five, my parents lived in a little town about forty-five minutes away from what I said earlier was the town I grew up in. It’s a very agricultural town, and my mom has these terrible allergies and she kept having to go to the hospital, so we moved closer to the ocean because they don’t grow things on the beach. I guess, it’s kind of funny, I always thought of the beach as a health thing rather than a recreation thing. Like, we went to the beach because Mommy got sick.

My parents still live in that house. That is totally, totally stable. I don’t think that they are ever going to move. I still have my room there, which I think is a side-benefit of being an only child. So, yeah, my life up to eighteen is no change at all, and then all of a sudden, it starts being nothing but change, which is kind of weird. I never thought of that before.

I went to private school through third grade, a Christian school, which was probably not the stereotype of what one would think. it was really, really mellow and not Catholic. I went to public school from fourth through eighth, and then I went to a private high school. It was basically a prep school. I worked really hard, but it was worth it. My childhood was totally stable. I still go back to my parent’s house on weekends sometimes. 

I guess in terms of family life, for what it’s worth, my parents are older. They are in their sixties. They have always been married only to each other, since…they got engaged in high school. Isn’t that nuts? Maybe it was their first year in college, but they were definitely dating in high school, which is crazy. I don’t know anybody else like that. Change is kind of a recent thing, if you count the last six years as recent. I think that pretty much covers it – I mean, I could put in Yoga, I could put in my boyfriend, but just in general that’s it. 

Probably, for the sake of accuracy, I should put in my boyfriend, who I have been with for four years. But, I am starting to wonder if we are going down the tubes. Or maybe we are not – I don’t know. But, he’s been around for the last four years, so for what it’s worth…For accuracy. Inaccuracy is bad. 

Why did you initially begin your Yoga practice?

Because someone I wanted to be friends with said, “Hey, you want to got try this?” It’s so true. It was my sophomore year, when I was attempting to avoid that woman, who wanted to clean up after me. It was awful. But anyway, this other woman that I lived with – we lived in a suite of seven people, six women and one man – was very into Yoga. She wanted someone to do Yoga with, because I think it’s probably…anyway, I prefer doing it with someone else. It keeps you from taking random breaks. So, I started because she asked, “Do you want to go take Yoga sometime?” just out of the blue. I had never thought about it before. I didn’t know anything about it. I guess I kind of knew something about it…I was intrigued by the lotus position when I was like, seven, but besides that, I didn’t really know anything about it. It was something that my friend did. And we were kind of in an early phase of our friendship where we knew we wanted to be friends and we were looking for things to be friends about. So, it was for that, and that’s why I started. 

I think I also – this is maybe creative memory – I think I also felt the need for more exercise and the gym was always really crowded. That might have had something to do with it, but I am not sure. 

What did you expect to experience before beginning your yoga practice?

Probably, an increase in flexibility. I have always been really, really tight – especially my hamstrings. If I was looking for anything, that was probably what I was looking for. I don’t think that I knew very much about it, so I didn’t expect much in the way of exercise. I think that’s it.

Where those expectations met?

Yeah, definitely. I can now touch my toes. When I am all warmed up, I can even get my hands underneath the bottoms of my feet, which is really impressive, considering that when I first started out, they were halfway down my shins. I couldn’t come anywhere near my toes at all. That’s actually kind of cool. 

Yes! I became good friends with the woman, who I started Yoga with. She and I are still friends. Yes, and we roomed together…well, we lived on the same floor freshman year, and we shared a suite sophomore year, and did not live together junior year, but we shared a two person suite my senior year. We are pretty close. Yeah. So, that worked, which is also pretty cool. 

So, how long have you been practicing Yoga?

OK, this is very off and on. Right now it is off, simply because I am trying to start Karate, and because I am spending ten hours a day in the horrible architecture studio, which is cutting into my desire to do much of anything at all. So, on and off…for about five and a half years. 

You said your expectations of becoming more flexible have been met, but how has the experience affected you other than that – for example,, how has it changed your physical body, your mind, and or your life in general?

Way more upper body strength, which I was not expecting at all, but it’s fabulous. That’s great. A lot more strength in general, which again is not something that I was expecting, but it’s great, and now that’s the reason I do it. When I do it now…well, in architecture I get really cramped because you are hunched over this little desk all the time, so its really good for that. There are a few of us in the studio who go out and do ten-minute Yoga in the hall, which I don’t really count because it’s ten minutes. 

I have definitely gotten more flexibility, a ton of strength, and I – I just feel leaner when I do it. Like, I work better, like a machine that has been taken better care of. And also as if physically I am…I don’t think that anybody else would be able to see the changes in my body that I see because they’re pretty subtle, but important to me. I sort of feel like I am physically stripped down to what’s best about me…physically. Get rid of all the excess junk. I’m not talking about weight gain, or whatever, because my weight doesn’t changed very much, but I think I move more calmly and I think I am more comfortable in my body and I think I fidget less. In fact, I am almost certain I fidget less. 

Was experiencing any of Yoga’s medical, physical, psychological, or spiritual healing benefits one of the factors that lead you to begin you Yoga practice?

Oh, yeah, and I should have said something about more mental calmness for the last question, but I forgot! I thought about it when I started talking and then I didn’t…better focus. Now this doesn’t happen real often, but it happens enough to make it worth while. If you have been worrying about a problem, and then you’ve been doing Yoga for a couple of days, the problem…well, it doesn’t go away, but it becomes more manageable. Its boundaries get clearer, so you have more of a shot of figuring out what to do with it. I think it’s the classic thing, good for stress. Good for stress, and there’s not much more to say about that. 

Medical. When I was in middle school, seventh or eighth grade maybe, I was diagnosed with scoliosis. Apparently, one of my legs is slightly longer than the other, maybe a half an inch or a quarter of an inch. This meant that for a while I walked with a very slight limp, which I am sure was noticeable only to me, but nonetheless I new it was there. I high school I did a little bit of – I went to see like a chiropractor-physical therapist, I am not quite sure what she was, who recommended certain exercises, which I could never bring myself to do because they were so boring. I don’t know if they would have helped anyway. It was never really a problem. If I wear backpacks for a certain amount of time, my shoulders start to hurt very badly. So, when I hike I have to wear a waist pack. I really think that after I started doing Yoga during my sophomore and junior years in college, I honestly think my back got better. I am convinced. Obviously, my legs are still different lengths, actually, I think everyone’s are, but the slight limp that only I could notice is gone. It is definitely gone when I am practicing Yoga, and it comes back a teeny bit when I don’t practice. But, even when it comes back a teeny bit, it is still a hell-of-a lot better than it was. I have been noticing lately that I tolerate – lately as in the last year – that I tolerate backpacks better than I used to. I think it’s really helped with that.

Again, for purposes of accuracy, when I started Yoga I don’t think anyone mentioned it as a possible benefit. I don’t think anyone I was talking to at the time even knew I had scoliosis. Kind of like, you don’t talk about how many fillings you have in you teeth – it’s not that interesting. I started noticing during maybe the first six months, maybe the first two years, I am not sure, that I was walking more comfortably with a backpack. Listening to my own steps, they were a little more even then they had been. It was a really cool feeling. It was like, “My God, I am fixing!” It was only after I had noticed that – no one ever said that Yoga was good for scoliosis. I think I was looking at a pamphlet for someone who was giving Yoga seminars, and there was a seminar for Yoga and scoliosis. That was where the first official word of any connection came, just from glancing at a seminar pamphlet. I don’t think I am making this up. I can tell the difference between the times when I am practicing and the times when I am not. It’s minor, but it’s there. So, that’s the most obvious medical benefit.

I suppose less stress has all sorts of benefits that I don’t know about. I wouldn’t know what they were. I think it probably helps work the tension out of my shoulders. There’s nothing more specific than that. Scoliosis is the big thing. 

Now, you mentioned going to that chiropractor or physical therapist for scoliosis. Did you seek any other kinds of treatments?

No. It wasn’t a bad problem, and I totally was not interested in having anything done about it at the time. It was, “Wow, if you hadn’t diagnosed me with it, I never would have known I had it, so how ‘bout I just don’t deal.” I had braces on my teeth, and that was enough. I was in high school, middle school…and how much do you really want to cope with? So, no, nothing else. I don’t have any quantitative data on how bad it is. It means that your spine twists in a way that spines don’t usually twist, but it is probably caused by one leg being longer than the other. My parents wanted me to go to that physical therapist, and so I tolerated it…but then I totally blew it off. For all I know, it would have helped. I think my memory of how long the treatments were are totally skewed, but I think maybe six weeks. It was really minimal, and six weeks is probably an exaggeration on my part, because I was looking for excuses not to go. It was not long. I certainly didn’t give it a change. It was so boring. 

How long had you practiced Yoga before you started feeling the healing benefits with scioliosis?

I started in the fall…so, maybe six months. That’s really rough. It might even be less than that. Not long. I think that also I have really awful posture because I read a lot. I think it helps to counteract that, as well. 

As far as needing to focus better, mental calmness, as you said, do you find that anything else helps? Are there other things that you do that help you with that other than Yoga?

Being at the beach, no question. Being at the beach, being at the desert, hiking by myself, driving for really long periods of time. Mostly, activities where, for some reason or another, the external world can’t intrude, and I can’t guilt trip myself into thinking that it should. Like, if you are out in the middle of nowhere, you can’t tell yourself to do something useful because there is really nothing useful to do. And if you are doing Yoga, then you can tell yourself that’s the useful thing, because it is so good for you. You don’t have to feel bad because you’re kind of – you’re really just screwing around. So, I think that’s why. What else? Reading helps with mental calmness. Cooking. I did a little bit of meditation in college, but I didn’t have the patience for it. It’s one of things where I can’t feel that there’s a benefit to it, so I really feel like I should be doing something more useful. I think Yoga is good because it makes you focus. You’ll mess it up if  you don’t focus – so, it’s like training yourself to focus. 

Have you experienced an increased sense of control of your life since beginning your Yoga practice? 

If you have been practicing Yoga for any significant period of time, I think more than two weeks, how many other things can a loss or gain in control be attributed to? Since I started Yoga, I have traveled to multiple countries, finished college, worked six or eight jobs, and now I am in graduate school…well, I wouldn’t know which factors to attribute control to. But, I wonder if maybe…I think how much depends on if the person practicing Yoga is practicing it for mental or physical reasons. There are some people that practice Yoga only for mental reasons, and some people that practice Yoga only for physical reasons, and some people who probably do it for both. I am probably closer to the physical side. I sure didn’t start it because I was looking for mental clarity. And even now I would consider…I don’t know, when my mind gets stuck on a problem, it is way too stubborn to get distracted by Yoga, So, I think whatever mental benefits I have are a side issue. I kind of take issue with the fact that, how well one succeeds in Yoga only depends on oneself. Since I started Yoga in New York, I have taken classes from a whole bunch of instructors, and how well somebody can explain something really relates to how thoroughly and quickly you can figure it out. Yoga positions aren’t inherently obvious things. If you have somebody that is good in explaining them, you are going to get a lot more out of the classes than taking them from someone who is not good at explaining things. The practice doesn’t rest entirely on the individual themselves, that makes no sense. Probably you can teach yourself Yoga from a book, but again, not if it’s a badly written book with no photos. So, that’s my reaction. 

I think about my initial reason why I started it, which was to hang out with someone, who I didn’t necessarily have anything in common with, so we went to Mexican restaurants and practiced Yoga until we figured out what it was that we had in common. 

What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute to Yoga’s recent rise in popularity?

Um…OK, this is probably too specific, but I think that you can keep doing it when you are pregnant. When I was back home taking Yoga, the teacher was six months pregnant and still practicing Yoga, which is amazing. Every class that I have been in has been really female dominated. I think that people are looking for way to do something that is physically challenging that doesn’t involve – that just involves them. It’s never like, “Oh, you really helped the team,” or, “you really let the team down.” It’s always like, “Do whatever happens to be good for you on any given day.” I think people really need to look out for themselves more. I think it’s good for people to be like, “Wow, today I can do pose whatever. Yesterday I couldn’t do pose whatever, and probably next week I won’t be able to do pose whatever.” It’s a very accepting practice. I think maybe we’re looking for that in our society. I mean, if you go into any Yoga class that I have been in, it has been dominated by women, but still some men, and all kinds of different women…all sorts of different people, as well, which is really neat. I mean, you’ve got really heavy people and really thin people, and people who are obviously wishing that they could be the next big model, and people who are obviously sixty…and I think it’s really great how inclusive it is. It’s really the only physical thing I can think of that is like that. That might account for its rise in popularity. It’s really non-threatening. It’s easy to start, from wherever you are. Mostly, it’s just very accepting. I don’t know if it’s too much of a stretch to say, since we are kind of treating tolerance and acceptance as our social virtues, that we are translating that into our physical stuff. I don’t know if that is too much of a stretch. But, there are things that come up a lot in public discourse right now, and here’s a form of exercise that comes up a lot in public discourse, as well, and it has a lot in common with that.

Yoga is a way of doing something that is just for you. That is in a sense selfisf. That doesn’t have some larger end or some larger goal. It’s just about you, which I think…I don’t know. I always feel like I have to apologize for that sort of thing, doing things that are just for me, that don’t have anything to do with school or work or any of my other preoccupations and things that I, “should be doing.” You can tell yourself, “This is a good, useful thing for me to be doing.” You can look at it as a good thing, as opposed to something that is just decadent. 

I started it in a kind of reduced communal way. And I much prefer…maybe that’s not true. I certainly work harder at it when I am in class. It’s nice to practice Yoga in a class. It is very supportive, and in a very practical sense, looking at where everyone else is gives you ideas for how to help your own practice. I think practically, it is helpful to be in the class. I also find mirrors very helpful. How many of us have long rooms full of mirrors? I also think that the communal aspect of the classroom helps you focus just because that is what you are there for There is nothing else that space is for. It’s a Yoga room, you are there to do Yoga, you just do Yoga, and you don’t get distracted by all of the other things in the world. On the other hand, you certainly can practice on your own, and I frequently do. Probably about half of my Yoga time is alone. It varies, but I tend to practice for a shorter period of time when I am by myself, whereas in a class, I will practice for an hour, hour and a half. When I am at home, it will be about forty minutes or an hour. I don’t know why that is. Definitely, it’s very individual. Certainly in terms of the teacher-student relationship, it is very interactive, having people come around and poking you into the right pose, or just in terms of you reacting to what they are doing, as in, “We are all going to do triangle pose now.” It’s a dichotomy.

Architects have this nasty habit of pulling all-nighters. It’s really unhealthy and bad for you and terrible and shouldn’t happen. Really, you shouldn’t be there until 10:00 PM, you all should go home at six. Life is just better that way. You are there really late, working alone at your desk. Even if you are working on a group project, you are still doing your portion of the group project by yourself. It’s not quite like I would picture working in a cubicle, but it is close. It’s fairly solitary, but it’s a whole bunch of people being solitary in the same room, which is really kind of odd. We haven’t been using computers. It’s all hand drafting right now, and it’s horrible. You get really stiff and sore. You are peering at these little, tiny pieces of things and gluing them together or drawing them or whatever you are doing with them. You are hunched over your desk for hours at a crack. It’s terrible for you. It’s awful. It makes your knees hurt, it makes your back hurt, and usually you can’t sit at a chair because you can’t reach whatever you are doing. There are a few of us in the studio that practice Yoga on our own. We were asking each other one day what didn’t you have time for anymore. Gosh, what do you think we don’t have time for? When it gets to be late enough, around ten, eleven, sometimes one or two in the morning, somebody will go around and say, “Hey, do you want to go do some Yoga?” We gather ourselves up, go out into the hall, and do Yoga for ten minute.  Everyone else stares at us weirdos. But, it’s nice. It’s a nice little way to do something as a group for ten minutes. Physically it is really, really vital because it really, really helps just in terms of stretching you out and letting your vision focus on something a little more than a foot away from your face. It’s a nighttime thing. It’s when we say, “I can’t take it anymore,” and it gives us a momentary break that we really need. I almost think that it is morally wrong to be working that late. Certainly, in terms of health, it’s wrong. This is the small up side in the middle of a lot of downsides. It helps you feel a lot closer to the people that you are working with, it helps you feel not so isolated, and physically it helps to have not so many shooting pains up your back. There’s also something intriguing about doing Yoga in a hallway at two in the morning. I don’t know why that is…But, you definitely feel like, probably no one else is doing this. I enjoy it. 

What are your feelings on the way that Yoga is practiced in the United States? 

I think it absolutely is changing from its traditional form. No question. I personally don’t mind. I think people are making of it what they need, and I have a hard time seeing how that could be a negative thing. Maybe people would be happier if you called it something else. Probably in ten years it will be far enough away from the original Yoga that with a fair amount of accuracy you could call Western forms of Yoga something else. Maybe then everybody would be happy. I certainly sympathize with people, who object to something important to them being altered. You run up about that with culture and religion and everything that is important to somebody. While I can sympathize in an abstract sense, I know that I wouldn’t be interested in doing something that was more of a traditional form of Yoga, because it wouldn’t have as much relevance to my life or be as useful to me. More traditional forms of Yoga probably don’t include doing Yoga in a hallway, and yet that is really useful. So, I don’t have a problem with it. I think it’s a good thing that it is changing to fit the needs of current society. I don’t see anything bad in that at all other than offending some people, but there ought to be a way to work around that. I am not quite sure what that would be, but if someone wanted to call what I did not Yoga, then that’s cool. Well, by a lot of people’s standards it probably isn’t Yoga….form of exercise derived from Yoga? I don’t know, it is kind of controversial, and there are certain kinds of value judgements placed on people who do Yoga. I think that the people doing the really hard core physical stuff tend to look at the people, who do milder forms of Yoga, and say they aren’t really doing Yoga. And I think milder forms of Yoga are probably similar more traditional Yoga, and they at more recent variations and say, “Oh, you aren’t doing a traditional form.” I think as long as it is doing people some good, don’t knock it. 

I don’t have any other questions. Do you feel like you have anything more to say?

Not really. I wish I had the energy to be practicing right now. Well, you get distracted, and you aren’t thinking about it as much, and then you realize, “I should be doing that!” Life would be better, but only in the sense of, “Hmmm, my right shoulder wouldn’t be sore right now.” 

How do you see it fitting into your life as your life progresses?

I’d like to keep doing it. No question. I think if I keep doing Yoga, I will probably be one of those people, who will still ride a bicycle when they are seventy. People will ask me, “How are you still riding a bicycle comfortably when you are seventy?” I have this idea that if you don’t stop doing it, if you just choose not to stop doing it, then physically, you will be a lot better off. I don’t expect my “off” period to last much longer than December – the end of the quarter. If I can manage it, it will last not as long as that. I think that it will probably always go in cycles for me: do Yoga intensely for three months, and then don’t do Yoga intensely for three months…flip back and forth. Mentally, I associate it with all sorts of good things, partly just with having the time to do it. I have always really liked…the class I practiced Yoga with back home, we would always go out to breakfast after class. I really liked the people. The woman that was teaching is going to be a great mom. There’s all this positive stuff, which is really nice. 

Tom

If your life were a story, how would it go?

I was born in 1967 to educated, working class parents in North Carolina. I moved when I was three form one small town to another small town, and I lived there the rest of my growing up. In high school, I didn’t really distinguish myself. I was in band. I never applied myself to my studies at all. I went off to college in chemical engineering and absolutely hated it. I came straight back home. I got into another program about a year later – an English program at another university close to home. I did a couple of years there. I again found myself unsatisfied – didn’t really know what I wanted to do, so I dropped out of school and became a chef. I did that for 15 years. Somewhere about ten years into that I moved to California…Oh, I forgot something. I got married. I had a tremendously unhappy marriage - absolutely miserable. We separated, then I moved to California, then we got a divorce. In that order. Once I got out here, I continued to work in the restaurant industry. I got bored with it and now, just in the past couple of years, returned to school. So, here I am. 

In my early childhood, I was always kind of intimidated by groups. I never got along real well with people. I was introverted. As I said, I never applied myself to much of anything. I always felt like, if it was hard to do, it probably wasn’t worth the effort. I was just an awkward, uncomfortable, shy boy. I was a lot smaller than I am now. I guess late in high school, early in college, I discovered the recreational use of my mind. That informs the next few years of my experience. At college - same pattern. I still didn’t apply myself. I was less shy, but still painfully shy. It really wasn’t until I started pursuing a career in culinary arts that applied myself to my own life. By that, I mean actually taking a look at what I am doing and seeing how it will impact what’s coming, asking myself what I can do to make what I am doing now more valuable to my future and to enrich my present, too. I guess I started learning this through my. I would find out what restaurant would be the best one for me to apply to, what position could I work that would not only be interesting now, but would lead to something better down the line. That’s an ongoing process, and I am still learning to apply it to different areas of my life. 

I covered the getting married thing. I had a roommate die. This was when I was living in Appalachia. It was a large house. There were four or five of us living together. It was three guys in the upstairs part, two girls in the downstairs part. One of the girls had an accident in the front driveway. Her car started rolling and she tried to get into it to stop it, and the door hit a tree when she was in the middle of it. The other girl, who was living there, was the person that I ended up marrying. I think we had a pretty heavy bond from going through that. And once I started seeing that our relationship was not going to be a good, I didn’t allow that knowledge to affect what I was doing. So I went ahead and got married. 

The last ten years that I lived in North Carolina, I lived in the mountains, which I really enjoyed. I love the mountains – hiking, nature, days like today when its kind of cloudy and foggy. It’s just beautiful. This weather today reminds me of being back there. I guess that is really a big part of my personality in terms of being very comfortable with the outdoors- with camping, hiking, canoeing, and stuff like that. 

I absolutely detested LA for the first two years I was out here. I spent just about every moment miserable. The only way that I hung in was, at least once a week, I would go hiking in the Santa Monica Mountains. Every few months, I would take a trip to one of the National Parks in the area. That kept me going, but actually, I would become foul tempered if I didn’t do that regularly. My girlfriend at the time used to, if we got in an argument, look at me and say, “How long has it been since you’ve been hiking?” That was it. It was definitely a mood adjuster for me, to go hiking and actually get back in touch with – the sheer quantity of people and pavement was something that really took me a long time to get used to. Now I love it. I mean, I can still do without the people and the pavement, but the parts of it that I love wouldn’t be here without those things. I love the multiculturalism. You don’t get that in North Carolina. It is very mono-cultural. 

As far as being introverted, I was very uncomfortable with people. I just didn’t know how to behave. That still comes up. I don’t get uncomfortable anymore, but since I didn’t get the early socialization - I avoided it - I can be awkward in some social situations. I was very into things that I could do by myself.  I always had an adventurous streak – being shy of people and adventurous is a weird combination. I knew all of the trees in the neighborhood better than I knew the people. I climbed like a bandit. But the thing that I liked more that anything was reading. I loved to read and explore new places, like Robin Hood and King Arthur. 

The recreational use of my mind - I guess I was trying to be euphemistic about drug abuse. That’s also something that’s very internal. At the same time, I fell in with a circle of friends, who were doing the same sorts of things. That’s where the majority of my adolescent socialization took place, with this group of fellow misfits, who had all discovered drug abuse and were hanging out, doing it together. I found ways of combining my interests. I would take a book out onto the parkway, hike up a little ways, drop acid, and read. Good times. I didn’t do that very often. Anything that enabled me to have a life without having to deal with a lot of people was a good thing, as far as I was concerned. 

My mother is not a very social person, either. My father is very gregarious, but I think that he was shy when he was young, too. Within the family, my introversion wasn’t an issue. The drug abuse was an issue. The church that my family belonged to had a very progressive minister, who would do things like bring personality tests and have them administered to the congregation. We all took part in that. The most extroverted person in my family was, no surprise, was my father, but he was even just slightly over borderline extroverted. Everyone else was ranging down. I was crowded up in the corner of introverted. Everyone was in the introverted range. It wasn’t like a huge clash with me or any of my family members. 

Oh, I have a sister. I didn’t mention that. She has just become a mother about six months ago. It’s funny, both my sister and I were born and raised in North Carolina - not the most progressive state in the union, actually reluctantly in the union - both attended the same university as English majors – she actually managed to graduate – and she has gotten into the spiritual side of physicality, as well. Completely separate form me. She has actually become a neuromuscular massage therapist She has a huge clientele. She actually gave me massage when I had, about four years ago, injured my back at work. It was bad – pretty chronic. They were always kind of worried about me. I never go home. I do for holidays, for about a week. Since I started doing Yoga and actually started taking care of myself, my back kind of corrected itself. I guess at home they didn’t realize that. This summer, I took a trip back home to see my baby niece, and my sister said that my back was completely normal. 

I deliberately removed myself from social situations when I was young, and I ended up missing a lot of the socialization processes. It has hit me in my adult life, where I will be in certain social situations and I won’t know how to act. I just have to make it up as I go along and watch other people for clues. That has also created in me a reasonably high willingness to just let myself be foolish. If I am in a situation and I don’t know what I am doing, I am not going to let that freeze me out of doing it. I decided that being OK with being foolish was less effort. I still have that part of me that says, “Get away from people, get into the outside world so I can relax.” If I go on a camping or hiking trip now, I am immediately in a better place mentally. I hate to use the word spiritually, but it’s a relaxing, just a releasing of tension that I get from getting into the environment – well, we’re always in an environment, but into the natural world. Being alone gave me free range of my imagination. I like grass and trees better than I like concrete. 

Why did you initially begin your Yoga practice?

The adventurous side of me had a part to play in my getting into Yoga. Less so in LA, but I am still a product of North Carolina, and Yoga is not seen as a part of American culture. It’s something that you have to step outside to do. Being willing to do that, not worrying about not being in the framework of the known, helped me to make the decision to take up Yoga. Yoga is a very private practice, even though you do it in a room full of people. If you do it with the awareness of the other people in the room with you, it seems to me that you are losing a part of the practice, because it is really supposed to be about you. No comparisons. The assumption is that everyone else in the room is doing it with no comparisons, no judgements, with themselves or with anyone else. That does make it very private. You can be in a room full of people who are not judging, and it’s – that was always my issue with people, being judged. To me, that is just as valuable as being in an empty room. Being in a room where I know I am not being judged. Also, the little boy adventurer still exists in me. There still a part of me that says, “One day, I might be going over that precipice, and I might need to be able to flip around and grab that edge. That Yoga is going to come in real handy when I am going over the waterfall.” 

I’ve always been interested in people who could use their bodies well. I couldn’t when I was young. I’m good at climbing trees, but a terrible dancer. I just felt like my movement wasn’t graceful. I was bad at sports. I would trip over myself when I got the football. I’ve always had an admiration for people who could move well. I started dating a dancer, and that was another step. That was like, “OK, here’s someone else who uses her body.” Those two factors already had me thinking of taking up Tai Chi and Yoga. I needed to get into a physical practice, I needed to start getting in tune with my body. As I already said, about three or four years ago, I injured my back pretty badly. After doing a lot of fighting with the people, who were giving me care, I finally got my doctor to write me a – to submit me to a rolpher, which is a type of massage therapy. My rolpher actually recommended Yoga to me, as well. I had already having been thinking of it, and then had it recommended to me for my health. Also, a few months later - I didn’t start it right away - I started at a community college and they offered Yoga classes. They were one unit classes and only cost eleven dollars. I only had to pay eleven dollars to do Yoga twice a week for a semester. At most studios, that’s what you pay for a day. With these combinations of factors, I felt I would be foolish not to do it at this point. I started doing it, and I loved it. I loved the way that it made me feel physically and mentally. I found it very centering mentally, at the same time, it was opening. It was releasing physically. It was taking the stuff, both muscular and mental, that I kept packing down inside, and let it out. I just absolutely fell in love with Yoga. I’ve been doing it for about two years now. 

 
My back injury was something that I did at work. A chef’s job is very physical. Well, it can range from the guy who sits in the office and writes the schedule, to a hands on working chef, which was where I always liked to be - right in the middle of it, getting things done. I always did more physically than what most chefs do. We get most of our produce and things shipped in fifty-pound bags. Fifty-pound bags are a lot if you are lifting them repeatedly. One day, I forget what it was even doing, but I picked up a bag, and I felt something give in my back. It didn’t hurt right away, it was kind of a moving sensation. I noticed it, and though that it was probably not a good thing, but I kept going. I finished what I was doing, and went and did something else for a while. I ent home, went to bed, got up the next morning, went to work, and around noon, turned around, twisted the upper part of my body relative to my lower part, and whatever it was that slipped in my back went altogether. I couldn’t move without being in just absolute agony. Holding still wasn’t a whole lot better. I went to the doctor, then went home. I was out from work for about a week, and when I went back, it was still painful. It continued being painful. I came at a point where I didn’t have a day completely without pain. Some days were worse than others, and I was suffering for months.

Like I said, I had a battle with the guy that was my HMO at the time, trying to get them to do something about it because, damn it, my back still hurt. Actually, you know, I just remembered, after going in and out of the HMO’s office, I just walked out and went to the rolpher on my own. The HMO wound up approving me a few weeks later for physical therapy. By that time, I was already in the rolphing program. I went to the rolpher for about three months. It was good. It did a lot of good for my back. He was the one that steered me toward Yoga. He was one of many factors. As I said, I had always been interested in people who use their bodies well. I always wanted to – I was always thinking about taking up some kind of physical practice. When he recommended Yoga, I guess that was the last thing – well, I guess the last thing was having it readily available and having it reasonably priced. He was one in a long line of things that lead me towards it. When I was dating the dancer, that was a lot of it. Getting to know someone who was that in touch with their body. I guess I had always thought that that was sort of a natural thing, being in touch with your body; that those people over there have it, I don’t have it. Becoming closer to someone, who was a physically oriented person, I saw the amount of work that you have to put into it. She not only put a lot of work into her dance practice, but she also did Yoga. She put a very concentrated effort into not only gaining that level of ability with her body, but to maintaining it. That really let me know it’s not that they’ve got it and I don’t, but that they have worked on it and managed to achieve it. It is something that, if I put my mind and body to, I will be able to achieve it, as well, or at least be better than I have been.

Experiencing the healing benefits of Yoga is one of the factors that lead me to my practice. Like I said, it’s certainly not the only one, but it added a certain level of urgency to going ahead and getting into it. Because, you know, I have lots of interests. I have not taken up playing the piano yet. The medical benefits had the affect of hurrying me into the practice. But, I am stubborn enough that, if three people had recommended to me that I should take up the practice, and I didn’t want to do it, I certainly would not have done it. Having one person say, “You probably ought to do this,” was plenty when it was already something that I wanted to do. 

It was actually very cool because I felt my back realign. I had been doing Yoga for a while, a couple of months, and I was stretching out. I could feel the difference, but I still had a pain in the same spot. I was practicing at home, and I was doing the posture where soles of the feet together and you just go forward. I was doing that at home, and I felt something in my back move again. I stopped practicing right then. You know, you don’t want to do a whole lot of messing around down there. I left off that day, and the next day I went back and kind of gingerly went into it. I was definitely aware of all of my back, but it was weird because it was like – starting from there, I had taken a step back. I had to be a little more careful with that part of my back, but it was stronger than when I had started. It was like I had made a correction and had to move back and start learning again, but I was better for it. It was really nice. I was really excited. I actually called people. 

Were there any other factors that lead you to begin your practice?

When I was the little boy, sitting there reading all of the adventure stories with characters whose bodies did things when they needed them to, put into my awareness the idea of being physically capable, and also the awareness that I wasn’t. So at the fundament of my practice is, “What can I get my body to do?” I definitely have an admiration for dancers, martial artists, acrobats, and gymnasts, and I am always, consistently amazed by people that are able to make use of their physical aspects. I have always been good with my mental aspects. If I am going to have a limiting factor, I want to try bringing that limiting factor to as high a level as I can. I am going to sound like I only have this one aspect to my personality, but, wow, I guess it all does start when you are a kid. The use of the body is something that came to me form my reading about all of these really great people that I always wanted to be like – like Robin Hood. The hiking is definitely an aspect of that – the physicality and the ability to get out and be in an environment that has not been managed to docility. To move around in an environment where, when you put your next foot down, you are not sure how it is going to be angled. That was something that I actually got very good at, dealing with trial conditions, and that goes back to the same sources. 

If I can take it in a slightly different direction – I talked about some of the other aspects of Yoga other than the physical that you get. I have become something of a stress ball lately. I talked about consciousness of the direction of your life, and it seems like that requires a lot of intention to the moment. Not only to the moment, but to the future and the interaction between the moment, the future, and all that. That is stressful. I know some people can do it, and it is no big deal. I grew up living very much in the moment. The future was only very important when it intersected where I was. So, I never got very good at dealing with it, so now that I am doing it, it causes me quite a bit of mental anxiety. With Yoga…This is something that I suspected about it, but I never really knew whether to believe it. Or, people said it, and I tend to be skeptical about pie in the sky stuff. Truthfully, once I started Yoga, it had such a calming effect. 

Personally, self-centered has a really negative connotation, but that’s what Yoga is. It’s centered in looking inward, directing your focus and attention to yourself. While a lot of it is physical, somewhere along the way you get into the person that’s in there, too. There’s a lot of release, a lot of calming. Inside, I might be freaking out, and you would never know it to look at me. One of my favorite pieces of advice is, “When in danger, when in doubt, run in circles, scream and shout.” That is what my mind is doing, and Yoga stops that. It’s like throwing water on a fire. It’s very calming, very centering. I almost always come out of Yoga feeling…It’s like a high. It’s a different state that is partially predicated on the physical exertion. Part of it is the fact that I have been in there and really going at something physically, part of it is the drawing inward of the mind. I don’t really notice it happening – the withdrawal, the centering, when I am in the studio. When I walk back out the door into contact with the rest of the world, I realize that I am seeing it differently. I am in a different place mentally. 

I think that, aside form fixing up my back, that’s what Yoga did for to me. It’s an ability that I used to have when I was a kid and didn’t deal with the future. I lived in that place a lot more. It has allowed me to become a forward-looking, future-centered, directed, focused person, who can hold onto a certain level of peace. I can also find that in hiking. That’s the only other place that I’ve been able to feel…to get out in the trees…and it happens pretty much under any circumstance, but the fewer people that I go into a hiking or camping experience with, more calming it is, more centering. I keep coming back to this interesting thing, it’s a very interesting insight, that in Yoga I am doing it in a room full of people. When I am hiking, I have to do it alone. Yoga really is like becoming alone in a crowd, becoming so centered on yourself, and being confident in your surroundings, so you can release all of the other baggage, and the crowd doesn’t affect you. You are not interfacing with these people on any level. That’s good. 

The rolphing helped my back but didn’t really address the pain at its cause. The Rolphing could clear away…It’s like the injury to the back was a seed that would grow pain and stress from the low back. The rolphing could clear away the pain and stress, but it left the seed of the injury. Yoga really took that away. The rolphing to a certain point addressed it, but it didn’t even begin to affect the root cause. I stopped the rolphing after two or three months. I realized that it was not addressing the cause. It was making it bearable, but I really felt like I needed something that, for one, would not cost one-hundred and twenty-five dollars a session, but also allow me to live a somewhat normal life. If all I was getting was treating some of the pain…I’m not a big “treat the pain” person. I’m a “deal with the pain” person. If you can get rid of it, get rid of it, if you can’t, then just treating it is not interesting to me. So, I decided that the Rolphing wasn’t doing anything valuable. 

What did you expect to experience before beginning your Yoga practice?

It’s so hard to go back to what I used to think of something that I am so heavily involved in now. What did I think of Yoga? Well, my grandmother used to teach Yoga at the senior center. Yeah, it was cool. I only saw her doing it twice. It was me, walking into  the senior center, seeing my grandmother with her feet up in the air. So, to a certain extent, I did know…I had seen Yoga. I will admit that I had a certain perception of it as being flaky. Actually, I still think that there are a lot of flaky people drawn to Yoga. I just hope that I am not one of them. I’ve met too many intelligent, down to earth, practical people, who do Yoga, to still hold that belief. In terms of what I, myself, would experience, I had really no basis for even knowing that the possibility of a change in personality like the ones I’ve described was available, short of recreational drugs. I just didn’t even know that that was out there, so I didn’t expect that. On a certain level, I was afraid – I did think that I was going to have to fight with the flaky people, for just establishing control of my mind. That never happened. Largely, I went in very open to the experience, but with expectations defined by my belief in what was possible. It has turned out that, physically, I am more in shape. I am more flexible than I used to be. I had no reason to believe that it was even possible to even create the kind of mental change that I experienced. So, no, that I didn’t expect. I expected it to help my back, or at least find a way to establish a new movement pathway. Through being  able to use my body in a more effective manner, I thought I’d be able to – if I couldn’t take care of whatever caused the pain - at least move in a way that didn’t agitate my back. It got rid of the pain instead, which was even better. 

Have those expectations been met? If they have been met, how has practicing Yoga changed your physical body, state of mind, and or your life in general?

It has made me more centered. That’s actually a more profound change than what I would I have thought before Yoga. Because it addresses- it eliminates a limitation that I was not even aware that I had. I didn’t know there was a limit there until I was past it. Do you know what I mean?  I always thought that this level of stress, this having to back down from whatever I’m doing just so I can cope, was a natural part of the world. I guess to a certain extent it is, but now I am operating at a higher level. My level of, “OK, I need to back down,” has moved. 

It’s definitely colored the way that my friends back in North Carolina think of me. “California’s got to you!” That’s what I hear. I have to explain to them…My friends from back home, by and large, are very intelligent people, but they have no experience with Yoga. What they know of it comes from the movies, and so they have a lot of the same ideas that I had – that Yoga is “populated with flakes.” A couple of them also have the same adventurous ideas that I have - when you’re an action hero that Yoga’s gonna come in real handy. I’ve gotten that, not in those words, but with a, “Whoa, that’s cool.” I’ve gotten both positive and negative reactions. I guess it’s added something else on which people can prejudge me. I guess as I don’t mind being prejudged on the basis of my practicing Yoga. 

The physical side of it is great. Over the summer I had an internship. I was doing my regular job, as well. I didn’t do Yoga for three months, and I felt terrible. I had much stress, physical and mental. Now I am back into it, and it’s great. That’s part of why I am so enthusiastic about it right now; I did just get back into it after a hiatus, and I am seeing all of this stuff again. I used to have to go hiking once a week, minimum, and it’s really fun, hiking. But, I am a lot busier now, and it’s really handy that I’ve got something else that’s keeping my panic in check to the point that I don’t have to run out once a week to the nearest patch of dirt and woods to keep my brain from frying. So, it’s had a very positive effect in that it gives me more of my time, without losing any of my self-awareness, my self-control. 

Are there any other aspects of your life that give you this sense of control? 

Well, everything – by giving me back more control of my mind, that impacts everything that I do. I do not over react to a frustrating situation anymore, which is something that I used to do. In not overreacting, I am actually able to have a better reaction to it and make things come out more positively than if I had gone with just the regular freak out. I used to be a very frustrated, very – I just overreacted to everything. Well, not everything, but in a lot of situations I would overreact from an emotional standpoint. Yoga has reduced that tendency in me, so now I am able to deal with a situation from less of an emotional point of view. I am more centered. You can use the movement metaphor. If you are doing a movement that takes you away from your center, you do a movement that draws you down into your center first, and then you are actually able to stretch farther. In life, I have actually found myself able to do that. By pulling down into my center when I am threatening to overbalance, I am actually able to do more. I see this at work all the time. 

I am sure that it occurs in other aspects of my life. The thing is, when I picked up Yoga, it was really a transition point in my life. I was coming back to school, so it’s really hard for me to see the impact of Yoga on myself as a student. Myself as a student didn’t really exist before Yoga, but myself in my work environment did, and there I can see a real difference in the way that I react to difficult people and difficult circumstances. It’s less uncontrolled. 

What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute to Yoga’s recent rise in popularity?

You had the whole fascination with the East, going way, way back, but really picking up steam with the Orientalist movement in art and literature in 19th century Europe and America. There’s always been this fascination, but it was always a construction of the “other” vs. “the self.” I think that what’s happening in Western society now. It’s kind of ironic, we are becoming more open culturally to other ways of doing things. We are beginning to admit the validity of other system. The reason I say it’s ironic is because right now we are destroying other cultures and societies and remaking them into models of ourselves. I think that you see a willingness too see a different set of answers to the same questions that we’ve already answered in the West. I think that Yoga is entering as a facet of that. Again, Tai Chi is something that you see more in the West than you used to. I have friends that have visited Buddhist monasteries here in California. Eastern art and art forms are being seen more and more in our society. It’s a very hopeful step, in terms of being able to accept the good that might be present in another set of answers. 

There are a lot of flaky people in the LA area. Truthfully, I think that’s tied up with it – the flakiness. If you are less tied to your culture and your culture’s way of doing things, you are probably going to be perceived as a flake, but you are going to be open to the new experience. The West Coast has, for a long time, been a refuge for people that didn’t get along that well in core, American society. Part of that is a self-fulfilling prophecy because all of the people in other parts of the country that don’t like core, American society think, “Oh, well people in California are doing something different,” and so they would go there. Even if the people in California weren’t doing something different to begin with, once all the flakes from the other parts of the country arrived, they sure were. That flakiness, to continue with that negative judgment, made California society more open and welcoming of what was different. Once it came in and began growing, there was a natural dissemination to the people who were more conservative in nature. If it’s right here, anyway, and the people who are doing it seem, well, maybe not just like me, but OK, they’ll give it a shot. So, there’s a natural spread from the weirdo, from the guy who’s just out to do something different, and once he brings it in, everyone else starts picking up on it. I think there’s a reason why California has so many Yoga studios, and Santa Monica has the most Yoga Studios per capita of anywhere in the world. That’s a demographic that I’ve actually heard. More than India. Per capita. 

What do you think of the other people in your Yoga class, as far as their motivators for being there? 

That’s a real good question. It’s not something that I’ve given a lot of thought to, because I tend to go into Yoga and go into myself. So, I am just trying to remember the other people that I’ve been in class with. A lot of the guys, I think, are in there for the same reasons I am…they are pampering their inner hero, inner super-hero. You’ve got your surfers who are there to learn to use their board better. The other inner-super-hero guy that I was thinking of is a guy that I used to do Yoga with. He was a lead singer in an alternative band, skateboarder – he’s a Gypsy actually, of Gypsy blood. Just a great guy, really interesting to talk to. I think that he’s living that life. Oh, yeah, and there are definitely guys that are there to pick up chicks. 

As for the women, I always think that it’s been a little easier in our society for them to deal with movement related things like dance, that weren’t specifically constructed as a martial form. So, I think you will probably find more heterogeneity among the women. I probably shouldn’t make that snap judgement, but that is my snap judgement. Because it’s more acceptable to be there, they are probably there for a lot more reasons. A lot of people are there just to stay in shape or to get back into shape. 

Oh, that’s right, I did Yoga with some guy that was in his fifties, and my guess was that he was in some kind of really horrific accident because there was – his way of movement – he had been wrecked. His left foot, he started the motion to lift and move it forward in walking from his right shoulder. He actually had to pull himself like that. H didn’t have complete use of one of his, so he was definitely there for the physical. Very clearly. 

As far as the people who aren’t there in response to a specific physical debilitation, I think just a general, wanting to feel like their bodies are their own and available for their own use, and at the same time not wanting to look like Arnold Schwartzeneggar.

You said, “I don’t even like to use the word, but ‘spirituality.’” I have a couple of questions on that, but I will start with, why? Why were – are you afraid to use that word?

There is so much of an association – well, at least for me – with the flaky of Yoga. My experience with Yoga has not been of a tremendously flaky nature. It’s not been – it’s been very much of a directed and conscious practice. I don’t want to – I don’t know, I think at a certain level you are lowering the level of discourse if you bring in something like spirituality, which is such an individual an personal thing. Spirituality can be found in different things for different people. The flipside of that is, what some people find spiritual, other people do not. I am always kind of reluctant to add my voice to a throng, assigning spirituality to a particular practice, because I think it’s just such a personal thing. I don’t want to say, “If you’re spiritual, you should try Yoga. It’s great!” If you go into Yoga, and you find spirituality, I think that’s marvelous. I think that’s stupendous. You really couldn’t find it in a better place. There is really no exclusionary thought at all in Yoga. But I still don’t like to promote spiritualism or any kind of practice because it is a spiritual practice under any circumstances. That’s a personal thing. 

I will say this. While being in the Yoga studio and in the practice is one of the least judgmental environments that I have found, I have found that practicing Yoga can expose me to more judgement outside of the studio. I use my own mat, even though at the gym or studio they have their own. I use my own mat just because I feel more comfortable with it. The one’s at the studio are kind of thick, which makes the balancing postures difficult. Walking through the gym with a Yoga mat makes me feel a degree of – the guys on the weight machines or whatever are thinking, “That guy’s doing Yoga, sissy!” I mean, I am aware of it, so on a certain level it must affect me, but it’s not something that I am going to base behavior modification on. Just something that I’ve noticed. It’s an interesting thing that some people are born with that and some people end up with their lives leading them down a path that allows people to start judging them like that. I think it’s a great exercise – not necessarily doing Yoga – but walking through a place like the gym with a Yoga mat. It’s a good perspective builder. 

Sergio

If your life were a story, how would it go?

Born in Santa Monica. Lived the in LA area most of my life. Last summer, I went to Hawaii to work on web page design and business development with a friend. I lived in the same house all of my life until I went to college, where I stayed in the dorms the first two years. I’ve lived in two separate apartments the last two years, and now I am going to graduate in a couple of quarters with a major in philosophy and do a certificate program at UCLA in business. 

My childhood: I was very introverted. I would not have friends over to my house very often and not go over to friends’ houses very often. I did occasionally. I spent most of my time, when I was very young, making things out of folded pieces of paper, like snowflakes. I tried to figure out how I could make people holding hands. I drew a lot. My first character was, “The Blob,” which was this blob sort of thing, which had a face and had little arms and legs sticking out of it. He actually had stories. The blob would go and do different things. My main character was the orange blob. Every blob was just a different color. So, you never have the same color blob, sort of interesting. (He goes on to describe the comic book career of his youth. He created an elaborate world on pieces of paper. As he got older, his stories became more detailed. One of his characters was a plane named Betsy. When he was eleven, he and his family went to England. While they were in a restaurant, he was drawing Betsy and another child asked if he could have the picture. He gave it to the other child. He started selling his artwork after a kid in school “consigned” a piece – an entrepreneur at an early age. Many of his settings were in exotic places, like Cairo, Egypt. The plots consisted of good-guy, bad-guy, good vs. evil types of stories with frequent heroism. These comics were very elaborate and time consuming, very detail oriented.)

A lot of my artwork I did in fifth grade. This friend of mine smoked – in fifth grade he was a smoker! I tried to talk him out of it, because I hated smoking. I was very, very, very much anti-smoking. I hated it to the point…actually, that was sixth grade when I was talking to him about that. He said, “When I am running and trying to play soccer with you guys, I can’t keep up. My lungs, they hurt because of smoking,” and I was like, “So, why don’t you stop?” He would say, “No, I can’t…I don’t want to.” Whatever, I couldn’t hassle him too much about it, and he obviously wasn’t going to stop. He wasn’t that close of a friend, but he bought some of my artwork. He gave me five dollars for a full page . 

It was in fifth grade when I really began to hate smoking, because my teacher was a smoker and would smoke at the door of my classroom…during our tests. Some of the smoke would go outside, some of it would come inside. I told her, “Please don’t smoke where we can smell it,” and she wouldn’t listen to me. This bugged me so very much that I felt I was contaminated by being around the smoke, which turned into feeling contaminated anytime I went to school. When I came home from school, I didn’t want to go into my own room or sit down at my desk because I didn’t want to contaminate my room form the smell of my clothes. I would study in the dining room. I would finish most of my homework in the car on the way home from school, and whatever I didn’t finish, I would do on the floor. Then I would take a shower, and even then I wouldn’t feel clean. 

I had a problem with that for at least two more years – so it continued even after I was out of there. I took the problem to my parents and the principle. They wouldn’t do anything about it. That was a big turning point in my life because this was a spot where I felt like I couldn’t have what I wanted. What I wanted was, I wanted to be away from the smoke. It was something that was forced upon me against my will, and that started a pattern in my psyche of letting things happen that go against my will. That was in fifth grade. That affected me very deeply, and I remember going to a psychologist – not a psychiatrist. It had nothing to do with drugs. I am glad to have not ever taken any drugs that change the way you feel or think or your emotions. I think stuff like Prozac – there is something ethically wrong with taking that. It changes the way you feel without changing the real problem. It’s not changing the underlying depression. I suppose there are some real chemical imbalances that can affect how you think about things, but for the majority of people, it’s over prescribed. The psychologist told me, “Oh, don’t worry about it. If you breathe in through your nose, then your nose filters out some of the smoke, and it’s not as bad.” I didn’t even know until a few years ago that that was a complete crock. She lied to me – in order to help me, but she lied to me. I have a real problem with that, with a psychologist telling you something that you maybe need to hear or so that you will be OK with things, but it’s an untruth. I have this thing, even in fifth grade, where I want things to be just and fair, for me and for other people. That’s just something that, throughout my entire life, has been very valuable and important to me. But in fifth grade, that sort of changed a little bit in that I didn’t stand up for my ideals as strongly anymore. I felt like what I wanted didn’t matter so much anyway. I could want and will for things to be outwardly good, but things wouldn’t change. So, that was the first time I felt stamped down. I guess that was pretty traumatic. I wanted to die. It was seriously bad for me – but I eventually got over it. It took a while. 

Other glimpses into childhood. I have a younger sister. My mom quit her job before I was born, so she was home all the time. My sister and my mom fought all the time about everything – a lot of things that I would consider trivial. I always ended up siding with my mom. At first I would try to get involved, try to mediate things, try to bring understanding to the situation. In the last few years, when I talked to my sister about this, I realized that by siding with my mom, I went against her. Really what she needed was for someone to understand where she was coming from. I learned at a certain point to stay out of it. I would go into my room and turn on the stereo, do my homework, draw, whatever, all the way through high school. I would say, for every subject other than English, I could do my homework while listening to the stereo, and I would. The other homework that I couldn’t do I would finish at school. I slowly trained myself to avoid conflict. That is something that has been a hard thing to get rid of, because conflict can be a very good thing. You need to assert yourself and when you – when people are doing things that you don’t want people to do to you, or sometimes you need to say things that are important to you and stand up for them – I’ve had a hard time doing that. This is why:  I was always told, “This is none of your business.” One of the things that hurt me the most was to see how hurt my mom was by things. I felt sort of helpless there, too, in not being able to stand up for what I wanted, which was for my mother and my sister to stop fighting. I let people trample all over me, and I would feel bad about it. 

I think this is an important insight into who I am as a person, especially in regards to where it is stress in my life comes from, the way I deal with conflict, and the way I deal with stress. 

I am a huge procrastinator. I taught a peer-tutoring workshop on procrastination – on dealing with procrastination. I was hoping, with my partner, that we would be able to figure out how to stop procrastinating. The partner that I hooked up with was a huge procrastinator, as well. There was all of this stuff left behind by the teachers from other years that we could use. They had all of these great things – but it didn’t do me any good at all! I helped people that took the workshop, but we still had the same problems. I was trying so hard to figure out why I procrastinated on big projects, and could never really figure it out. One insight I did have was motivating factors – the motivating factors behind why you are doing a project. For me, college was the next logical step from high school. I didn’t have a problem procrastinating in high school at all. I did very well. 

I was also a loner, partially by force. I went to the same high school from seventh through twelve grade. In seventh and eighth grade, I had two friends. Those were my good friends. But, in ninth grade, both of them left. So, both of my friends were gone. And, I didn’t know anyone. I tried to find a group of people to hang out with, and the group that made the most sense was the sports crowd, because I was an athlete. I ran. I was getting into volleyball. They were always talking about how this NFL or NBA team did the night before, and I didn’t care. I’ve never cared for watching sports much at all. I like going to see a good game, but I just don’t care enough to watch it on TV all the time and get really hyped up about it. So, this was a very hard crowd for me to feel comfortable with because I couldn’t converse on their level – I didn’t care about what they were talking about. I wasn’t motivated enough to go and watch games and figure out what they were talking about. It wasn’t interesting to me, I didn’t care. I really had a hard time finding where I belonged, and I really didn’t belong. After a few weeks of hanging out with a few different crowds, I said, “OK, there’s NOBODY here for me. There’s no one here that I could see as being a good friend for me.” 

Lunch was the time where you had to have someone to eat with, so I would go off – not even eat by myself in the cafeteria. That would be too rough. It’s very visual that you are eating by yourself. So I would go off and eat by myself in…we had a senior garden and I would eat back there. It was actually really beautiful back there. Totally secluded, and it was actually quite nice. I felt like I was hiding from the world, and at the same time, like there was something wrong with me that I had to eat here, out here all by myself. I felt left out. The good thing – the thing where I sort of got some closure to that was…I went there with my girlfriend about a year ago. We sat in that same spot and she gave me a big hug. 

My sister is the type of person who thinks that there something wrong with people who don’t know how to be alone. I really didn’t understand that about her. She was a really volatile person for me. It has been hard for me to be able learn to be around her – someone that is not nice to me all the time, but that I care about. And it’s just me being able to say to people, when they do something that makes me feel bad, or whatever, to tell them, “I don’t like it when you do this to me.” And it’s not that they’re bad, it’s just that you feel this certain way and you can’t help it. This has been key to having a relationship with my sister and other people in my life like her. I don’t have to run away when I am afraid of something, which is I think the way I felt about a lot of things. Which is why I think I started procrastinating, which is how I think I started off on this whole tangent. Seriously, it is fear, fear of putting in the time and effort and still having it come out crappy. Or, putting in the time and effort and thinking I’ve come up with something really good but someone else doesn’t like it, doesn’t approve of it, doesn’t think its all that great. It’s all of those things. And what I am coming to realize is, for the most part, it really doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks about what it is that I am doing, as long as I think it’s good and that I am doing the things that I want to be doing. 

So there is the abridged version of my entire life. I came to school here, in Southern California, because I’ve lived here all of my life, and I knew that I couldn’t deal with the weather anywhere else – except Hawaii, but I didn’t want to go to school there. In my college entrance essay, I think the question was, “Who is my idol,” or who I look up to, or something like that. I had to sit there and struggle with it for so long because I feel like all humans are valuable and why would I want to look up to and idolize one of them when they are just going to fail me in some way. That’s how I felt, and I still do. I eventually started writing about Jesus being my hero. I think that’s what I did. I’ll have to look at my personal statement again to make sure. 

I was a social butterfly my freshman year. I decided to come out of my shell and make lots of friends. It ended up that I had lots of surface level friends, but no one that knew who I was, that would go deeper. All but just a few of those friendships have all but faded away. I kept a few of those, but still I never really let anyone in until I met my now girlfriend. Only then did I really start getting pulled out of my little bubble, which was a very good thing. I really only truly got out of that bubble until about a week and a half, two weeks ago. It took a very long time. Now I am starting to have much more healthy relationships with people, and they actually mean a lot more to me. I felt like I haven’t been sharing, really as caring as I should have been. Because I didn’t – or at least I believed I didn’t because of what happened and the way I responded to it. 

Freshman year in college, I started riding bikes. I had been riding bikes my whole life but never anything serious. I got a mountain bike my freshman year, and heard about the cycling club on campus. So, I went to their meeting, and there was this guy talking about a sport called Bike Trials. They hop on top of stuff, and do other tricks, on bikes, and I thought that sounded cool, so I went to another meeting. They said they loved having people come by and learning about the sport, so I went. I came over there with my bike. I watched the guys hopping up on things, and I thought it was the most amazing thing, but it looked absolutely impossbile that they could actually do things like this. They said, “Oh, no, it just takes a lot of practice, a lot of time, I am not even a natural at it. It took me forever to learn, but if I can learn, anyone can learn. It took me two years to get to the place that I am now.” So, I started practicing. At first, I sucked. But, I was hooked just by seeing something that I couldn’t do but that I thought would be really cool to learn. I practiced all the time, trying to learn to moves. I have scars to show for some. 

I saw some videos of even better guys than the ones I was learning from. My business started shortly after that. I started a website that mostly had information about Bike Trials, how to do tricks, things like that. Although I hadn’t even learned the stuff yet, I decided to make a website. I put up whatever I knew, which wasn’t that much, but it was something that I could share. As I have learned more, the site has grown. I don’t care if you have my web address in this report – I wouldn’t mind at all. The more people that know about it, the better! That would make me happy. Really, it’s OK to share. I became more entrepreneurial with it, I selling clothing and equipment. 

(He talks for a long time about bike trials, explaining the sport, and why he enjoys it.) There is a lot of judgement going on about what you can and cannot do, maybe on a particular move, a particular course, or a particular obstacle. There are all sorts of variables that go into your judgements on what to do next. To win a competition, you don't have to be the best rider, you have to be the smartest rider. That is one of the major reasons why I got into the sport. I like stuff like that – something that’s concrete, something that I can deal with and that I can learn. As opposed to other things that can be harder to understand. It’s completely concrete. It’s there. It’s you, a bike, an obstacle, and a course. It’s all physical, it all works on physics. If you can figure it out, you can ride it. There isn’t anything there that is really mysterious. Here’s a problem. Go and solve it. I guess that’s what my girlfriend likes about mechanical engineering. There is a right and a wrong answer. There are multiple ways to go about completing a course or going up an obstacle, though. There is no best way. There would be a best way for me in a particular situation. 

I haven’t been able to ride in about six months because my back has been killing me.  That’s why I started taking Yoga. Last summer I started taking a Hatha Yoga class. That helped out, it did. I felt a lot better after every class. Every class always ended where you are laying out totally flat just breathing. That’s the way I think you are supposed to end. I would go away feeling refreshed, feeling a lot better. Friends seeing me earlier in the day and then seeing me after would say, “Wow, you look a lot better! You look a lot more awake!” without me even saying that I had been to a Yoga class. And I did feel better. What I liked about it was that it worked out and stretched your body at the same time. So, I don’t feel like you are just doing static stretches in the traditional American way, which is isolated. You are isolating each part of your body, and it doesn’t do as much for me. I think Yoga just seems to have the possibility of being better for my body than I could ever imagine stretching being. That is what attracts me to it – that it is a better way of getting to the result I want: that of feeling better, having my body feel better. I guess you could say body and mind because it does…Having a body that feels right, having a body that feels limber, that feels relaxed and strong has a lot of influence over your thoughts during the day, how you respond to things. It has a lot to do with how you are in the world, if you are not being conscious about it. So, I think the way I respond to conflict and stuff is partially because I am already sore, achy, tired. It’s easier for me to respond in a way that I don’t want to respond when I feel like that. I think that going Yoga and getting my body back into a more full state of health will actually facilitate me being more the way I want to be in the world, being more the friend I want to be to good friends of mine, so that I am not distracted with what’s going on in my life and in my body that I can’t properly listen to them and to what they need to share. I feel very much that I am in so much pain sometimes, that, as much as I care, I can’t right now. I just need to rest. And I hate that. I hate having to say that to people because it makes me feel like they think that I don’t care when that’s not true at all. I guess you could say I have a lot of reasons for why I want to do Yoga and really just all together in seeking solutions to making my back feel better, like going to the acupuncturist.

My back felt horrible yesterday. It hurt really, really bad. I just feel like my life has been put on pause by the way my back feels. I am pretty much just stuck, and I am not going to get anywhere until I can get my back healed. So, that’s what I am trying to focus on primarily these last two weeks, going to the orthopedist and physical therapy and stuff like that. It’s just not working. I am still trying to find what works, still trying to get back to health and then stay there. 

My back injury was really an accumulation of riding over the last three and a half years, with little events that I know put stresses on my back: twisting some weird way, trying to learn some new move, repetitively trying to do something new and doing it wrong, because that’s how your learn. A lot of it is a repetitive stress injury. I don’t really remember anything in particular that I was doing that injured my back because my back wouldn’t actually hurt until later in the day. I didn’t really associate the pain with any one thing I was doing while riding. Although, it may have been because I did sprain my lumbar about nine months ago. I can’t remember exactly what is was that I did, but I felt absolutely awful. I went to the chiropractor and he checked me out. He checked my flexibility and also pushed into my back, which would cause extreme pain. (He sneezes.) OW! Right in the back. I’m just cracking all over the place here. He hooked me up to e-stimulation machine. That helped out a lot. He loosened me up enough so that he could adjust my back. I came in two day later to get other treatment for my back, which helped out again, which helped me get back to health, but I have never fully recovered from that incident. I’ve been stuck in a state of having a really bad back for the last ten months. I keep on upsetting it by trying to get back to riding. 

I really, really, really like riding trials. It is something that brings me a lot of joy, a lot of happiness. Having it taken away from me, in my mind, by my back, is something that really bugs me. It’s something that I really do miss. I don’t think anyone really understands that, except me, or maybe another trial rider when they’ve done something where they can’t ride for a while. It’s like, you only appreciate something once you’ve lost it. Well, not only when you’ve lost it – well, it shouldn’t be that way. You should appreciate it while you have it. That’s truly the best way to go through life, by appreciating things while you have them, so that, if it’s a person, they know they are appreciated, or if it’s something having to do with your health, you can really enjoy it while you have it. To learn a lesson like that now at least gives me something to feel better about. 

(He remembers the move that he did while injuring himself. He was trying a new and complicated trick, and he twisted to the right in the air, but twisting to the left is his natural way of moving his body while twisting in the air. He was trying to teach himself to do it to the right and doing it awkwardly). So, that’s what did it and that’s why I am in the pain that I am in now. That with not having proper posture during the rest of the day, not sleeping properly – all of these things are not helping my back get any better.

Who recommended that you begin doing Yoga?

I don’t really remember. I got a handout from the gym and I saw Yoga in there. I don’t think anyone recommended it to me. I saw and it thought that looks like something that could be of great help to me. Yeah, and then just going the first couple times convinced me that this was going to be helpful. That’s how I got into it. 

What did you expect before beginning your Yoga practice?

I did expect it to help. I definitely had a positive mind frame going into it – that it would be something that would help me. That is generally the kind of person I am, to be optimistic. It’s a rare thing, and a very sad thing, when I am not. I can be very, very negative. I don’t want to be like that, and I don’t want any reason to be like that. I want my back to get better.

I also thought it might give me more flexibility in my body. I have always been very inflexible, despite doing stretches before riding. I would ride three or four times a week and stretch before, but I never really gained any flexibility in my body over the last three and a half years – I have pretty much stayed the same. So, I expected to gain more flexibility, and just to feel better, to strengthen parts of my body that needed to be strengthened in order for me to start riding without any pain. That’s really a large part of what I expected and what I’ve gotten out of it.

How long have you practiced Yoga?

Since last summer. Not very long, at all. I didn’t keep it up, I think partially because it’s difficult to do without an instructor, to do it on your own. I think it would have been helpful to have a tape. My class over the summer only lasted a little over a month. Pictures of people in poses, and all the texts in the book help me remember after I have already learned the postures in class. You know internally what it should feel like, what it should be stretching. A lot of learning about the different stretches, exercises, or, I should say, “asanas,” is actually knowing what it is doing to my body, which, sort of, brings me to a greater understanding of my body. The affects of certain moves, the way I carry myself, just understanding what it is that it does to my body, what demands that makes, is something that I’ve been watching for over a year in myself. I’ve been trying to understand very well what my body can and cannot do: what I’m tight in, what I need to work on…Definitely something that I am trying to work on now is finding out how my body works. Very much the same way I was as a kid – I would very much desire to take things apart and put them back together. I also read the encyclopedia when I was young. I love figuring out how things work, even now about how my body works and how it can help my function better. This is something that I am very, very interested in, and something that I would love to learn more about. I would like to think that I know my body very well, but I don’t know it well enough to know how to fix it, and I would like to be able to. I would like to be like Bruce Lee, I forget what movie it was, but right before he got into a fight with someone, he was doing all these stretches and then he went like this (demonstrates for me) and he just cracks his back all the way through. He just knows what to do to straighten his back. He tenses all the muscles in his back and stretches things out all at once. He just knows it. That would be a plus, to be able to do the Bruce Lee sequence, just ripping out all my muscles and my shirt pops off and my back is perfectly aligned and I don’t even have to see a chiropractor. That would be nice.

So, you’ve said that you’ve seen a chiropractor?

Yeah, a chiropractor-orthopedic specialist, which is kind of like – a really good orthopedic surgeon. Physical therapy. And Yoga. That’s it. Acupuncture soon. Oh, and Shiatsu massage. That feels really, really good. I don’t know what kind of lasting benefit that has, but as far as temporary relief, it’s wonderful. I have only been there once, and I would love to go back there again. 

How long did all these treatments, was your opinion on how good those treatments were?

Going to the chiropractor makes me feel somewhat better for…it’s hard to say…All I know is I am going to go back to him because it does help – I am just not sure how long the adjustments last. I think, my understanding now is that I need chiropractic plus other stuff, lots of things that can actually help me in keeping form needing an adjustment in the first place. I need things that help my body to be strong in the right ways, balanced in the right ways, so that things aren’t entirely out of whack in the first place. Then, if I should happen to fall, or whatever…I think my current plan is: chiropractor once a month plus Yoga plus acupuncture. I am not sure how to determine if the acupuncture is helpful or not because I haven’t done it before. I am not quite sure what to expect from it. I have heard different things about it, how it is trying to improve the flow of energy through your body. I would assume that would mean that it would bring that proper flow back into your body. Your body will heal itself just by having your energy in the right places – so it’s not blocked or being misdirected to other places. That is the impression that I have so far. I know very little about it. That’s sort of my game plan in going about fixing things. 

The benefits from the shiatsu massage lasted about a day. The chiropractic adjustment lasts maybe two days. I think there are lasting affects to it, but the way I do things puts it back out of whack pretty quickly. It just doesn’t want to stay. So, that’s why I very much want to start doing more Yoga. When I was doing Yoga the other day, I felt like my back was adjusting itself. If I could be doing that every day…It was putting my back back into alignment, as well as stretching muscles in other parts of my body. I think that as a daily thing, or an every other day thing, would be something very important to my well-being. It would make it so that I could go for over a month without seeing the chiropractor – maybe even longer – so I could feel good all the time. I want to kill this. I really do.

What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute to Yoga’s recent rise in popularity?

I read an article on it, so I am going to be somewhat biased. My dad gave it to me when he found out that I was going to start taking Yoga. He wanted to make sure that I had a good instructor and not one of these bad instructors that he had heard about, where they forcefully change someone’s position with their hands. They would say, “No, you need to be like this,” but really the people weren’t flexible enough or didn’t know what they were doing. Some people try to outdo other people, and there some types of Yoga that are really contortionist, where people are contorting their bodies into all sorts of weird positions, and trying to do the weirdest ones so that they can show off to everyone else. Like, this craze where people want to get really skinny and have really toned bodies so that they can look really cute, or whatever…I immediately place that on girls more. I am sure that I am sexist for doing that. But, that’s very typical…It is. I think especially here in Los Angeles. In Hollywood you can see that more than anywhere else. There were more girls than guys in my class, certainly a lot more girls do it than guys probably because guys think it is a girly thing. 

I was watching this tape my friend had, and this guy was so ripped, he was so strong. He was holding himself up in this odd position, and it was so amazing. I don’t know if I would ever want to use Yoga to develop those types of things – really athletic and building power – but \maybe. I think it makes a lot more sense that in the same time you are stretching the muscle you are building it up. It makes a lot more sense to me, rather than simply building up muscles when you are just going to make that muscle tighter over time. Arnold Schwartzeneggar, back in the day, he couldn’t even touch his nose because his biceps were so big, I don’t want to be like that. I want to get a lot stronger, but I want to get a lot stronger and more flexible. 

I think that in any athletic endeavor, it is incredibly useful to have, not just power, but power over a wider range of mobility. I could have my arms all the way out here, outstretched, but still have the ability to have the muscles in my upper back pull back, and not just be able to stretch this far, but that far and be able to use that muscle. You need both the flexibility and strength in bike trials. I tend to injure myself when I try the moves that the elite riders do. I just don’t have their type of strength and flexibility. I have the mental knowledge of how to do the things to actually pull off that kind of move, but at the same time I don’t have that kind of flexibility or strength. 

Rather than just your physical body, how do you feel like Yoga has affect other aspects of you, your mind, and things like that. Also, what do you think is motivating other people to take Yoga? 

I’ll take the second one first. I think that probably a lot of people – well, most people feel that something is missing, or lacking in their lives, and they try to fill it with all sorts of things. Yoga is one thing that can try to fill it with that wouldn’t be as bad as some of the other things that people try to fill it with – to fill the empty void. It’s not the reason for me to take Yoga, but I think it probably is a reason for a lot of people to do it – they feel like something is missing, or they don’t feel really good about themselves or their bodies. Maybe they don’t have the greatest self-image or feel totally comfortable with their bodies. Perhaps being completely focused on your body and inside your body while doing Yoga, focusing on your breathing, focusing on stretching your body and doing fluid movement – which sort of reminds me of Tai Chi, which I think  is very beautiful and is something that I would like to get into, as well – this fluid movement I think promotes a better self-concept in a way. It’s not a replacement for being assertive, or…yeah, being assertive, but I think it’s a good place to start, to get people into that mindset where they feel more free to do that. I think that is something that can add to peoples’ lives, and I think it is very much lacking at the present time. So, I think it is something that can fill a void or fill a need that is more psychological – more having to do with power than anything else. Like, a self-power. Not power in an evil way, but in a good way, where you feel self-power. Where you feel in control of your body and what you are doing with it, and you feel more able to start change in the world or with the relationships that you are in, just because you are more connected with your body than before. That’s definitely something that I’ve taken away after only doing a little bit of Yoga, a Hatha Yoga class. It’s something that I can definitely learn a whole lot more about further on in doing it, and I think part of it would be through doing Yoga as part of a class rather than just doing Yoga off by myself. I think it could be a very positive thing being around people who are similarly minded. 

Paul

If your life were a story, how would it go?

(He was born in Southern California. He was kind of a wild kid, a surfer punk,  very outgoing, and had a lot of friends. He went to art school after high school, and then traveled around Europe and North Africa. When he came back to the states, he became a fashion photographer, and now has his own studio. He and his brother had many problems growing up. Their relationship mirrored that of their father and his brother. He didn’t want to end up with a strained relationship, so they have been working on that for a few years. His parents moved back east a few years ago. He was visiting them on winter, driving through New York, when his car hit an ice patch on the highway and it spun out of control. It was late at night, and there were no other cars on the road. He got out of his car and stood in the road, dazed. A few moments later, another car pulled up beside him and asked him if he was all right. Just after he replied he was fine, another car came from behind and hit him. He was confined to a wheel chair for six months and he lived with his parents. It was hard for him – likening it to becoming a helpless child again. At the same time, he felt like he got to know his parents again, this time as an adult…more their equal. He went through extensive rehabilitation, seeing orthopedic surgeons, and physical therapists. He realized the beauty and importance of merely walking. He tries to walk at least a little bit everyday. He swims and rides his bike everywhere he can. He is in very good physical condition now, as well as mental. Some friends of his mentioned that he ought to try Yoga to help him in his recovery process. He had always been a little interested in trying it out, so he went to a class recommended to him by some friends. He did not have a good experience – his one and only experience practicing Yoga. The class was very advanced, at he was still recovering from a very severe trauma to his legs.) 

In this Yoga class, I am relatively sure that it was Hatha Yoga, I tried to keep up, and I couldn’t. They just kept going, and I realized this was not what I thought it was going to be. I hoped that maybe – I told him at the beginning, the instructor, that I was in rehabilitation from an accident. It might be difficult for me. He said, “Just do the best you can,” or something like that…but I guess before going there I had hoped that maybe he would give me something different to do, or maybe tailor my experience a little bit to take into consideration my individual situation. He didn’t. I felt really, really left out and kind of lame. I think I went back one more time and just didn’t go back after that. I think I needed a different level of class where everybody is in the same kind of situation that I am and the instructor says, “OK, just a little bit, just a little bit…good..great…you are doing great…don’t worry about it if you can’t go any further.” 

 What larger social and cultural phenomena do you attribute to Yoga’s recent rise in popularity?

I think people are more, are trying to reconnect with their individuality and their sense of being responsible for their own health and being responsible and connected to their own spirituality and finding what that is. Even though it is something that is a big trend, and many, many people are doing it, it is a very individual pursuit. It is something where, you go within yourself. I can see how it would be appealing on two levels: one level is, “Hey, I am cool, I am in this class with Sandra Bullock,” or all my friends are doing it…It not only fulfills that need to belong and to be trendy, which is, let’s face it, extremely important here in LA, but it also allows people to do some personal work on themselves, to feel like they are taking charge of their health and mental and physical well being, which I think Yoga addresses all of. 

I think the appealing aspect in respect to practicing in a group is that there is a sense of belonging and comradery and networking, which is I am sure not unheard of for people to pass out cards, but at the same time they are not just somewhere that is purely social. They are doing something where they can be – what’s the word I am working for – for the lack of a better word, proud of what they are doing. That they are doing something that is beneficial to them at the same time – physically, being beneficial to them in that way. I guess they could go to a gym, too, and I think that that is the same type of mentality, why they join gyms, where A) they are getting in shape, feeling better, getting stronger, and B) they are out meeting people and being part of a group and being a part of society.  I think Yoga has turned from something that used to be on the fringe of society – you know, you used to only get your hippies. Someone would say Yoga, and you think everyone’s either barefoot or wearing Birkenstocks with long hair and reeking of Patchouli. Now, it’s everybody. I mean, Everybody is doing Yoga. It’s crazy. 

I don’t think that it wasn’t something thing specific that made Yoga more mainstream. I think it is natural evolution, where in the past society was kind of an algo-net, where it was a network built on hierarchies and traditions, historical expectations…where you graduated from high school, went and got your job at the company, you built up your time with the company to get your pension, and you have the family and the house and the two-car garage and the country club and the swimming pool…those were the…that was the way society was structured. Today, I think society is moving more towards a life-net, a life-network, where people’s individual ideas and the individual in general is valued for their individuality. You look at the things like…the things that happened with all the dot com people…a lot of individuals with their own ideas in their own plan, their own game plan, not following any of the old rules or perameters. They just went off and did their own thing. You find now that art, I think, is a little bit more accepted in mainstream society. Also, a lot of it has to do with globalization…that ideas and philosophies and practices, like Yoga, have all become accessible to a much greater percentage of the population. When the Dalai Lama came, he packed the place. Everybody wanted to hear what the Dalai Lama had to say. A lot of people rolled up in their gas-guzzling SUV’s, so there’s some hypocrisy there, but I think people are trying. 

My frame of reference is really limited because I have just been in LA, I have lived in LA for a long time, and LA is just a microcosm…there’s not much about LA that resembles much of the rest of the country or the world. It is all very homogenized and pre-packaged. So, I think that globalization…and certainly the internet has given people a lot more access to new ideas and thoughts and philosophies. That goes hand in hand with the fact that people are becoming more aware of their environment and their health. I think that is connected to being more aware of one’s environment as far as people wanting to protect it – recycle, you know – and then people will say, “I have to protect this environment inside my body. I have to be more mindful, careful, nurturing of my own self.” Does that make sense? 

Absolutely the spiritual, physical, and mental benefits have added to its rise in popularity. I can’t say that I have experienced it, but I have talked to people who have. I have been successful at meditation, and I think that there are similarities there. The other thing is, Yoga has been around for how many years…hundreds, thousands of years, and I think that that also appeals to people. I think it is a interesting project that you are doing. It has me thinking. What is it about Yoga? Why do people do it? I don’t know. 

See, if I knew a little more, then I could do it on my own. That would probably be really good. I am also a very – what’s the word I am looking for – not solitary person, but I am very comfortable with myself. That’s why I felt so comfortable in my element when I was traveling alone. I find that I am almost always happiest by myself. My physical therapy exercises I do by myself in my room. I will do isometric exercises and I ride the bike. I haven’t belonged to a gym or a class in a long time. I would like to do Yoga on my own. 

Greg and Ryan

Greg

If your life were a story, how would it go?


Well, it’s not over yet, so it would be kind of hard to say. I feel like my life is always in process. I didn’t start out with fixed skills and I still don’t have fixed skills. It’s not a story that has a lot of weight and gravity to it, leading in a certain direction inevitably, but the older I get, as I look back, I see it is really of a piece, in and of itself…A lot of things that seemed dramatic become part of the overall pattern and don’t seem so dramatic. I suppose the most dramatic part of my life, well, there are two aspects: one, having come from a very small town in western Pennsylvania, from a very conventional background – a background that I think fostered my imagination. It gave me the freedom to let my mind wander. It seemed a sheltered place by city-standards. There were only fifteen thousand people surrounded by forests. My parents were pretty conventional and a regular part of our lives was church attendance every week, Sunday school and church. As we got older, we had youth activities related to the church. I don’t think I came out of it a great believer, but as I look at it now, in order to bring up something Yoga, the regularity of Yoga classes, which is a form of my practice in Yoga is to go often to classes and to be involved in that…I think the precedence in my life has been the church, feeling like I can go to this place, go through rituals, and something happens that makes me better. 


In terms of my life story, going from a small town to Los Angeles was quite a large change, but once you get to know your area of Los Angeles, it’s a small town again. Again, it’s not so dramatic in hindsight. What else is relevant? Relationships, marriage, children? These things don’t seem relevant to this interview, but perhaps I suppose, if one learns to practice and keep balanced in Yoga you can recognize the drama, see it for what it is, and go on with life. 


In my life, as a young person, I was active and very outdoor-sy, but not athletic. I was not into organized sports. I felt no achievement in that area. In fact, in middle school, I felt totally inept, not as strong as I ought to be; the whole gym class, organized sports experience was very painful. For me and a lot of other gay people, it seems to be a common theme, although there are many gay people that are very athletic and very well integrated and assimilated in that aspect of being young. It didn’t work at all for me. Tied up on the other end, I feel a lot of achievement in Yoga. It’s not competitive. At sixty, I feel completely happy to be in that room doing this physical thing. It’s fun to look around the room at younger people, people who are certainly more athletic or pumped or buff or whatever and find that I can do certain things better than they can. That’s across age lines – the whole business. It’s very healing for me in that way, to be able to come around to the other end of my life and achieving in that area…Yoga, of course, isn’t about comparing yourself to the person across the room and seeing what they can or cannot do. 

Another thing I like about Yoga – my experience of gym in public schools was full of comparisons. Yoga is something that is individually based, you do as well as you can and that is the whole point. My experience in school otherwise – I think I always set my own standards in school and work. I think college is a time when you can go at your own pace. Forty years ago, I went to small, private college, which was a pretty individualistic place, very progressive. I think I worked to whatever standard I could and comparisons weren’t that important. I guess they were being made because we all got grades. I became an art student, which an area that is even more focused on the individual. You get a lot of latitude on how to answer a course requirement. In my later work life, that has always been my standard. I worked for a long time in a picture framing store, in sales and as a consultant. That lead into other products – furniture in the seventies and eighties. I had a boss, who told me that I needed higher sales, but I always knew I was doing what I was doing the way I could. I’ve been self-employed since 1982. 

The only thing in terms of self-motivation that I have to deal with is, I am not very aggressive in trying to find work. I have been lucky enough to build up a clientele that contacts me. I am good about handing out my card and good at having work relationships where I am invited back. I install artworks and hang pictures in homes. I try to do it in a way that the people will call me back – I don’t mess up their house and things like that. When we’re done, you could eat off the floor because we’ve cleaned. 

That’s kind of nice about Yoga, where a part of it is tidying up and putting props away. When I first started taking Yoga class, I was joking around with the other students about having to learn how to fold the blankets, put the mats away, put the blocks away, and where was the exercise part of it? That was quite funny. 

Another reason I started Yoga was, as I was growing older, I was not happy with the direction that my body was going. I work so much forward, and I knew if I kept that up, I wouldn’t stand as straight as I wanted to be. Some of that gets to feel progressive in the way that you can’t turn your back.


I have two brothers, one older, one younger. I feel closer to my younger brother, even though we don’t talk as often. My older brother is just another animal. I can understand who he is, but I don’t have to like him – a negative role model my whole life. It’s a shame, but he’s the type of person who I have to live with, but after about twenty minutes with him, I wish one of us could leave. My parents – my father is a very nice man, but he’s also dull. I guess the important people in my family as parental role models were my mother and her mother, my grandmother, who lived with us from the time I was two until she passed away when I was thirteen. These two women were the closest people in my life. With three kids, my grandmother just, kind of, took over with me. My other brothers thought of her as evil or too controlling, but I knew how to work her, you know, and there was a love there. She and my mother were very bonded, so they were in a sense like one person. Although, my grandmother was more Victorian and older and not well. In the last few years of her life, I was the son that took care of her. I spent a lot of time in therapy on that one. 


I came to California after graduating from college. Shortly thereafter, my mother had a stroke, which was somewhat physically disabling but also, it was kind of perpetual, she was in and out of the state mental hospital. She was the college educated person at home, in a marriage – she was sort of struck down by this. I was out here, in California, they were back in Pennsylvania. I became sort of a stranger. She was around for another six years and then died. I have some conflict with that. I loved her a lot an did not handle her disablement very well. When you are twenty-five hundred miles away, it’s hard.


A couple of year later, my father married again. My stepmother now, she and I are good friends. I make sure that we stay in touch. I never want to be out of touch with someone when they die, now. 


My younger brother lives in California, but he lives really far north. He is a social worker, a health director of various small counties in Northern California. He has built an interesting life. He’s got a good a salary for someone, who lives in a small town. He and his wife, my sister in law, have two daughters. 


In terms of my own creation of families, I married someone a year and a half out of college. I could talk about her for twelve hours non-stop, but it was not a happy marriage. We had one son, adopted. Certainly longer than I was with her – we were married for about – because we have a child together, she is still in my life. That child is now thirty-five. Anyway, my son, Dan, is the great blessing from that relationship. Because of the mother that he had and other factors that aren’t known to me, his life has never been easy. He was always a creative child, and we always encouraged that. My ex-wife is a musician and a teacher. She is very good at what she does. She is a stimulus for me and a challenge. The challenge was negative as well as positive. As far as them in my life now, I avoid the mother, and my son and I get together now and then. There was a very a period when my son was in his late teens and early twenties when he was my employee. He worked for me sometimes as much as full time, so we built a bond. He’s, at this point in his life, doing as well as he has ever done. He still has issues, but that’s a whole realm that I try to avoid. I want to be a positive influence. I think they think that I am someone they can come to for support and advice. Sometimes, I don’t want it because the old issues are there and the old anger, but that’s reality. 


The other most dramatic issue in my life was sexuality. After my first marriage ended, I got into a relationship with another woman for seven years. For the last three of those years, we were married. During the entire time, I knew I was gay, and variously acted on that impulse. Eventually, when the second marriage broke up over the issue of infidelity, I knew I had to stop the vacillation. I made this decision, and it was at the height of the AIDS crisis, epidemic, whatever it is called. It was simpler at that point to say, “I am not heterosexual, I am not bisexual, I’ll be gay.” It was a time to make a very clear decision. My wife at the time wanted to severe the relationship all together, which was good. We weren’t bonded by family. I signed off on our house. I had to start my life over again. I really felt like that. I got some support from my first wife and my son, who was then nineteen. My son has been pretty great about it. I think he had always known. He was working with me at the time, so he had to kind of go through it with me.

I guess every time a marriage ends, there is this sort of terror for both parties because in any relationship that has lasted for some years, there is a whole system there of support that falls away. And, there’s anger. To give credit to my second wife, she supported me and helped me get started in my business. She was working and helped me in a way that, if I couldn’t make it for a month, or three or four months, we would be OK. I had to very quickly become self-supporting – on every level. 

That’s where the support group that I got into – that’s where I met Ryan. The Gay Father’s of Los Angeles. It doesn’t exist anymore the way it did then. During the late eighties, early nineties, it was very active. Mostly gay men, who were like me, who had been married and had children and had come to terms with – at any point in their lives, although most of the men were over thirty. It was a lovely social group that helped gay people very much. The coming out process is pretty traumatic, no matter where you chose to do it. Some gay people always knew about themselves, but even they have to somehow reveal that part of themselves at some time in either high school or college. This was a group that really celebrated that, discussed every aspect of – we had social engagements, social events, pot luck dinners almost every month. It was a huge help. 

Ryan and I stopped participating with them about four years ago. I think that we got to the point where we felt like we didn’t need the benefit of the group. They were using us in a way that – if you are a volunteer, and a good volunteer, people eventually just let you do it. We got to the point where we were doing all the work, and we said, “OK, we’re outta here.” Then there was this period when we didn’t have a formal group with which we were involved. The Yoga activities filled in a void there, too. We go four times a week to our class, so that’s four times a week that we walk in the door at a certain moment and spend an hour-and-a-half there totally engaged. That’s kind of what the father’s group was for me. For a couple of years I was running, if not every meeting, every other meeting. So, the organized aspect of Yoga has been wonderful; sort of like the church. Of course, I didn’t build Ryan into the story too much here. We’ve been together thirteen years. We found each other in Gay Father’s. We negotiated for a few months, and he left his wife. Then, we became a couple. We rented one house together, which was a big step. I was in an apartment at the time, and I needed something really special to blast me out of that apartment – I loved that apartment, We found a house that was suitable for us and Ryan’s son.  

Ryan

If your life were a story, how would it go?


My life is a different story. I was actually raised out here most of my life. I was born in Oklahoma, but I moved out here when I was five months old. Even though I am an Oakie, I really am a Californian. My family background is quite a bit different than Gary’s. My family is sort of, very authoritarian, conservative, they belonged to the Birch Society, and very patriarchal. I had both sets of grandparents for a good part of my life before I went to college. It was basically my two – what I realized later on was that my two grandmothers were really my two mothers. 

My parents were alcoholics. I come from a very alcoholic background. I have one other sibling, a brother, who is fourteen months younger than I am. The story goes in my family, when my mother found out that she was pregnant with my brother, she ripped the bottle out of my mouth and told me that I would have to start drinking out of a cup, and all these sort of things that I never really realized until later on when I was in therapy. 

We were very church going. We went to a Presbyterian Church. My mother decided to become Catholic. We were yanked out of public school basically because, from what I understand now, I was possibly molested by one of the teachers – it’s something that I don’t even remember. We were yanked out of public school when we were in fourth grade and put into a Lutheran school – a very conservative Lutheran school. At the same time, my mother was becoming Catholic, and we were being taught at the Lutheran school to hate Catholics. It was very strange – a very strange upbringing. So we were in the Lutheran grade school, and then both my brother and I were put into Catholic, boys high school. I eventually converted to Catholicism myself my junior year of high school, possibly just to please my mother, but I also loved the ritual. I was very into the ritual at the time. 

I really wanted to get away from home. It was very difficult for me to…I was actually probably this gay kid, but I could not be this gay kid in this house. My mother, I remember her saying at one point in our lives, when my brother and I were in high school, that no son of hers would ever be gay. So, that’s when I really clamped down. I went away to college, went to a state college in the Midwest with my good friend from high school. The two of us had a good time for two years, and that’s where I met my wife. 

She came from a very bad situation, as well, so it was like two people falling for each other out of necessity. She was the obese little girl from a family where her father didn’t love her – or, well, no, her father didn’t love her, he wanted a son. The mother had multiple sclerosis and was in a convalescent home. Every time she went home, she couldn’t stay with her father, she had to stay at the Y. Her father was dating a woman, who was very close in age to her. All of these ramifications of my family situation, the alcoholics, and her family situation threw us together in college and just – like two clingy people, we just clung to each other and we did it for twenty-three years. 

We had a son, a biological son, who also happens to be gay. We, she was not able to get pregnant again, and we decided after about twelve years to adopt our youngest son, and he…He and I were the ones that really bonded immediately upon the adoption and have had this wonderful bond since then. He is very straight, and wonderful, and has girlfriends. He has a romance, and they stay here. He was, I think a drug baby because he always had medical problems from a very young age. He had ADHD, hormone problems, and he went through a whole thing with drugs and alcohol and things when he was in high school. He was in rehab, and he is finally coming into his own now and is doing quite well. 


My oldest son was sort of a brainchild. He graduated from a prestigious undergraduate university, and is studying eastern medicine and acupuncture and is graduating this December. He wants to move to New York and set up a practice there. Why he wants to go to New York, I have no idea, but that’s where he wants to set up his practice. He’s at the top of his class, where he is. He is quite extraordinary.


My youngest son has now found a passion in life – he wants to be a chef. He is applying to culinary schools right now. 


In school, I majored in microbiology. I only stayed at my undergraduate program for two years. I was in an accelerated program where you were getting three quarters of chemistry in two. It was really pressured for me. I also took a step back one summer and went to interview for a job at a technical institute. They wanted to hire me, but it had to be full time, so I made the decision to quit school for a while because I didn’t really know what I wanted to do. So, I went to work at the institute in the biochemistry department. I got to work with some very fine people The man that I actually worked under became like a father-mentor to me, which was very nice. From there, I heard about a position at – I worked there for probably about four or five years, and for some reason, we had a friend, who was a mortician. He actually talked me into being a mortician, so I went to mortuary school for a short period of time. It was during the time that I was just about ready to graduate from mortuary school that I was arrested in a park for lude behavior. The mortuary school found out about it, and I was not allowed to graduate. I eventually got a job nearby at a Mortuary. It was horrible. Finally, one day I was at work, at everyone was talking about how horrible it was that people weren’t dying fast enough. I said to myself, “Why am I standing around, waiting for people to die?” So, I went back to the technical institute and got my old job back with the same group of people. After a couple years working there, I heard of a position opening up with a famous doctor at another university. I interviewed and got a job working for him. I decided to go back to school and work for this doctor at the same time, which is what I did. I eventually got my degree, and was also in the foreground of transplantation at that time. I was the transplant coordinator, and then became an administrator for this program and handled all of the hospitals in Southern California. I was on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week it seemed like. I would get phone calls at all hours of the night, day and night, about patients where there would be death and we would have to go and talk to the family about organ donation. It was pioneering work, and I stayed with it for about twenty-six years. It was the eve of my twenty-third wedding anniversary, my wife and I were going to go up to Santa Barbara to celebrate, and that’s when I told her that I was gay. 

Greg and Ryan

(They continued with the rest of the interview together because their experiences practicing Yoga have been a joint venture, and as much about facilitating their relationship as it has been a personal practice. They both very adamantly declared that they were individualists and that Yoga is not a social practice. You enter the studio and work on yourself and your own practice. They also spoke of the loving environment of the Yoga studio, and the importance of the instructor in creating that warm, welcoming feeling. They admitted with guilt that they do sometime compare themselves to other Yoga practitioners in their classes, although Yoga practitioners should practice non-judgement and non-competition. It makes them feel good about themselves when they see the types of people, who were always athletic and used their bodies well, struggle in Yoga – it’s almost like revenge for their horrible experiences in gym class as children. They reiterated how important the ritual aspect of Yoga is to them, and likened it to church, although the Yoga studio is more open and accepting. They also spoke of the healing benefits of Yoga. Ryan had had a back injury for many years from a fall he had on an icy flight of stairs one winter. He had just learned to live with the pain, and after one Yoga class, the pain disappeared. They experienced an evening out of their moods, more patience throughout the day, becoming more physically fit, and a greater sense of    awareness – awareness of their physical bodies, mental states, and of the world around them.
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