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Yogini with disciple, from West Bengal, India, 18th century.
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by Linda Sparrowe

A few thousand years ago yoga, a mere whisper of a concept, began to emerge as a powerful vehicle for enlightenment. For men, that is. Sitting at the feet of their guru, these guys learned (and religiously practiced) what it took to prepare their bodies and minds for the rigors of meditation, which would ultimately liberate them from suffering.

Women on the other hand: not invited. And so it continued until 1937 when Indra Devi (fondly known as Mataji) convinced Krishnamacharya, one of the greatest yogis of modern times, to become her teacher. He, in turn, sent her out into the world to teach.

Despite Mataji’s enormous popularity and her success bringing yoga to the masses, the masculine emphasis on physicality and rigorous discipline prevailed. We women flocked to male gurus and yoga teachers, unfolding our mats to learn the canon of asanas previously withheld. Before long we could execute difficult poses just as easily as a man could, and found a sense of power, equanimity, and discipline we had been searching for. But somewhere along the way, we lost the true spirit of yoga and a little of ourselves. Strengthening the body for sitting somehow became equated with learning harder and harder arm balances and inversions; discipline often took a nasty turn, as teachers controlled what students could and couldn’t do in class and outside, too.

As more women began to teach, the face of yoga began to change, but that change didn’t happen overnight. How could it have? Everything we had learned came from men; the advice we got from the scriptures was decidedly male-oriented—there’s even a text that tells men what to do with their scrotums when practicing yoga but nothing that shows us what do to with our breasts! The language we used, the alignment cues we gave, the relationships we carved out with our students—that all came from our teachers. Every woman whose story Janice tells in this book owes a huge debt to at least one male teacher and freely honors his place in her life and in her teaching.

But luckily women have a way of bringing out the feminine aspects of anything we are passionate about, and yoga has proved to be no exception. At some point along her path, each of these women started to make the teachings her own. For some, the changes were subtle: softer language, different (gentler) metaphors, and new ways of explaining. It was the same practice, but with a different voice. For others, the need to break away proved irresistible, and they created their own unique brand of yoga.

No matter how these teachers redefined the path, today they appear united in their mission: to teach us what it means to be fully alive and truly at home with ourselves, and how to take the message of yoga out into the world. Yoga has always been about transformation and liberation.

Unfortunately, many women become fixated on the transforming part; that is, they think that by “transforming” their hips, thighs, breasts, or bellies, they’ll find happiness. I like to think that the feminization of yoga starts with the premise that we are all perfect just the way we are. The transformation comes not in those hips and bellies, but in our attitudes about them as we learn to let go of (and thus become liberated from) society’s dictates. We start on our yoga mats, but thanks to teachers like these, we take these concepts off the mat and into our everyday lives. We learn to see ourselves as we really are, without judgment, and embrace the power we have to enact change through kindness and compassion.

Yoga teaches us that out of small beginnings come great accomplishments, breath by breath, moment by moment. Think of a yoga class as a laboratory (or even a metaphor) for your life. It can teach you to recognize behaviors and patterns in your life, encouraging you to let go of what doesn’t work and embrace what does. Learning to stay in discomfort for ten breaths in a yoga pose may seem like a small beginning, but it can become a great accomplishment when you discover you can be in an uncomfortable situation in your life and not fall apart—for at least ten breaths. Indeed stepping onto your yoga mat is the first step in changing the world, because yoga has the power to change your relationship with yourself. It helps you to become friends with yourself, to make conscious and compassionate choices, and to pay attention to the outcome of those choices. This “small beginning” can indeed change the world, for if your yoga practice makes you a happier, calmer, and more present person, chances are the world you inhabit will be a happier, calmer place.

Over the years I’ve been blessed to call each of these women my teachers and many of them my friends. In their actions on and off the mat they have all reminded me of the true message of yoga written down in the Yoga Sutras centuries ago: act with discipline and compassion, reflect on those actions without judgment, and accept the outcome with loving curiosity. By thinking with my heart instead of my head, they say, I can bring the power of yoga to bear on the world’s challenges, big and small. In fact, it is my duty as a woman and as a yogini to offer up the fruits of my yoga practice to benefit all living beings. I can start on my mat, paying attention to my own breath, carving out a loving relationship with my own body, but ultimately I can’t be content just to practice yoga for myself; I must live it in everything I do. Yoga calls for a healthy dose of skillful action mixed with the right blend of open-mindedness, humor, and willingness. Put that all together and you have the means to discover the gifts you have to give. The next step is to move forward with clarity and compassion. Any of these women can help you do that. Read their stories. I guarantee they’ll inspire you to take that next step.



LINDA SPARROWE has written numerous articles on women’s health, herbs, and complementary medicine, as well as on yoga and Pilates. She is the former managing editor of Yoga Journal and is now a contributing editor. She is the author of several books, including Yoga Journal’s book, Yoga, featuring the beauty of yoga poses; and co-author, with Patricia Walden, of The Woman’s Book of Yoga and Health: A Lifelong Guide to Wellness.
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The Hindu goddess and yogini Parvati is regarded as a representation of Shakti, the dynamic creative power inherent in reality.
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For thousands of years, the deep river of women’s wisdom has gone underground. It has been repressed, denied, and negated over centuries of patriarchy worldwide. In the United States today, the external chatter telling women how to look, what to buy, where to worship, what to do with our bodies is so loud that many of us no longer recognize who we truly are. Swept up in the current of a culture that values intellect over intuition, doing over being, repression over emotion, we lose contact with our own rhythms. We become too busy, we do too much. Losing this connection to our source, we dry up. How can we, as women, reconnect with our deep inner knowing? What is the path to revitalizing our spirit?

The teachings of yoga point the way home to reclaiming our female wisdom. Yoga is part of a spiritual practice which cultivates an awakening to our true Self. It is a vehicle for growth and development, whose ultimate goal is freedom from our limited perception of who we are and from the stories we allow to run and control our lives. The yoga postures we see today are only a small part of a vast tradition that includes overlapping—and sometimes conflicting—philosophies. But what they all have as their goal is moksha, liberation.

Yoga offers a path, a practice, and a way of life that honors the body, cultivates our vital life energy, and invites us to look closely at what binds us. The practice of yoga creates space for those outer voices to subside, so that we can tune in to what is true for us. Our lives don’t suddenly become a seamless fairy tale where everything fits perfectly into place, but we learn to navigate our way with clear vision and deep inner knowing. We take time to turn our attention inward. We remember who we truly are, why we’re here, and how to discover our personal path. As we slow down and return to our natural cycles, we can once again feel the rhythm of the universe and our place in it. That deep river comes back to life, winding, curving, ebbing and flowing, raging and subsiding.

The ancient spiritual traditions, including yoga, have come to us primarily through the words of men. Many women have been conditioned to accept this as the norm and perhaps unconsciously seek out masculine figures of authority or project our own inner knowing onto some outer image of the masculine Divine, God, or guru. Although the teachings themselves are universal and genderless, they have always been presented through a masculine filter. Most of the yoga texts were written, translated, and rewritten by men. As a result, the female perspective in yoga, as in most spiritual traditions, has been significantly underrepresented.

This book offers an opportunity to experience yoga through a new lens. You will get a glimpse of the original yoginis and luminaries who paved the way. And you’ll meet inspiring women who are evolving the living practice of yoga to meet the needs of our culture and our time, like Rama Jyoti Vernon, whose global diplomacy offers a yogic model of how we can actualize our intentions in the outer world; Angela Farmer, who broke from tradition and form to develop her own unique approach to yoga; Nischala Devi, who spent eighteen years as a monk and pioneered programs integrating yoga with Western medicine; Sharon Gannon, whose in-your-face spirituality demands close examination of all our actions; Gurmukh Khalsa, who midwives women through their pregnancies with kundalini yoga; and Shiva Rea, a yogic river guide who reminds us, “Don’t push the river, let it flow.”

These yoginis have all come down from the mountain and integrated yoga into their daily lives. They are evolving the practice of yoga for women and men today and can serve as guides for our journey, encouraging us to look inside ourselves, to inquire within our own being, to find our own way. They are shaping and creating history in the spirit of the original yogis and yoginis. They balance their extensive study within the yoga tradition with their own experimentation. They stay close to their own hearts to find what is true for them. In the process, they empower other women to do the same and provide much-needed balance to the men who study and teach alongside them.

This book is the product of my own personal journey. My mother instilled feminist values in me: she made it clear that I could be anything and do anything, and that I didn’t need a man to get there. I later discovered, however, that the internal barriers were set long ago, handed down over many generations and constantly reinforced in our modern culture. As I freely pursued my dreams as an adult—going to college, traveling, and studying—I continually sought external validation. I judged my body based on the idealized images in the media, and I doubted my decisions. In a world where practically every figure of authority was a man, I often looked to them for that validation, whether it was a teacher, father, or partner. Everywhere I turned, I found myself falling into the same old trap. So I kept moving.

At one point, I had read that meditation was the most direct path to peace and freedom. In search of these, I attended a ten-day silent meditation retreat in Thailand in 1989. By the third day, my entire body ached from sitting on the ground for hours at a time and I was exhausted from watching the endless stream of thoughts parading across the screen of my mind. I couldn’t seem to find the “off” switch. That day, a woman offered a silent hatha yoga class, guiding us through gentle, flowing sun salutations. It was like a refreshing stream of cool water in the hot, dry environment of the monastery. Diving into my breath and my body, I began to feel my connection to the earth, the trees, and the sky. When I returned to sitting, rather than trying to control the movie in my mind, I felt myself opening to the vast space within and around me; I could no longer distinguish between what was me and what wasn’t me. It felt like the entire universe was breathing through me, looking through my eyes. I was filled with an overwhelming sense of gratitude. As quickly as it came, this feeling left. I reverted right back to the feature film of my habitual thoughts. But I had a glimpse of what I had been seeking, and almost laughed out loud from the experience of how close it was. It became clear to me that the body was not something to be overcome or denied, but an integral part of remembering this wholeness.

Back home in the United States, I pursued my interest in yoga and meditation, and became a yoga teacher. But I found my old habits of trying to fit into an externally imposed ideal had hitched a ride. After striving to achieve a certain yoga pose, I ended up flat on my back with a low-back injury. There’s nothing like an injury to give you that unexpected opportunity for reflection. Lying there, I began to question: Why practice yoga? Was I becoming more aware? Were my relationships more harmonious? Was I any closer to enlightenment? I realized that here I was, a Western woman in California, practicing a tradition that was originally taught to men by men through male lineages in India. Some very essential ingredient was missing in this union called yoga: the female experience. I wondered if I had to abandon my yoga practice or if there was another way.

Out of crises, solutions are born. In my case, this book was born. It began as a quest to uncover the history of women in yoga. But as I continued to practice and teach, I realized that the real story is about today’s generation of women who have taken this male-dominated tradition and made it their own. While I researched women’s historically limited participation in yoga and the oppressive social and cultural context out of which the yoga tradition arose, my classes and retreats continued to overflow with Western women.

Writing this book has given me immense insight into the oppressive history of women around the globe and the depth of the conditioning that is hardwired into our psyches. I discovered a new sense of urgency that is different from what motivated the feminist movement of the ’60s—a revolution which made incredible and important progress for women. This book points to a new phase of the feminist revolution, an awakening from the conditioning that not only exploits and represses women, but also divides and separates women from men, and women from women. As yoga spreads in the West, it’s easy to default to our deepest conditioning. Just a glance at the images of women in yoga magazines and advertisements tells volumes about the values that have been in place for so long. Is this the image of the enlightened feminine we want to model ourselves after? Coming back to the inspiring women in this book every day gives me immense hope that there is a better way.

The river of divine feminine wisdom has gone underground. I now realize that although hidden from view, it’s not lost. It’s my hope that in reading this book, you find inspiration and support to navigate your way through the rapids, float for long stretches when there is no end in sight, read the current, and trust in that deeper pull to guide you.

May you feel this wonderful circle of women inviting you to come home to your true nature and remember who you are: powerful, peaceful, joyful, and free.
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I went everywhere with longing

in my eyes, until here

in my own house

I felt truth

filling my sight.

–Lalla1
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A steatite seal of a divinity in a ritualized posture, from the Mohenjo-Daro region of ancient India, c. 1500 BCE.
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YOGI OR YOGINI? The oldest images resembling anything like the yoga we know today appear on soapstone seals found in the Indus Valley dating from around 3000 BCE. The figures on these seals, thought to be divinities in yogic postures, have stirred a spirited debate among scholars. Do they represent a female wearing multiple bracelets and a low slung belt, seated in Baddha Konasana? Or do they represent a male, seated on a throne, immersed in deep meditation?

Most scholars, being men, saw them as the latter. Others, primarily women, see them as the former. Interpretation is always limited by perception, as described by this graffiti, found on the wall below a mural of paintings of women in Sri Lanka (fourth century CE):


Don’t we all see things our way?

For me, these women fly upward.

For you, they plunge from the sky.2



We may never know who this yogini/yogi was, or whether the figure was meditating, preparing for labor, or simply enjoying the beauty of nature. Considering the number of women practicing this posture in prenatal yoga classes today, however, it isn’t difficult to imagine that some yoga postures were created by women, possibly in preparation for childbirth.

While images allude to one side of the story of women in yoga, the sacred texts of India reveal another: how the feminine was perceived in yoga philosophy. The inclusion of women in the study and teaching of yoga, and women’s ability to chart their own spiritual destiny, changed over time. In early times, the sacred feminine was honored and earthly women revered, but for many centuries her divine image was overshadowed by male sky gods, and human women were devalued by elite priests and world-denying ascetics.

In much of the yoga tradition, which emphasized a philosophy of transcendence, the feminine principle was considered binding in her connection to nature and the material world. However, any energy that is relegated to the shadows for too long will eventually emerge to become illuminated and integrated, and the feminine principle in yoga is no exception. The feminine eventually returns in full force, opening new avenues for women in spiritual life, reminding us that “the immanent is pregnant with the transcendent,”3 that it is right here, in the beauty and chaos of everyday life, that we can realize our true nature.

Although we don’t know exactly when yoga first began, evidence of yogic practices and beliefs can be traced back to India’s Indus Valley, where a highly developed civilization, revolving around the cites of Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, thrived from around 2600 to 1900 BCE. Archeological remains found at excavation sites include large numbers of clay figurines of females, thought to be Mother Goddesses, wearing wide jeweled belts and multiple strands of necklaces. No weapons were unearthed. The picture that emerges from the ruins of this culture, a society called Harappan, is one of a relatively peaceful, female-oriented culture. It is here that we get our first glimpse of women in yoga.

It is believed that these early people practiced yoga in its widest sense, acknowledging the connection between the human and the divine realms through sacrificial rituals that may have centered on the fire ceremony. Women’s inclusion in rituals was considered auspicious, even necessary, for the presence of the divine, and women were positively associated with fertility, growth, abundance, and prosperity. The spiritual guides of these ancient people were the rishis, or inspired “seers”: men and women who, through meditative states, received visions and insights into the nature of reality, which they gave voice to in rhythmic poetry and symbolic language.

These hymnologic verses, known as the Rig Veda (knowledge of praise), served as a map to higher consciousness, and eventually became the first of four books that formed a vast collection of religious and philosophical incantations and instructions known as the Vedas (knowledge). More familiar yogic techniques, such as concentration, devotional invocation, recitation of hymns, breath control, and surrender of the ego (self-sacrifice) appear in the later Vedas: Sama Veda (knowledge of chant), Yajur Veda (knowledge of sacrifice), and Atharva Veda (knowledge of priests).

Some scholars believe that the oral tradition of the Vedas originated in the Indus Valley as far back as 5000 BCE. Others assert that this sacred literature arrived with Aryan tribes who migrated to the Indus Valley around 1500 BCE or earlier. Although we cannot be certain about the ultimate origins of the Vedas, we can confidently say that they show a continuity of symbolism and cultural motifs. Some of the female divinities of the indigenous culture influenced Vedic thought and were absorbed into the Vedic pantheon. The Rig Veda identifies Aditi, the goddess of creation, as the great womb into which the entire universe entered, and states that all the male gods of the Vedas owe their birth to her. The goddess of the spoken word, Vac (speech), also appears. She represents divine intuitive knowledge and is considered the mother of the Vedas, sitting on the tongues of those chanting its sacred hymns. The seer Ambhrini (the one born of primeval ocean) is mystically identified with the goddess Vac, sometimes considered to be her mother. In realizing her own divine nature, Ambhrini sang ecstatically:


I am the sovereign queen…

Creating all things, I blow forth like the wind.

Beyond heaven, beyond the earth am I—so vast is my greatness.4



The Vedas also contain the earliest written evidence of the position of women in religion. There are numerous references to female scholars, teachers, mystics, priestesses, and philosophers, and as many as twenty-seven female sages, including Lopamudra, a fully realized master whose husband was her disciple. Singing the hymns may have been the special expertise of women who were trained in music. In this tradition, a woman was free to study and become a brahmacharini (Vedic nun or ascetic) and the early forest universities were probably coeducational. Those women who did study were divided into two classes: brahmavadinis, lifelong students of philosophy and theology who pursued a solitary path, and sadyodvahas, women who studied and taught until they married. Teaching may actually have been a popular profession among women, who studied a wide range of subjects, including grammar, poetry, and literature as well as theology and philosophy.
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Mother Goddess figurine, from Mohenjo-Daro c. 2600–1900 BCE.



While the spiritual practice of the rishis, with its ritual and sacrifice, had a different flavor from the yoga we know today, it seems that these illumined sages, women among them, were already steeped in the spirit of yoga.
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THE RISE OF THE BRAHMINS: THE FALL OF WOMEN


For reasons still debated among scholars, the status of women in religious life, and in society as a whole, diminished with the dramatic decline of the Indus civilization. This was a time of social and religious change that led to a gradual restructuring of society over many centuries. As the center of the culture moved east toward the fertile Gangetic Plains, a priestly class called the brahmins came into power and established a hierarchical religion called Brahmanism, which eventually became equated with Hinduism and led to a rigid caste system. The brahmins added their own commentaries on the Vedas, called the Brahmanas (c. 1000–800 BCE), which promoted a male-dominated worldview, particularly in the spiritual sphere. By the end of the Vedic period, this elite priesthood developed increasingly complex, exacting rituals and insular secret knowledge that was passed from father to son, ensuring patrilineal caste and patriarchal rule.

While the peasants in small villages continued to worship the goddess, Vedic society deemed earthly women impure. Aspects related to women’s sexuality, such as menses, pregnancy, and birth—earlier associated positively with growth, abundance, and creation—became a phobic concern of the male priesthood. As the tension increased between a woman’s inherent life-power, which infused the ritual with fertility, and her inherent impurity, which related to bleeding, her participation in ritual was increasingly limited.

Although yoga is not a religion, the history of women in yoga is inextricable from Hinduism and its influence on women’s roles, particularly in relation to the social structure of the caste system with its four classes: the brahmana (priestly class) at the top, followed by kshatriyas (warriors), vaishyas (common people, such as merchants and artists), and finally, shudras (laborers). The top three classes were considered “twice born,” as they enjoyed a physical birth followed by a ceremonial ritual birth: initiation into the Vedic tradition (upanayana), in which they received a sacred thread. Although originally both boys and girls participated in this ceremony, eventually females were no longer considered worthy of it.

In India, a land of esoteric teachings populated by yogis, mystics, wanderers, and poets, the nature of religion and philosophy was fluid and flexible with various traditions like Buddhism and Jainism integrating and overlapping—even those with conflicting views. While many of these religions revered the feminine in her celestial form and honored the feminine qualities related to motherhood, such as selflessness and servitude, male gods reigned, and embodied women were viewed negatively, particularly in relation to their biology.

It is interesting to note that as women were subjugated worldwide in patriarchal cultures, they had less authority in religion than in any other sphere. The once vital feminine principle seemed to be sinking into the shadowy recesses of the collective psyche.

[image: ]




PRECLASSICAL YOGA: WHERE ARE THE WOMEN?

As the Brahmanic faith became excessively ritualistic and exclusive, around the sixth century BCE, a new set of spiritual practices arose based on texts called the Upanishads (meaning “to sit near,” as with a teacher). We get a last glimpse of the public participation of women in religion in the early Upanishads with the female philosopher Gargi, who boldly challenged the sage Yajnavalkya in a pivotal debate at the court of King Janaka on the nature of the true self. After that, mention of women in the spiritual texts continues to wane.

What many consider to be the seeds of yoga became a full-fledged spiritual tradition in the divinely inspired texts of the Upanishads. In the Upanishads, the focus shifted from the external ritual of the Vedas to internal spiritual practices, whose aim was to realize that our innermost essence, Brahman (the self), is the same as the essence of the universe, atman (or soul, also called purusha). According to Vedanta, the philosophical system based on the teachings of the Upanishads, there exists only one principle: Brahman. Everything else, including what we perceive as the material world, is brought about by maya, the illusory feminine force which veils the true knowledge of the underlying unity of reality. As maya, the feminine principle is a creative power of differentiation, but in Vedanta she is also equated with ignorance and delusion, which must be overcome to attain liberation.

The concept of karma (action) also arose in these texts, with the sense that actions in this lifetime determine the nature of rebirth. This was further developed into the belief that through intense meditation and renunciation, karma could be transcended, thus ending the cycle of reincarnation. For many, this implied transcending the human condition, rather than being entangled in its illusory dream. Transcendence could be taken literally, meaning to leave everyday life for a solitary existence, or symbolically, meaning to let go of all attachments, including the ego. Most men on the spiritual path headed for the caves and forests for a life of renunciation, while most women stayed home and tended the fire.

The life of an ascetic involved wandering alone and was not considered practical or safe for a woman, who would be unprotected, vulnerable, and considered unchaste. The Upanishads stressed jnana yoga (the path of knowledge), which further limited women, who had become associated with ignorance in the Brahmanas. In addition, a woman’s connection to the physical body, with its monthly bleeding and birth-related fluids, connected her to impurity. In many cases, she was viewed as an evil seductress who could or might lure a man away from his highest calling.

By this time, women were being married off at the prepubescent age of ten to ensure their purity. Where previously sons and daughters were equally welcomed, females became a liability to the family due to the dowry system, which calls for the bride to be accompanied by a financial gift to the husband’s family. Women were valued for their chastity and purity, rather than their education or intelligence, and yet their lack of education led to the view that they were ignorant and incapable in the religious sphere outside of the home. The possibilities for women narrowed until their restricted roles as dutiful wife and mother solidified.

As the priestly class that dominated Vedic culture and religion subjugated women in the last centuries of the pre-Christian era, the Manava Dharma Shastra (Laws of Manu) carried this process even further. Compiled around 200 BCE, the 2,685 verses of the Laws of Manu spelled out the dharma (doctrine), or social obligations and duties of the various castes and individuals—primarily addressing “twice born” men during the four stages of life: student, householder, forest-dweller, and ascetic. Women were ascribed one phase, the stridharma, or householder phase. After a man had completed the householder phase of his life, he was to head off to a forest hermitage and could either leave his wife under the protection of their sons or take her with him. For the final phase of life, he was to “abandon this foul-smelling, tormented, impermanent dwelling place of living beings, filled with urine and excrement”5 and wander as an ascetic—alone. A combination of legal injunctions and moral prescriptions, the text speaks for itself:

    
        A virtuous wife should constantly serve her husband like a god, even if he behaves badly, freely indulges his lust, and is devoid of any good qualities.6

        The bed arid, the seat, jewelry, lust, anger, crookedness, a malicious nature, and bad conduct are what Manu assigns to women.7
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