
arts; in comparison with the principle of complementarity in quantum physics; and as a 

general symbol of the harmonious interplay of opposites. The attraction of the notions of 

yin and yang may stem largely from their relativization of traditional western cultural and 

religious values through according equal status to those terms within pairs of 

complementary opposites that western culture has tended to devalue (e.g., the feminine, 

the dark, the passive, and the irrational).  

RODERICK MAIN 

YOGA, MODERN 

The expression ‘Modern Yoga’ is used as a technical term to refer to those types of yoga 

that evolved mainly through the interaction of Western individuals interested in Indian 

religions and a number of more or less Westernized Indians over the last 150 years. It 

may therefore be defined as the graft of a Western branch on to the Indian tree of yoga. 

Most of the yoga currently practised and taught in the West as well as some 

contemporary Indian yoga falls in this category. Being only one and a half centuries old, 

it may well be the youngest branch of the tree of yoga, and it seems to be the only one to 

have stretched across the oceans to continents other than Asia. The definition ‘Modern’ 

seems precise enough to describe its age (it emerged in modern times) and 

geographico/cultural spread (it is preeminently found in developed countries and urban 

milieus worldwide). It also seems open-ended enough to allow for further definition and 

elaboration. 

Differences between Modern Yoga and earlier, classical forms of yoga may be 

usefully discussed under three headings: religio-philosophical beliefs, history, and socio-

institutional structures.  

Belief structures 

In its pre-modern forms yoga was largely associated with South Asian religions (mainly 

Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism) and with various types of supernatural endeavours, 

such as the quest for ‘powers’ (siddhis) and for ‘liberation’ (moksha). This started to 

change due to the development of two main intellectual dynamics: 

(a) the reception of post-Enlightenment thought on the part of the Indian intelligentsia 

(c. 1750 onwards) and 

(b) the flourishing of a creative dialogue between western esotericists (see Esoteric 

Movements) and the more liberal branches of Neo-Hinduism (c. 1820s onwards). 

These influences led a number of groups and individuals to attempt a reinterpretation 

of yoga based on radically novel (vis-à-vis older forms of yoga) philosophical 

presuppositions: crucially, modern scientific on the one hand and universalistic on the 

other. Thus the now familiar discourses of ‘yoga as science’ and of ‘yoga as experiential 

foundation of all religions’ started to be elaborated. Both of these trends find a common 

ground in ‘secularized’ definitions of yoga as a ‘philosophy’ or as a ‘way of life’ suitable 
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to anyone, whether religious or not. Such a secularizing approach notwithstanding, 

whenever religio-philosophical beliefs are expressed in Modern Yoga milieus or 

literature, they tend to align themselves with New Age forms of religiosity. 

History 

While the diffusion of post-Enlightenment thought was a natural correlate of colonial 

enterprises worldwide, the dialogue between western esotericism and Neo-Hinduism was 

a unique phenomenon, and it was thanks to it that the more popular reaches of 

esotericism (including New Age forms of religiosity) became heavily tinged with Indian 

overtones. The shaping of Modern Yoga was central to such developments and a key 

historical figure here—and the first to define fully-fledged Modern Yoga—was Swami 

Vivekananda (1863–1902) (see Vivekananda, Swami). Gathering in his persona the 

modernism of the Brahmo Samaj—the most influential liberal Neo-Hindu movement of 

the nineteenth century—the charisma of his saintly teacher Sri Ramakrishna (1836–86) 

(see Ramakrishna, Sri), and the cutting edge esotericism of nineteenth century USA, 

Vivekananda became the most influential apostle of Neo-Vedanta and of Modern Yoga. 

His seminal Raja-Yoga, first published in 1896, already contains most of the themes 

which would be later elaborated by different types of Modern Yoga schools. A schematic 

overview of the latter may be seen in the ‘Typology of Modern Yoga’ reproduced in 

Figure 2.  

Socio-institutional structures 

Thus various forms of Modern Yoga have been flourishing from about the beginning of 

the twentieth century onward. While assimilations of yoga in ‘denominational’ contexts 

(i.e. Modern Denominational Yoga) reflect the peculiar belief system of each group, what 

is usually referred to as ‘yoga’ and ‘meditation’ in everyday English should be 

understood to fall under the heading of Modern Psychosomatic Yoga, including Postural 

and Meditational forms. These remained loosely structured and socially fluid up to about 

1945, theories and practices being elaborated and passed on mainly by way of individual 

lines of teachers and by way of printed texts. From after World War Two onwards, 

however, we see a progressive process of popularization, professionalization and 

acculturation: at the level of practice ‘yoga’ and, to a lesser degree, ‘meditation’ start to 

become assimilated into forms of alternative medicine and into psychosomatic ‘health 

and fitness’ discourses (see Holistic Health Movement), while related professional 

training courses becomes progressively more formalized. Theorizations and 

religiophilosophical underpinnings will however retain their strong esoteric (and strongly 

New Age) leanings: the popularization and acculturation of such ideas and practices still 

plays a major part in the furtherance of Neo-Hindu, Neo-Buddhist and Neo-Jain groups 

worldwide.  
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Figure 2. Typology of Modern Yoga. 

(Reproduced from A History of 

Modern Yoga, by Elizabeth De 

Michelis (2004) (Cassell Continuum), 

with permission from the publishers.) 
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ELIZABETH DE MICHELIS 

YOGA 

Yoga is derived from the Sanskrit term meaning ‘joining together’; its aim is ‘the union 

of mind, body and spirit with the transcendent (God)’. The origins of Yoga in ancient 

India are obscure, though it may have begun as a shamanic practice (see Shamanism) to 
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