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ABSTRACT 

 

Modern yoga is an activity that is intertwined with notions of transformation, personal 

growth and the enhancement of the mind, body and spirit. Intrigued by the growing number 

of men doing yoga in rural New Zealand and also by significant gaps in the academic 

literature relating to New Zealand men’s yoga experiences, this research aims to shed light 

on how yoga is experienced by New Zealand male yoga teachers; men that live in the 

neoliberal present, an era and an ideology that embraces individual freedom, personal 

responsibility and consumerism. 

 

Using a research framework of narrative inquiry and evocative autoethnography, the study 

shares the yoga experiences of nine New Zealand male yoga teachers aged between 45 and 

70. The stories are presented as unique narrative vignettes that follow the men down their 

paths with yoga. Through evocative autoethnography I share my experiences with yoga and 

I share how my yoga experiences are intertwined with a desire to create states of 

transcendence and union. In addition, I explore how yoga is intertwined with a desire to live 

simply. The yoga stories provide a lens into the different ways modern yoga is performed 

and experienced. These ways include helping men to overcome anxiety and depression and 

to repair broken bodies; yoga as a vehicle for the men to become the best versions of 

themselves; yoga as a form of healthy ageing; and the performance of yoga as a challenge 

to hegemonic masculinity. This study gives insights into the diverse ways modern yoga is 

understood and practiced. Furthermore, it explores how yoga is a mechanism for New 

Zealand men to care for themselves, to care for others and to care for the Earth. The study 

highlighted the evolving nature of masculinities and modern yoga in New Zealand society.
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       CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this study is to contextualise New Zealand men’s yoga experiences. I was 

drawn to this topic primarily to deepen my own understanding of yoga. I have had a long 

interest in healthy living, in self-development, in spiritual growth. So, part of this thesis is to 

delve deeper into these fields, to feed this inner quest for knowledge and understanding. I 

was also drawn to this topic because of the lack of academic inquiry into yoga experiences 

of New Zealand men and specifically rural men who practice and teach yoga. I am interested 

in how New Zealand men are using yoga to navigate life in the neo liberal present, an era 

that “…values economic dominance, exploitation, enterprise and entrepreneurship at all 

costs” (McCafferty, 2010, p.547). I want to share stories on how New Zealand men ‘perform’ 

yoga, while immersed in this era of socio and spatial transformation. I want to answer 

questions around what it is like to be a New Zealand male yoga teacher, to explore what 

drew these men to yoga and what yoga brings to their lives. To explore these questions I 

have adopted a bricolage (Denzin, 2010) of methodologies; these are narrative inquiry 

(Bochner & Riggs, 2014; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Riessman, 2008;  Smith & Sparkes, 

2009a) and evocative autoethnography (Bochner and Ellis, 2016). My goal is to share 

evocative, emotionally charged descriptions of New Zealand men’s yoga experiences, to 

explore the value and meaning New Zealand men derive from sustained and long- term 

yoga practice. 

 

The thesis challenges yoga as solely a set of physical postures, a set of exercises performed 

in a yoga studio. It offers insights into yoga that is holistic, lifestyle based, intertwined with 

environmental philosophy and social activism. My own ‘yoga’experiences are firmly 

intertwined with nature and lifestyle sports. Yoga for me includes those transcendent 

moments that emerge when I am surfing on sunset and feel deeply connected to nature. It 

is the joy of snowboarding deep powder and feelings of oneness: of watching the sunrise 

while climbing a mountain in the Southern Alps and feelings of awe. It is cooking my 

children dinner, with feelings of love and compassion. The practice of yoga is broad, yet 

images I see of yoga in popular media, such as Yoga Journal paint a more limited picture. 

According to intersectional feminist such as Berila, Klein, Jackson and Roberts (2016, p.91) 
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popular images of yoga are selectively chosen by a yoga industry that “relies on consumer 

culture and the commodification of the ideal body to profit and to subsequently reify 

hegemonic aesthetic ideals”. These images typically show North American women who are 

slim, able bodied, young, of European descent, doing gymnastic like poses (Berila, et al, 

2016). Images of men are depicted in a similar tone. 

 

This thesis adds diversity to these popular images, by exploring the yoga experiences of 

older New Zealand men, men aged between 45 and 70. It offers insights into the yoga 

experiences of men who live in recently colonised, isolated Islands at the bottom of the 

Pacific, New Zealand/Aotearoa. I argue that in places such as New Zealand, and especially in 

more isolated rural regions of New Zealand, yoga develops in unique and fascinating ways. I 

share how yoga is a way for New Zealand men to engage in self- development and self-

discovery; how through the practice of yoga and the adoption of yogic philosophy New 

Zealand men can find a sense of meaning and purpose. I argue that the yoga practice is 

more than just a set of physical exercises; that it is a way of life, a way of being in the world. 

 

Exploring New Zealand men’s yoga experiences also offers an alternative way to understand 

how men perform their masculinity in the neoliberal present, challenging more traditional 

discourses on the New Zealand man. These discourses have typically been intertwined with 

colonial masculinity (Innes and Anderson, 2016), which revolves around stereotypical 

notions that a real man must be emotionless, tough, stoic and self -reliant (Gee and Jackson, 

2011). Exploring men’s yoga experiences offers insights into how men can become active 

agents in their own health care and improve their mental well-being. According to suicide 

and health researcher Sarah McKenzie (2017), New Zealand men have some of the highest 

rates of suicide in the developed world and high rates of anxiety and depression. Stories are 

not often told on how New Zealand men experience positive mental health; studies typically 

focus on negative mental health (McKenzie, 2017). So part of this thesis is to share positive 

health stories, stories on how yoga allows space for New Zealand men to thrive, to flourish; 

and how to thrive and flourish is unique to each individual. 

 

By employing a bricolage of methodologies, I hope to weave a thesis that shares deep 

insights into the personal and social worlds of New Zealand male yoga practitioners. An 
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autoethnographic thread runs throughout the thesis; this is my voice,  my story, connecting 

the self with culture, making sense of yoga, making sense of the experiences of the men I 

interview, making sense of life as a New Zealand man immersed in the neoliberal present. 

 

I will begin by briefly introducing the somewhat malleable topic of yoga. I will then outline 

the objectives of this thesis and then the methodological frameworks that will guide this 

research. A deeper exploration of yoga will be provided in chapter four. 

 

 

Defining Yoga: A Complex and Problematic Endeavour 

 

According to social anthropologist Samuel (2008), defining yoga is complex and problematic. 

Yoga means different things to different people; it has meant different things in different 

times, in different spaces and in different places (Syman, 2010). There is no doubt that yoga, 

in some form or another has been around for a very long time. The origins of yoga can be 

traced back at least 7000 years (Feuerstein and Wilber, 2002), others trace the date to 

around 4500 years (Eliade, 1969; Singleton, 2010). The origins of yoga are said to be rooted 

in Vedic philosophy (Eliade, 1969); a philosophical system that aims to help people attain 

liberation and self-realisation (Frawley, 1999). Postmodern incarnations of yoga are said to 

be intertwined with capitalism, consumerism and post colonialism (Jain, 2014, Singleton, 

2010). The modern day practice of yoga has been described as both “the science of union 

with the divine; with truth” (Lad, 1984, p. 18) and also as “a middle class spiritual luxury 

misused to compensate for the stresses of global capitalism-rather than to overcome its 

entire culture of busyness, time exploitation and time poverty” (Wilberg, 2008, p. 8).  

As qualitative researcher all of these definitions and incarnations of yoga make sense and 

have truth. An interpretative worldview accepts that the world we live in is multifaceted and 

complex (Henderson, 2006). 

 

Theo Wildcroft (2018, p.289) defines yoga as: 

 

A regular routine of self-conscious and somatically aware, ritualised movement 
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within subcultures of practice that are linked to shared, if diverse beliefs, and 

engaged in complex relationships with the mythologies and ontologies of the 

Indian sub-continent. 

 

Suzanne Newcombe (2019, pp. 2-3) writes: 

 

Yoga consists of embodied practices and ideas about the meanings of those 

practices. It often comes with the expectation that it should be explained and 

defined. A standard narrative might touch on the Indus Valley seals, ascetic 

practices in the first century BC, the codification of Patanjali’s sutras, various 

tantra and hatha developments, and go on to an accommodation with current 

scientific world-views. Writing a linear introduction to define yoga is often 

unavoidable. But such a standard piece of writing places the researcher in an 

ideological position that may obfuscate other aspects of critical observation. An 

essentialist narrative at once legitimises and de-legitimises the variety of political 

position held by actors involved with yoga globally. Unspoken assumptions and 

essentialist understandings of yoga often lead to different traditions speaking at 

cross-purpose, unable to engage in dialogue, or actively antagonistic towards one 

another. 

 

I felt torn after reading Newcombe’s (2019) comment; would a standard narrative on the 

evolution of yoga, arising as a spiritual practice in the Indus Valley, then becoming 

embraced by consumer culture in the neo liberal present be useful in this thesis? I 

decided it would be,  and thus a section that examines the historical and sociological  

evolution of yoga will be included in the literature review. 
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To begin with it is imperative to acknowledge that the study of yoga is vast. There are 

many forms of yoga. Yoga is like a river, having many tributaries. I study one tributary, a 

remote, isolated tributary, the yoga experiences of New Zealand men. 

 

To set the scene I will share what drew a young New Zealand man to yoga in New 

Zealand in the mid 1990’s. 

 

 

My Story with Yoga 

 

To me, yoga is intertwined with my own life story (Denzin, 1989). It is a life story of being 

inspired by and then embracing an alternative lifestyle in my twenties. This was a time 

when I began a yoga and meditation practice, living in a housetruck on communal land on 

the West Coast of the South Island. Yoga to me is also tightly intertwined with my 

involvement in surf culture, of a personal desire to emulate the holistic and healthy 

lifestyles portrayed in the media of surfers such as Gerry Lopez, Jim Banks, Dave 

Rastovich and Eion Finn. I was drawn to yoga by consumer culture, introduced to yoga 

through surf magazines. I remember seeing my first image of yoga as a 14-year-old, of 

being inspired by the lifestyles of ‘soul surfers’ such as Gerry Lopez and Jim Banks who 

did yoga. “Think of Jim Banks and think of a pioneering Indo Soulman who rode the tube 

deeper than most, then came in to meditate on the beach, maybe chant, maybe eat 

vegetarian food and do some yoga” (Surf Europe, 2013, p.3). This interpretation of yoga, 

one that is deeply intertwined with surfing is reinforced by stories I read in popular surf 

media, such as the writings and musings of Shawn Zappo. Some of his articles that have 

captured my attention have been The Yoga of Surfing: Waveriding as a Spiritual Practice 

(2014), The Healing Power of Yoga and Surfing (2013) Immersed in the now: Surfing and 

Present Moment Awareness (2014) and Gerry Lopez on Surfing, Yoga and the Elements of 

a Peaceful Life (2015) see (Zappo, 2018). I am inspired when I read the writing of other 

academics who surf people such as Easkey Britton who writes: “I always believed surfing 

is an amazing tool for a mindfulness practice. It’s very much about mindfulness-in-

movement. If I truly get into why I surf, it’s because we can enter this heightened state of 



17  

 17 

awareness – a flow state where, if even just for a moment, there’s complete focus and 

immersion in the present” (Britton, 2019,p. 1). I personally believe that surfing can be a 

form of yoga, a form of union: a transcendent activity that combines mindfulness and 

flowing movement, moments of euphoria, moments of silence, long periods of 

meditational calm, staring out on the horizon, waiting for waves, as seabirds glide 

effortlessly, as the sun sets. It is these moments when I feel a deep sense of union with all 

of life. Surfing is one of the ways I practice yoga. It is one of my yoga experiences. 

 

My interpretations of yoga are also intertwined with the philosophies of Romanticism, of 

reading books on people seeking spiritual transcendence and solace in nature, men such 

as Henry David Thoreau. My interpretation of yoga is also informed by my first ever yoga 

teacher, a teacher who lives a romantic yet humble lifestyle in Golden Bay, at the top of 

the South Island of New Zealand. He is a teacher who I believe resists capitalism and 

consumerism, by living simply, in a shack, growing his own food, rarely travelling. He 

wears old clothes. He is content, well most of the time! I could easily transfer a quote 

about underground New Zealand skateboarding legend Lee Ralph and apply this to my 

first yoga teacher, “In a world fill of fakers, shit-talkers and glory hunters, Ralph is the real 

deal. A deserved cult hero” (Stanely, 2016, p. 17). I see my first yoga teacher as ‘the real 

deal’, as an unpretentious ascetic, living a life of simplicity, in a beautiful place. I see him 

as an inspiration, someone who I view as embodying a holistic yogic lifestyle, someone 

who has found their calling in life; to serve others, by teaching donation-based yoga 

classes. 

 

Oriental idealism also weighs in on my interpretation of yoga, of the importance I place 

on three personal journeys to India, a place that many term the birth place of yoga 

(Strauss, 1997). My Indian experiences include times in yoga retreats but also of 

extended periods snowboarding and mountaineering high in the Himalayas. It includes 

working as an avalanche forecaster at the Gulmarg ski area in Kashmir, of snowboarding 

with Indian ski guides, who praised Lord Shiva by shouting ‘Boom Shiva’ and raising the 

chillum to the sky before take a toke of hash and dropping into steep powder runs, 

perhaps detaching from materialism, for a fleeting moment, as they glide, effortlessly, 

through chest deep powder. It could be said these ski guides were embodying a 
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traditional form of Tantra yoga, of Kashmir Shaivism, an ancient system of yoga that 

embraces non dualism, where one recognises oneself as Shiva, as the entire universe 

(Flood, 2005). These are some of the factors that have shaped my yoga experience. 

 

 

I realise what yoga is can be highly contestable and that there are a range of variations of 

what yoga is. Yoga has been described as a malleable construct (Jain, 2014), something 

that is ever evolving. Meyer (2016, p. 9) gives a thought-provoking analogy of modern 

yoga: 

 

If old-school yogis from the 4th century walked into your Monday happy hour 

Power Vinyasa class, they’d have zero idea what the heck you were doing 

jumping around doing push-ups. They certainly wouldn’t recognize it as yoga. 

Just as, for most contemporary gym rats, sitting around meditating for hours at a 

Figure 1: Surf on Raoul Island. New Zealand’s Northern most Island. By Stephen Parker 2005 
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time and living the ascetic, celibate life of a wandering yogi doesn’t sound much 

like the $16 drop-in class we’d willingly toss on our credit cards. 

 

Modern day incarnations of yoga range from stand-up paddleboard yoga, to nude yoga, 

from kundalini yoga to Bikram yoga, from Iyengar to Ashtanga, from yin to flow, from 

acroyoga to laughing yoga, from vinyasa with ‘Yogi Dread’ to New Zealand’s very own 

Ralston Method of yoga. The options of yoga in the neoliberal present seem endless. 

There is a vast array of yoga styles on offer, designed to satisfy the “physical and 

psychological self-developmental desires and needs of contemporary consumers” (Jain, 

2014, p. 94). This thesis is not concerned about critiquing if these hybrid forms of yoga 

are ‘authentic’ or not. This thesis is more concerned with how yoga is experienced by 

New Zealand men, men who are immersed in twenty first century consumer culture. 

 

In order to explore yoga experiences holistically, to be open to the diverse ways yoga is 

experienced I have kept the research questions purposely broad, to follow the 

participants down their paths with yoga. 

 

 

Research questions. 

 

What are the lived experiences of New Zealand male yoga teachers? 

 What does yoga bring to the lives of New Zealand men? 

 

 

By focusing on lived experience I will be delving into a “messy, contradictory realm, but a 

deeply important one…lived experience is about understanding the meanings that 

research participants wish to share” (Bhavnani, Chua, & Collins, 2014, p. 176) 

 

In the next chapter I will introduce the research frameworks of bricolage that guide this 

research. The bricolage centres around the methodologies of evocative autoethnography 
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and narrative inquiry and the creation of narrative vignettes. The narrative vignettes are 

the heart of the thesis: they are the place where we delve deep into the participants’ 

yoga experiences. The vignettes were crafted after conducting semi-structured life world 

interviews with nine purposively selected yoga teachers. The purpose of the life world 

interview is to allow the reader to become immersed  in the life worlds of the male yoga 

teachers and to comprehend some of meanings of their experiences (Atkinson, 1995, 

Riessman, 2008). Alongside the participants yoga stories, are my autoethnographic yoga 

stories. Autoethnography is the thread that weaves the stories and the academic 

literature together, like a patchwork quilt crafting a cohesive whole, linking the self with 

culture. 

 

Following the methodology section is a literature review on New Zealand masculinities, 

deep ecology, new age spirituality and a deeper exploration into the evolution of yoga. 

From here I move on to describing the research method and then present the nine 

individual narrative vignettes. This is followed by a discussion section and finally a 

conclusion that explores the implications of this research



21  

 21 

CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY: A BRICOLAGE OF EVOCATIVE 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY AND NARRATIVE INQUIRY 

 

To begin with, I will introduce the research methodologies. Exploring a malleable 

phenomenon like yoga (Jain, 2014), I believe requires an equally malleable methodology. 

Accordingly, I have adopted a bricolage of research methodologies for this study; these 

include evocative autoethnography and narrative inquiry. It is an approach that I liken to 

using a prism. Each approach and each prism face offers different angles, different lens, 

to explore New Zealand men’s experiences with yoga. The thesis as a whole draws on the 

bricolage, each part of which contributes in different but complementary ways. Evocative 

autoethnography emerged as the bigger player. This happened quite organically, as I 

engaged in deep self-reflection, reflecting on modern yoga, on New Zealand masculinity. 

Autoethnography allowed space for me to share personal insights and sense making. It 

allowed space to share how the participant’s yoga stories impacted me as an individual, 

how their stories inspired me. Autoethnography allowed space for me to link my story to 

the wider social, cultural and political stories of New Zealand, to allow space for me to 

question social norms, around yoga, around hegemonic masculinity. It allowed space to 

tell stories on being a modern New Zealand man. Narrative inquiry allowed space to 

explore other New Zealand men’s experiences with yoga. The research method of 

narrative analyse provided me with a way to interpret these stories, to represent their 

stories as vignettes. My hope is that this bricolage of research methodologies leads to 

moments of crystallization (Ellingson, 2009), moments of clarity. I hope this approach 

draws the reader deep into the lives of New Zealand men, that it fosters empathy and 

understanding. That for fleeting moments the reader feels what it is like to walk in the 

shoes of the research participants and they feel what it is like to walk in my shoes. By this 

they experience what life can be like from another point of view (Hatch, 2002). 
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My early explorations into finding a suitable qualitative method and methodology to 

achieve these hopes, lead me to the work of a range of narrative researchers. Bochner 

(2001) talks about the power of narrative research, as: 

 

…a move away from a singular monolithic conception of social science toward a 

pluralism that promotes multiple forms of representation and research; away 

from facts to meanings; away from master narratives and towards local stories; 

away from idolising categorical thought and abstracted theory and towards 

embracing the values of irony, emotionality, and activism; away from assuming 

the stance of the disinterested spectator and towards the posture of a feeling, 

embodied, and vulnerable observer; away from writing essays and towards 

writing stories (p. 134-135). 

 

Bochner’s words made sense to me, they rang true. Before tuning into narrative research, 

I flirted with using phenomenology. But to be honest, I struggled with the dense 

continental philosophy that pitted Husserl against Heidegger, then Heidegger against 

Merlau Ponty. Perhaps if I was more philosophically inclined, I could take this path, but 

narrative research seemed more humble, less intertwined in Eurocentricism. Narrative 

research, that focuses on storytelling and first-person accounts of experiences seemed a 

better fit for a place-based form of research like this, one that focused on New Zealand 

men’s experience. New Zealand men have long been known as story tellers, from the 

oratory traditions of Māori, to the tales and ballads of the early sealers, to the stories of 

the early colonists, and onwards. Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1974) springs to mind, stories 

of iconic kiwi ‘bushmen’, such as A Good Keen Man (Crump, 1960), to Witi Ihimaera’s 

masterpiece The Whale Rider (1987). Storytelling is how many New Zealand men make 

sense of the world, how they critique social norms, how they share insights into 

contemporary culture, into sub cultures. I decided to deepen my explorations into 
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narrative research. I devoured Sparkes (2002) classic, Telling Tales in Sport and Physical 

Activity. He urged the researcher to embrace new writing practices; experimental writing 

to include tales from the field, to embrace autoethnography, to include “dramatic recall, 

strong metaphors, vivid characters, unusual phrasing…to invite the reader to emotionally 

relive the events” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 73). Sparkes work inspired me; it was different, 

honest, raw, and powerful. It was an approach that I felt would allow me to represent the 

lived experiences of New Zealand men in a readable and interesting way. 

 

I took aspects of how to do narrative research from Sparkes (2002) book and also the 

work of Smith (2016, 2017) and decided to forge my own way with narrative 

representation. It was an approach that included crafting long narrative vignettes, to 

represent New Zealand men’s yoga experiences. It is a form of representation I term 

‘hybrid realist tales’ (more on this to come!). I believed these hybrid realist tales would 

allow scope for representing lived experience ‘holistically’, it would limit dissecting 

people’s life experiences into ‘data’, fragmenting the life history interviews, into the 

active constituents, where key words are extracted and coded “rather than keeping it 

intact” (Smith, 2016, p .264). I believed the hybrid realist tales would take the reader on a 

journey, deep into the everyday experiences of the participant’s lives, and give insight 

into how yoga influences these everyday practices. The hybrid realist tales would allow 

space to share epiphanies, life-turning events and to share the mundane, and the 

profane. The hybrid realist tale would also allow space for me to tell my story with yoga. I 

embraced Henderson’s (2006) goal that the research journey should be about 

empowerment and enlightenment and that “researchers must be willing to face their 

own self-discovery if they are to understand other’s experiences.” (p. 62). 

 

I hope that my bricolage of narrative research gives deep insights into the lives of the 

research participants, that it gives insights into men who are ‘thriving’ (McKenzie, 2017), 

who exhibit positive well-being. Or perhaps more humbly how yoga may smooth the ride, 

of life in the neo liberal present and how yoga can be an agent of social change and 

positive social transformation.To begin with I will introduce the first lens of the prism, 

narrative inquiry. 
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Narrative inquiry 

 

Narrative inquiry is one of the many forms of qualitative research. It is a creative and 

strategic form of inquiry. The epistemological foundation of narrative research is social 

constructivism. Social constructivism, as first described by Berger and Luckmann (1966) 

proposes that all our understandings of knowledge are socially constructed. Spencer, 

Pryce, and Walsh (2014, p. 85) add that through a social constructivist lens we all “create 

our own realities through social interactions, relationships and experience”. These 

assumptions are at odds with more empirical ways of knowing, of the paradigm of 

positivism, of the belief that objective truth can be verified, that the truth, as opposed to 

a truth is independent of human construction. I was instead drawn to an interpretive 

paradigm guides.  It is a paradigm that make sense to me; a multi layered, multi-faceted 

approach to research that accepts and understands that there are multiple truths, 

multiple ways of being in the world, multiple realities (Henderson, 2006, Henderson & 

Vikander, 2007; Houser, 2009). Perhaps this is the result of growing up in Taranaki in the 

North Island of New Zealand, of being exposed at school to indigenous epistemologies, to 

traditional Māori ways of knowing. At school and through social connections with 

Tangata Whenua (people of the land) in Taranaki, I was taught that the earth is a living 

feminine being called Papatūānuku, that the sky is a masculine being, called Ranginui. The 

God of the wind, Tawhirimatea, created the waves, which we grew up surfing. The 

mountain, Mt Taranaki that I grew up under, is a living being. He, the mountain, was 

forced to live in isolation on the far West Coast of the North Island, after losing a battle to 

win the love of Pihanga, a small, yet beautiful mountain in the Central Plateau. Growing 

up, surrounded by all these living beings, these Māori Atua (gods and spirits) affected 

how I viewed the world. In sciences classes at school we were told a different story; we 

were given completely different explanations of the same phenomena, that the earth is 

composed of various soil types, that the mountains are composed of a number of 

different sedimentary and volcanic rock types, formed by tectonic plate movement. Who 

was ‘right’? Who was ‘wrong’? What is ‘the’ truth? From an early age I learnt and 

accepted that there are multiple realities, multiple ‘truths’, multiple ways of knowing. An 

interpretive approach accepts these fractured realities, these plural knowabilities. 



25  

 25 

As narrative researchers, we are more interested in discovering subjective personal truth, 

as opposed to objective truth. Narrative researchers embrace subjectivity: 

 

Subjective narrations illuminate the many version of reality that co-exists. These 

stories are gleaned through methods that allow the narrator to offer their own 

worldview, such as unstructured or semi-structured life story interviews. Further 

narrative researchers will ask unrehearsed questions and will prompt, react and 

interact authentically within an interview setting. This is because narrative 

researchers are unafraid of their own biases, owing to a principle belief that all 

knowledge is theory laden. Bias then is embraced and acknowledged in both 

method and analysis, and it becomes integral to the co constructed knowledge of 

a given inquiry (Papathomas, 2016, p. 38) 

 

Narrative research acknowledges that we all have biases (Leavy, 2014). Narrative 

researchers also tend to agree that it is through stories that we find common ground, find 

our place in the world, that we story ourselves into being (Bruner, 1990; Sarbin, 1986). 

Stories seem to be what makes us human. The telling of stories is one of the original 

way’s humans have communicated knowledge (Harari, 2014). MacIntyre (1984) refers to 

humans as storytelling animals and (Frank, 2012) acknowledges that humans are 

storytelling creatures. There appears to be a primal urge in humans to tell stories, to 

listen to stories. 

 

Stories help us connect with self, to each other; to our common struggles, with our hopes, 

our dreams and our aspirations (Campbell, 1988). Papathomas (2016) quotes a recent study 

by neuroscientists Stephens, Silbert, and Hasson (2010, p.38) who suggests that our minds 

are particularly receptive to stories, “studies deploying functional magnetic resonance 

imaging (fMRI) of the brain have shown that a process of neural-coupling occurs between 

storyteller and listener: the brain activity of the latter mirrors that of the former”. The 
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science is suggesting what storytellers have known for thousands of years, a good story 

engages, evokes, draws the listener or reader in, to other ways of being, other ways of 

knowing. In a way this is one of the aims of this PhD, to engage in the process of ‘neural-

coupling’, to connect the reader with the research participants, to evoke a sense of 

understanding and empathy. I want the reader to experience a range of emotions, to feel, 

for instance, what is it like to be a rural New Zealand man who practices yoga, and to 

understand some of the challenges these men face as they challenge hegemonic constructs 

of New Zealand masculinity. I want the reader to have insights into the joys of practicing 

yoga. Bochner (2001) believes that the true value of narrative research lies in the change it 

creates within the reader, if the story can evoke empathy and insights into others worlds. 

 

 

Narrative as a form of academic inquiry 

 

Over the last twenty years narrative inquiry has emerged as a powerful and insightful way to 

do academic research (Smith, 2016, 2017). It is worthwhile exploring the growth of narrative 

inquiry as a research methodology. In the mid-1980s, many social scientists became 

disillusioned with the power of the positivist paradigm and yearned for a more human 

approach to research (Bochner & Riggs, 2014), one that would allow researchers to study 

and represent human experience. They were looking for an approach to research that 

would allow them to explore emotion and feelings, that would allow them to describe social 

reality (Fisher & Marcus, 1986). In 1986 Sarbin published a highly influential collection of 

essays titled Narrative Psychology. The collection offered narrative psychology as “a viable 

alternative to the positivist paradigm” (Sarbin, 1986, p.vii). Sarbin’s goal was to offer an 

alternative to reductionist thinking and of positivism, with a more humanist approach, one 

that gave power to “story making, storytelling and story comprehension”(Bochner & Riggs, 

2014, p. 197). From this moment, often referred to as the ‘narrative turn’ (Kreiswirth, 1992) 

a range of academic disciplines began to look to narrative, to interpret and give meaning to 

lived experience. The narrative turn, however, was not without its critics. Those within the 

positivist paradigm questioned how stories could be viewed as trustworthy, valid and 

reliable (Denzin, 2013). Some also expressed concern how text would be written and 

interpreted” (Denzin, 2013). This questioning of narrative, as an authentic form of academic 
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inquiry did little to hamper the enthusiasm of the narrative researchers of the time. They 

pushed on, and continued to “ challenge older models of truth and meaning” (Lincoln & 

Denzin, 2000, p. 19). 

 

Beyond Sarbin’s (1986) seminal text Narrative Psychology, other notable academic work of 

the time included the writing of Bruner (1990, 1996). Bruner was an American psychologist 

who wrote widely on the narrative construction of reality. His classic book Acts of Meaning 

(1990), presents narrative as a way to forge deeper understandings into the realms of 

human experience and meaning making. Bruner argued, “that the most effective way to 

understand human behaviour and human lives is through stories, human beings are 

storytellers by nature” (Bruner in McAdams, 2006, p. 77). The works of Sarbin and Bruner 

established the base ontological and epistemological foundations of narrative research. 

These revolved around the central tenets that individually and socially, humans lead storied 

lives (Sarbin, 1986) and that stories are a way of telling about our lives and also a means of 

knowing (Bruner, 1990). From the mid 1980’s onwards, the scene was set, the door left ajar, 

the time was right, for researchers to embrace other ways of doing research, to share and 

interpret more subjective ways of knowing. Narrative research allowed a way for the joys, 

the sorrows, the struggles and the triumphs of human experience to be represented within 

an academic context. From the mid 1980’s onwards narrative began to sprout into  ‘a 

veritable garden of cross-disciplinary hybrids’ (Riessman, 2008, p. 4). 

 

Acknowledging that narrative research is composed of a number of cross-disciplinary 

approaches, I will now attempt to define some parameters around the term narrative and 

narrative research. Smith and Sparkes (2009b, p. 2) offer a well-cited definition: 

 

…a narrative is taken to mean a complex genre that routinely contains a point 

and characters along with a plot connecting events that unfold sequentially  

over time and in space to provide an overarching explanation or consequence. It 

is a constructed form or template which people rely on to tell stories. 
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In 2009, Sparkes uses the term story when referring to actual tales people tell and 

narrative when “discussing general dimensions or properties, such as tell ability, 

consequences, sequences of speech act, structures, thematic/categorical content, 

rhetorical tropes, and/or temporality, which comprise particular stories.” (Sparkes and 

Smith, 2009, p. 3). This definition by Sparkes and Smith and the separation of narrative 

from storytelling is supported by Trahar (2009, p. 1) who puts forward the notion that 

“Narrative inquirers strive to attend to the ways in which a story is constructed”. This 

separation, of story from narrative inquiry originally appeared to me to be somewhat 

unfounded, perhaps adopted to pave the way for narrative inquiry as a methodology, to 

have more academic rigor? Not all narrative researchers adopt this separation of 

narrative from story; Bruner, for example, in McAdams, (2006, p. 77), uses both terms, in 

a more fluid context. He puts forward the simple notion that “narrative knowing is what 

we learn from stories…we use stories to convey and explain human conduct. 

When we seek to understand why a person does something, we look to narrative”. This 

idea of looking to stories for understanding is a key philosophical foundation stone of my 

research. But why do we look to stories for understanding? Clandinin and Rosiek (2007, 

p. 35) suggest that, “The stories people tell and perform are one of the ways that we fill 

our world with meaning and enlist one another’s assistance in building lives and 

communities”. Stories give us insights into the meanings of lived experiences. Smith 

(2016, p. 260) shares that narrative research is often underpinned by a psychosocial 

approach that emphasise human beings as meaning makers who in order to interpret, 

direct, and intelligible communicate life, configure and constitute their experience and 

sense of who they are using narratives that their social and cultural world have passed 

down 

 

You can see there are many ways to define what a narrative or a story is. Perhaps I will finish 

with a quote from Frank (2010), one that ties in with this idea of neural  coupling, of using 

stories to foster a sense of empathy, between storyteller and listener. “We study stories so 

that we can learn to live better, with the stories that surround and circulate through our 

lives.” (Frank, 2010, prologue). By listening to stories, reading stories, telling stories we learn 

about others, we learn about ourselves, we foster understanding. 



29  

 29 

 

Narrative inquiry, as a methodology, is about gathering narratives and attempting to 

understand the meanings people attribute to these narratives. Another way to foster 

understanding into lives, into lived experience is by listening to the stories told by the 

researcher; by allowing the researcher to tell their stories, connecting the self to culture, 

through the methodology of autoethnography. 

 

I will now introduce autoethnography and explain why I choose evocative 

autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 2016) as the backbone of this thesis, as the thread 

that weaves the thesis together. 

 

 

Introducing Autoethnography 

 

This section introduces autoethnography. Autoethnography is a qualitative methodology; 

that offers “nuanced, complex, and specific knowledge about particular lives, experiences 

and relationships rather than general information about large groups” (Adams, Holman 

Jones, & Ellis, 2015, p. 228). As a methodology it seeks to extract the meaning making 

and feelings of lived experiences (Bochner, 2013). One of the keys to autoethnography 

inquiry is the visibility of the researcher, the visibility of the ethnographic I (Ellis, 2004) “It 

is the I of emergence, the I of dialogue, the I of being changed by inquiry” (Anderson & 

Glass-Coffin, 2013, p. 71). According to Adams, Holman Jones and Ellis (2015) we do 

autoethnography to create understanding about identities and subcultures, 

understanding about relationships and experiences. I embraced autoethnography as a 

way to share my own yoga experiences, to share deeply personal narratives on what it is 

like to be a New Zealand man who does yoga. Furthermore to share insights of meeting 

other New Zealand men who teach yoga. 

 

Sparkes (2002, p. 74) stresses that: “by exploring a particular life, the chances of 

understanding a way of life is understood.” Bochner and Ellis (2016, p. 112) state that: 

“We want the readers to live for a while in the scenes we write”. Why do I want the 

reader to live for a while in the scenes I write? I want to foster understanding. I want to 
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share what yoga brings to my life, how yoga affects my life. In addition how yoga goes 

beyond simply a type of quasi mystical body conditioning (Singleton, 2013) and instead 

how yoga can be embraced as an embodied medium of personal and collective 

transformation (Berila et al., 2016). Thereby transforming the way we relate to self, to 

others, to the places we live. 

 

The autoethnographic reflections in this thesis aim to draw the reader deep into ‘my’ 

world; the world of a seventh generation Pākehā, a Māori term to describe New 

Zealanders of European descent. I want to share my experiences as an occasional 

restorative yoga teacher, and an outdoor instructor who incorporates yoga into the 

outdoor programs I teach. 
 

 

The autoethnographic reflections will highlight my quest for meaning and purpose, 

“autoethnography is a way to move toward evoking, describing, invoking, transcribing, 

inscribing, representing, and playing with or building our lifeworld’s” (Jones, Adams, &  

 

Figure 2: University of Otago Physical Education students in Fiordland. The pose of Kali. Photo by Stephen 

Parker 2013 
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Ellis, 2016, p. 360). These reflections drift back and forth in time. They utilise historic 

travel journals going back twenty-five years. This includes notes from attending my first 

yoga class as a nineteen-year-old in 1995 in Golden Bay, of living in a shack on the West 

Coast of the South Island, devouring books on personal development and positive 

visualisation, books on earth-based spirituality, books on yoga. The self- reflections will 

explore the past, the present and ponderings on possible futures 

 

I hope to provide an embodied perspective into the New Zealand males yoga experience, 

incorporating psychological, sociological, temporal and spatial dimensions (Wellard, 

2015). This is embodied perspective according to Akinleye (2015) is one that moves 

meaning making beyond linear constructs, and instead moves back and forth between 

thoughts, ideas and experiences. I will also use insights from a reflective journal that I 

kept during the course of the PhD. This will include reflections on meeting the research 

participants in this study, of attending their yoga classes. I reflect on their stories; what 

their stories trigger within me. I reflect on travelling back to Bali; of becoming a yoga 

tourist again. My autoethnographic reflections seek to “extract meaning from experience, 

rather than depict the experience exactly how it was lived” (Bochner, 2000, p. 270). The 

autoethnographic reflections are partial representations of a life, of experiences. Partial, 

because the stories we tell others and the stories we tell ourselves are always clouded 

with social conditioning, by selective remembering, selective re-imagining. Our stories are 

situated temporally and spatially, our circumstances change, our attitudes change, and 

there is always another take on things. Interpretivists do not cling to a singular meaning 

of truth (Henderson, 2006). They seek to unearth truths, plural, multiple, contested 

truths. 

 

Stewart (2016, p. 659) writes: “…autoethnography can be a way of doing something 

different with theory and its relation to experience” that “this prospect is unsettling for 

some, a relief for others”. For me personally, I find writing autoethnographically a place 

where I can write creatively, from the heart. It is a place where I can embrace and 

embody the words of my favourite artist Hundertwasser, who urged people to become 

“lateral thinkers, free spirits, be someone who challenges people” (Stieff, 2013, p. 13). 

Writing autoethnography is a place where I feel less constrained by the status quo, by 



32  

 32 

academic parameters that confine. Although I am deeply immersed in this western 

academic system I look to storytelling, to autoethnography as a bridge,that connects me 

to other more traditional ways of sharing knowledge. 

 

Stewart (2016, p. 659) states: where one person might be transported to resonance with 

compositions of his or her own: “Ah, you are that person, I know what you are doing”- 

another might be negatively startled, and perhaps even disappointed to see the world 

presented starkly as a composition of elements thrown together into something with 

texture, density and force. 

 

My hope is that this PhD lives up to this ideal, that it has texture, that New Zealand men’s 

yoga experiences are presented starkly, that the stories evoke emotion, give insight and 

challenge. 

 

 

The Emergence of Autoethnography as a Research methodology 

 

David Hayano (1979) is credited as a pioneer in the field of autoethnography with the 

publication of his seminal text Auto-ethnography: Paradigms, problems and prospects 

(Jones et al., 2016). Autoethnography emerged alongside other narrative research 

techniques as a reaction to “the excesses and limitations of theory driven empiricist 

social science” (Bochner, 2013, p. 53). As a methodological approach autoethnography 

began to gain traction in the mid 1990’s. It was during this time that academics like Ellis 

and Bochner (1996) saw the potential of autoethnography as a methodology that could 

connect emotionally and intellectually with readers, by re-presenting lived experiences. It 

was an approach that embraced vulnerability, an approach that they believe was 

“powerful, comforting, dangerous, and culturally essential” (Bochner & Ellis, 2016, p. 87). 

The field of autoethnography is growing. In 1999 there were fewer than 40 scholarly 

articles that focused specifically on autoethnography while in 2016 a search on Google 

scholar highlights 21,000 (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). Autoethnography appears to have 

struck a chord in “students and seasoned scholars whose personal and caring connection 

to research had been stifled and inhibited-if not crushed- by discredited methodological 
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directives…” (Bochner & Ellis, 2016, p. 55). 

 

 

Types of Autoethnography: Why I choose an evocative approach 

 

Currently there are two major types of autoethnography, analytical autoethnography 

(Anderson, 2006) and evocative autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). Analytical 

autoethnography is more directed towards an objective analysis of a person or a 

particular group, whereas evocative autoethnography aims to include the researcher’s 

feelings and experiences. I choose evocative autoethnography for two reasons. Firstly, I 

believe an evocative approach will give deeper, more profound insights into my yoga 

experiences and also enable me to describe the participant’s experiences in a more 

creative, holistic and embodied way. Secondly, there are few academic studies in New 

Zealand where the feelings and emotional experiences of a straight, cisgender, middle 

aged Pākehā are used as data. I realise the voice of white, middle aged men in society is 

overrepresented, see (Ford, 2018) for scathing insights into how patriarchy and toxic 

masculinity are alive and well in modern day society. So where is the place in 

autoethnography for a Pākehā man’s perspective? Autoethnography has traditionally 

been employed as a way of giving voice to groups and individuals who are 

underrepresented in academia. This includes the voices of women of colour (Griffin, 

2012), the queer community (Eguchi, 2015), indigenous voices (Whitinui, 2014), the 

voices of gay men (Adams, 2016), experiences of  being a victim of domestic abuse 

(Olson, 2004), or the experiences of extreme, fringe athletes, such as base jumpers 

(Laurendeau, 2011). My early literature searches into yoga experiences found a major 

gap in the lived experiences of male yoga practitioners. This is one reason I write 

autoethnographically, to contribute to the literature on males’ experiences with yoga and 

also into modern performances of yoga, from a New Zealand male’s perspective. 

 

Secondly, my story with yoga is also intertwined with the cultural history of New Zealand. 

It is a story of growing up during the neo liberal reforms in the late 80’s and early 90’s in 

New Zealand, of spending extended periods of time unemployed, between seasonal 

work. Being called a dirty hippy, because I lived in a Tipi. My story is also about being a 
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househusband while my wife studied at medical school. Being a househusband meant 

subtlety challenging hegemonic masculinity, negotiating and resisting gendered 

boundaries. I write autoethnography to give another perspective on the lived experience 

of a straight, Pākehā, middle-aged New Zealand male. We are not a homogeneous group, 

some of us do yoga, share care for our children, enjoying baking, meditating,  do not 

drink alcohol. My autoethnography gives insights into the life of a man making his way in 

the neo liberal present, a man who also happens to be into yoga, who believes yoga can 

smooth the ride through life, can foster positive emotion, positive well-being. 

 

Historically, the majority, but of course not all, of the literature on Pākehā men in New 

Zealand portrays them as stoic, emotionless, salt of the earth characters, as hunters, beer 

drinkers, sportsmen, rugby players, settlers, colonisers (Campbell, 2000; Campbell, Bell, & 

Finney, 2006; Campbell, Law, & Honeyfield, 1999; Law, Campbell, & Dolan, 1999; Phillips, 

Nauright, & Chandler, 1996). These are men who keep their emotions close to their 

chest. Times have changed; New Zealand men are changing, most moving on from these 

ridged constructs. Even farmers, from the conservative heartland of rural New Zealand, 

are beginning to talk about their emotions more publicly (Avery, 2017). The emotional 

lives of New Zealand men has recently become the focus of mental health researchers 

such as (McKenzie, 2017), whose PhD thesis explored the importance of social 

connections and support networks in the lives of urban New Zealand men. It is important 

work, sharing insights into the struggles and hardships men face in contemporary New 

Zealand society, of how men cope, how they go beyond coping to thrive (McKenzie, 

2017). This concept of thriving, and how New Zealand men thrive is one I will explore in 

further depth. The overall contribution of this thesis will be around contemporary 

masculinities, health and modern yoga in New Zealand.  

 

Yoga studies in Aotearoa/New Zealand 

 

In regard to the study of modern yoga in New Zealand there are three published 

qualitative works that come before this PhD thesis, these includes works by Lloyd (1997), 

Bailly (2014) and Tilley (2017). I will now introduce these works and also offer how my 

work builds on the foundations that they have laid. 
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The first paper on modern yoga in New Zealand is The Quiet Politics of Yoga: 

Ethnographic Reflections on a Travelling Body Project by Lloyd (1997). Lloyd adopts a 

narrative ethnographic approach to provide insights into the quiet politics of Iyengar yoga 

in New Zealand. He explores the relationship between the broader structure of yogic 

philosophy and the situated local production of Iyengar yoga in New Zealand. He 

contrasts the growth of yoga, a slow, steady and quiet growth, with the extroverted 

advertising claims made by local gyms and other new bodily projects, such as aerobics. 

He questions why Iyengar yoga in New Zealand, a practice that offers a “transition point 

on the path to health and happiness” (Lloyd, 1997, p.15) exists in this state of quietness?  

 

Lloyd explores the historical contexts of yoga to explain this quiet politics. He delves into 

yogic philosophy, that promotes yoga as a path of self-renunciation, as an inward-looking 

practice, a practice “that includes a focus on disciplined work and rejection of outward 

display…” (p. 29). He introduces Iyengar yoga in New Zealand as a cool structured activity. 

This idea of a cool structured activity is borrowed from a framework put forward by 

Rawlinson (1994) that consists of two axis, hot/ cold and structured/non structured. The 

hot axis describes states associated with revelation and grace, whereas cool is the very 

essence of oneself, a quiet and still state, one associated with self-realisation. On the 

other axis, the structured view holds that there is inherent structure and order in the 

cosmos and also within the human condition. The unstructured view is that “…there is a 

no gap between the starting point and the finish point. Everything is available now and 

always has been” (Rawlinson, 1994, p.167). Lloyd believes Iyengar yoga in New Zealand 

falls into this cool structured category linking it with teachings that emphasis patient, 

quiet and disciplined work on the body. Lloyd does stress that Iyengar yoga in New 

Zealand is primarily about  bodily discipline, that it is not overly spiritual or religious, that 

yoga in New Zealand is subject to hybridisation, that“ new and interesting combinations 

of body practice are occurring …that there is nothing fixed about the politics that Iyengar 

yoga will display- it could mutate in numerous ways” (p.25).  

 

Lloyd concludes that although this quietness of Iyengar yoga “is not always a given, rather 

it is the medium and the outcome of the yoga practice it socially organises. Iyengar yoga 



36  

 36 

in New Zealand may well undergo increased hybridisation in the future” (p.27). Despite 

this hybridisation Lloyd believes that the “consonance between yoga body discipline and 

quiet politics will not be significantly altered” (Lloyd, 1997, p. 33). 

 

This paper was written in 1997, when yoga in New Zealand was still a relatively obscure 

activity. This was a time before Instagram yoga celebrities, before large scale yoga 

festivals, before yoga was part of a billion-dollar yoga industry (Jain, 2014). Lloyds last 

comment that the quiet politics will not be significantly altered, is now debatable. I am 

curious if this quietness still exists in Iyengar yoga in New Zealand today, despite the 

growth and commercialisation? Do modern day New Zealand Iyengar yoga practitioners 

still find their yoga practice to be a cool structured activity, or has this changed? I am also 

curious about the internal politics within the hierarchal structure of Iyengar Yoga 

Association in New Zealand in the late 1990’s, has Iyengar yoga in New Zealand always 

had a quiet politics, or is there more to the story? From the brief encounters I have had 

with Iyengar yoga teachers in New Zealand, the whole structure of the organization, with 

ridged training protocols and hierarchal levels of teacher training appears very political. 

More research into Iyengar yoga in New Zealand could be a fascinating study. What Lloyd 

correctly prophesied was that yoga in New Zealand will continued to hybridise, this can 

be seen in the huge diversity of modern yogic practice in New Zealand today.  In this 

paper Lloyd provides a deep and thought-provoking introduction into the practice and 

politics of modern yoga in New Zealand, he sets a very high standard for other New 

Zealand yoga academics that follow in his footsteps. 

 

 

Embodied Transcendence? An Exploratory Study of Yoga in Dunedin by Bailly (2014), is 

the second major academic work on yoga in New Zealand. In this paper Bailey uses 

participant observation, qualitative interviews and autoethnographic methods to inquire 

into the perceptions and experiences of six contemporary yoga practitioners from the 

Southernmost city of New Zealand, Dunedin. The yoga practitioners are primarily 

recruited from a Bikram yoga studio, what Bailey describes as the most popular form of 

yoga practiced in Dunedin. Bikram is described as a yoga practice that, “…is intentionally 

marketed to capture the ‘gym’ consumer” (p. 6). Bikram yoga is a physical demanding 
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sequence of poses, performed in a heated room, lined with mirrors. The paper explores 

how the embodied practice of asana (yogic postures) and pranayama (yogic breathing) 

can have unanticipated outcomes, invoking states of transcendence.  

 

Bailly also provides insights into what draws New Zealanders to yoga, into what yoga 

brings to their daily lives, into how yoga enhances their lives. The paper introduces 

healthism as one of the primary motivations for people in Dunedin practicing yoga. 

Healthism a term coined by Crawford (1980) to not only to identify a perceived cultural 

trend towards adopting health-promoting activities, but to also explore how the 

subjective self is influenced by dominate ideologies of health and fitness and how an 

individual’s responsibility to maintain and enhance one’s health is driven by a sort of 

moral imperative (Roy 2008). Arising from this focus of healthism are themes on body 

image, body conditioning and body maintenance. The theme on body image gives 

insights into the lived experiences of doing yoga in a studio with mirrored walls and how 

the practice is a way for many of the women in the study to reach a point of 

reconciliation with their own bodies. Bailey describes that this reconciliation “indicates a 

sort of liberation from embodied social discourses around a self-image which had been 

emotionally destructive”, (p. 17). Examples are also shared on how the intense physical 

practice of Bikram yoga allows many of the participants to build an inner strength, to deal 

with the fears and challenges which arise in everyday life, to deal with emotional issues, 

to face life changing events. One participant stated how the recent death of her father 

has brought her in touch with her fear of death and how her yoga practice allows her to 

deal with concepts around death: 

 

The more I do yoga, the more I believe that I will be able to deal with that (pause) 

whatever it is. And anything else that happens to me, I think I will be able to deal 

with because I deal with the wobbling in standing bow, I deal with not being able 

to wrap my leg properly in eagle. (p.11). 

The experiences of the one male participant in the study, Grant, gave a brief insights into 
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the circumstances that drew him to yoga: 

I used to be a heavy drinker... I ended up having a couple of trips to A and E ... 

they did all these tests on me ... and couldn’t find anything ... so they just said to 

stop drinking alcohol altogether ... and that’s when I got heavily into the yoga ... I 

recon’ it saved me really ... because it gave me a new focus ... gave me ways of 

dealing with things cause you know ... I was coming off a drug. 

 

Bailly states that “Yoga not only assisted in renewing Grant’s physical health but offered a 

way of disciplining the mind which helped him deal with change (p.8). 

 

This quote highlighted how Grant turned to yoga as a form of self-care, as an adaptive 

coping strategy. Insights into Grant’s experiences of transcendence and also around yoga 

and the body, were not explored in this paper. This highlights  an area worthy of further 

academic investigation; to take a more gendered approach to the study of yoga in New 

Zealand, to explore New Zealand men’s transcendent yoga experiences and also issues 

with body image. 

 

I was inspired by Bailly's methodological approach, one that included a textual analysis of 

academic literature, with an analysis of interviews, mediated with her own 

autoethnographic experience of yoga. It was an approach that I found engaging, readable 

and insightful, an approach that allowed Bailly to share her own personal insights into 

yoga, into her transcendent yoga experiences. It was an approach that would guide my 

own autoethnographic methodological approach, one that I believed would provide deep 

insights in the yoga experiences of New Zealand men. Bailly concludes that although 

Bikram yoga does have this draw as a form of healthism, as a way to conquer fears, as a 

way to cope with life challenges, for many it also has this transcendent component. 

“Although my respondents who practice Bikram yoga do not speak of their practice in 

spiritual terms, my analysis indicates that even within this most secular style of modern 

yoga practice, there remains a suggestion of classical yoga’s transcendental 
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quality”(p.18).  

 

Yoga Communities in Aotearoa/New Zealand: Examining Spirituality, Secularism, and 

Consumerism in the Aotearoa/New Zealand Yoga Industry, by Tilley (2017), is the first 

master’s thesis on yoga in New Zealand.  The thesis investigates the ways that spirituality, 

secularism, and consumerism influence modern yoga communities in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand. Tilley argues that within the greater Wellington area, people choose yoga 

practices and yoga communities for different ethical, physical, and social reasons. Her 

data gathered during ethnographic fieldwork with studio owners, yoga teachers and yoga 

students highlighted how the Wellington yoga industry contains at least three distinct 

yoga communities. These were defined as moral yoga communities, corporate yoga 

communities and brand yoga communities. Tilley links adherence to these different yoga 

subcultures along class and status divisions within New Zealand society. 

 

Moral yoga communities are described as those which promote spiritual practices and 

often rely on koha /donations to function. Moral yoga communities “tend to flourish in 

low-income multicultural neighborhoods where more people work part-time or receive 

some type of social benefit” (p.79). Teachers within moral yoga communities draw from a 

wide variety of physical, spiritual, and socio-political practices. The yoga classes take 

place “in large unadorned community halls, occupying the same space as craft markets, 

Narcotics Anonymous meetings, and Zumba classes “ ( p.22) The moral yoga communities 

act  as social hubs,  as places where people develop communitarian attitudes, where they 

can connect with others with similar ethical, environmental and social beliefs. Tilley 

contrasts these moral yoga communities with yoga classes set in corporate settings, and 

how these tend to serve Pākehā middle-class values such as  emotional restraint over 

spiritual and moral practices. Corporate yoga-goers seek “secular yoga practices, focusing 

on physical fitness and biomedical health benefits, and omitting spiritual practices, 

particularly those associated with Indian religious traditions.” (p.43).  Corporate yoga 

communities are found within inner city health clubs, gyms, and office meeting rooms. 

The yoga cliental are mostly middle-aged and older. The yoga practice typically focus on 

stress-relieving practices, many designed to boost corporate productivity (p.80). Brand 

communities are described as distinct from moral and corporate communities in the way 
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that well-known teachers attract communities of devoted followers. Yoga brands are 

mostly “in the business of selling specialised yoga products/services, which have unique 

points of difference.” (p. 60). Some of the yoga brands in Wellington include Iyengar 

yoga, Ashtanga yoga, Bikram yoga and Power Living yoga. Tilley argues that brand yoga 

communities are places where “yoga consumers’ expectations typify the shared values of 

capitalist society...” (p.79.). These include practicing yoga as a path of physical and 

psychological self-transformation. The target demographic for most Wellington yoga 

brand communities are “upwardly mobile Pākehā women (and men), and to a lesser 

extent Asian woman, who want uplifting experiences in a retreat-like atmosphere. 

However, each yoga brand attracts its target audience through different marketing 

designs features” (p.61). 

 

Tilley’s thesis highlights how within the Wellington area there are a number of distinct 

yoga communities, that serve a diverse range of social, cultural and socioeconomic 

groups. People are drawn to these distinct groups because they offer unique yoga 

experiences; experiences that serve each individual’s values and beliefs. Yoga in 

Wellington, like many places in the world is an evolving, yoga is described by Tilley as “a 

collective expression of people in a particular time, place, and social climate. Therefore, 

since yoga reflects the cultural knowledge of teachers, and adapts to students’ imagined 

ideals, it will undoubtedly be subject to continued change within diverse communities of 

practice” (p. 83). 

 

Tilley’s thesis is an important work, it highlights the distinct yoga communities that exist 

with the greater Wellington area, it maps the terrain of yoga in New Zealand. To build on 

Tilley’s work I include experiences of male yoga teachers beyond the confines of 

Wellington. I will explore the yoga experiences of rural men and of rural yoga 

communities from the deep South of the South Island, to the top of the North Island. 

These are rural yoga communities that have had to date, had no academic inquiry. I am 

curious about what types of yoga communities exist in rural areas of New Zealand. What 

are the social, cultural beliefs that draw people to rural yoga classes, how do these rural 

yoga classes serve rural communities? 
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My work is the first qualitative PhD thesis on yoga in New Zealand; the first to highlight a 

purely male perspective on yoga and the first to explore modern yoga in New Zealand 

beyond an urban setting. It is also the first to use an evocative autoethnographical 

approach to yoga in New Zealand, in the hope of moving “the reader to feel the feelings 

of other…the goal is to evoke an empathetic response in the reader”(Anderson & Austin, 

2012, p. 131). 

 

So, join me, as I take you on a journey, for fleeting moments I want to bring you, the 

reader, to a place where you feel you are sitting next to me. That you are there, with me, 

on the yoga mat in Golden Bay, moving through a series of yoga poses, guided by a 

bearded dreadlocked ascetic. That you are there with me, in my old shack, on the West 

Coast of the South Island, watching a sunset and mindfully sipping a cup of tea after a 

morning surf and yoga session. One last explanation before we dive into the first 

autoethnographic reflection! This is around assessing autoethnography. 

 

 

Is it academic writing? 

 

Ellis (2009) believes evocative autoethnography offers readers “license to take part in an 

experience that can reveal to them not only how it was for me, but how it could be, or 

was for them” (p. 140). Writing an autoethnography  includes revealing the vulnerable 

self, it includes using personal experience to “illuminate and interrogate cultural beliefs, 

practices and identities (Sparks, 2020, p. 291). Evaluating an evocative autoethnography 

is always going to be subjective, what is evocative and what resonates to one person 

might not necessarily resonate will another. This is okay, we all have different social, 

cultural and academic biases, different tastes, different preferences, different life stories, 

different values. Reading an autoethnography may make one person feel empathy with 

another, may make them feel connected, reading an autoethnography might also repel a 

person from another, highlight belief systems that are in contrast to your own. So how 

does one assess an autoethnography?  How do you pass judgment on whether a piece of 

writing is evocative or not? Sparks (2020) writes about he goes about evaluating and 

passing judgement on different kinds of autoethnographic writing. He describes that this 
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process, rather than a purely linear a cognitive and rational act is a process that is messy, 

“…tentative, contingent and deeply embodied as my evaluative self feels its way towards 

making certain kinds of judgement calls over other (P.289).  Manning and Adams (2015, 

p.205) share that two essential qualities should be present in all autoethnographic 

projects. “ 

 

First, any work labelled autoethnography should include personal experience and 

demonstrate thoughtful analysis, why this experience is meaningful and 

culturally significant. An essay that does not use or describe the importance of 

personal experience in a cultural context should not be considered 

autoethnography. Second, this personal experience must be reflexively 

considered through the use of extant theory, other scholarly writing about the 

topic, fieldwork observations, analysis of artifacts (eg. photographs), an/or 

involvement with others (eg. interviews). If many of these elements are not 

evident, then a project should not be considered an autoethnography. 

 

This project is an autoethnography in the way that I link my personal experiences with 

the culture of New Zealand, with New Zealand men, with yoga. I braid scholarly writing 

on topics ranging from gender, spirituality, deep ecology and positive psychology with 

fieldwork observations and interviews with New Zealand men. I include photos. I aim to 

transport readers into a place where they are motivated to look back on their own lives. I 

aim to give unique insights into the lives of New Zealand men, into personal philosophies, 

into acts of meaning. I am to show what it is like to be a New Zealand man who teaches 

yoga and to share insight from lives lived informed by yogic philosophy.  

 

 

Richardson (2000) and Schwandt (1996) share that the judgement of autoethnography 

should be on aesthetic and literary criteria. They define these  criteria as how much 
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interpretive insight the research has, its coherence, the texture of the argument and 

beauty. 

 

Autoethnography challenges many traditional ways of doing social science and this can 

be seen in the structure of many PhD thesis that have a strong autoethnographic 

component, they are typically less linear (Turner, 2012; Wright, 2011). The layout of an 

autoethnographic thesis, the use of stories, poetry, of photos, of colloquial language, 

challenges how many people expect a thesis should be done. This writing from the heart 

(Bochner & Ellis, 2016), these ‘experimental representations’ (Richardson, 1994, p. 520), 

these ‘radical experiments’ (Denzin, 1991, p.27), can be challenging for some academics 

to digest, to accept as a legitimate way of doing research. This creativity, this 

experimentation creates new ways of constructing knowledge but for many assessing the 

quality and the credibility of the work poses problems. 

 

Bochner and Ellis (2016) put forward the notion that autoethnographic work should be 

judged on how much emotion it evokes, how much insight the work provides, into a 

culture, into a subculture, into certain times, places and spaces. In addition how it 

provides knowledge and insights into personal lives, into different ways of knowing. I 

resonate with this approach. 

 

Le Roux (2014, p.204), tentatively and cautiously, offers a more structured framework for 

assessing an autoethnographic text, for assessing rigour. It is five step criteria. It asks if 

the work includes: 

 

Subjectivity: The self is primarily visible in the research. The researcher re- enacts or re-

tells a noteworthy or critical personal relational or institutional experience – generally in 

search of self-understanding. The researcher is self- consciously involved in the 

construction of the narrative which constitutes the research. 

Self-reflexivity: There is evidence of the researcher’s intense awareness of his or her role 

in and relationship to the research which is situated within a historical and cultural 

context. Reflexivity points to self-awareness, self- exposure and self-conscious 

introspection. 
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Resonance: Resonance requires that the audience is able to enter into, engage with 

experience or connect with the writer’s story on an intellectual and emotional level. 

There is a sense of commonality between the researcher and the audience; an 

intertwining of lives. 

Credibility: There should be evidence of verisimilitude, plausibility and trustworthiness in 

the research. The research process and reporting should be permeated by honesty. 

Contribution: The study should extend knowledge, generate ongoing research, liberate, 

empower, improve practice, or make a contribution to social change. Autoethnography 

teaches, informs and inspires. 

 

This five step criteria provides guidelines for assessing autoethnographic work. It is a 

guide, not an authority. It may be helpful for researchers or appraisers of research who 

are a little more analytically inclined and for those who seek some guidance in assessing 

autoethnographic work. Looking over the criteria I believe my autoethnographic work fits 

in with all these criteria. The self, I, is definitely visible. The research is situated within a 

historical, social and cultural context, exploring the meanings of yoga, exploring modern 

understanding of yoga. I do believe I have come to a place of better self-understanding, 

of self-discovery from writing autoethnography. I hope I can connect with the reader on 

an emotional level, that I can create resonance.  

 

To address the criteria of credibility, I have attempted to be as honest as possible, as 

truthful as possible. I have done my best. My contribution? My hope is that this study 

provides a window into the social worlds of older New Zealand men who practice yoga; 

that it gives insights into the multidimensional nature of modern yoga, into New Zealand 

masculinities; that it highlights social and cultural change; that it informs and inspires. I 

will finish with a quote from Carolyn Ellis, from a forward in the book Doing 

Autoethnography (Pensoneau-Conway, Adams, & Bolen, 2017, p. vii). 

 

Unlike much of the writing one finds across and within the social sciences, you 

should find these stories a pleasure to read. These writers are determined to 
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communicate with you rather than simply to impress you with their intellect or 

theoretical acumen. They care about how you may react and engage with their 

stories. They write in a revealing and passionate way because they are seeking 

connection, desiring to evoke something deep in your guts and your heart that 

will allow one consciousness to reach another, yours to theirs. 

 

My aspiration is to live up to these expectations! I will now set the scene by describing 

what drew me to yoga, and the joy of discovering yoga. 

 

 

Autoethnography: My first ever yoga class 

 

I went to my first ever yoga class in Golden Bay in 1994. I was nineteen years old. A group 

of friends and I had just finished a one-year Outdoor Recreation course at Tai Poutini 

Polytechnic on the West Coast of the South Island. We had spent the year learning skills 

to become outdoor instructors. Classes were spent kayaking wild West Coast rivers, rock 

climbing limestone boulders at Castle Hill and scrambling up steep rock faces at 

Charleston. We went mountaineering in Arthurs Pass, watched sunsets paint the 

Southern Alps in pink and orange light. I scribble in a journal that; Dusk is day and night 

making gentle love. We studied ecology and completed long expeditions to remote West 

Coast valleys, spending the nights around open campfires, cooking damper on sticks and 

sharing dreams and plans about the future. A new world opened up, new friendships 

were formed, and a new way of being was revealed. 

 

Just before I moved to the West Coast a woman at the Nelson market gave me a free 

tarot reading. I pulled the Hermit card, “You are going to have an interesting year,” she 

said, her eyes shining: “You will go through a period of self-examination; you will find a 

new definition of truth”. I am not sure if the reading contributed to me becoming a 

hermit but within a week of moving to the West Coast, I found an old abandoned shack 
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nine miles north of Greymouth and moved in. The shack was tucked up on a hillside 

above one of the best surf breaks on the Coast Road. While surfing at the beach below I 

spotted the shack and felt drawn to check it out. The track up to the shack from the 

beach was overgrown with gorse and Harakeke, old PB40 grow bags and Kinpack fertilizer 

packaging lay strewed out in the bush, an indicator that the last occupant of the shack 

was probably a cannabis grower. I felt nervous; I wonder if he is still here? I called out 

“Hello”, no reply. I crept up the track and peered in the window, the shack looked 

deserted, uninhabited. The door was unlocked, half ajar, possums had been inside, the 

shack had a musty smell, the smell of damp rotting wood mingled with the smell of sea 

salt and rat pee, it looked like it had been abandoned for a while. The shack had a top 

level for sleeping and a bottom level that had a desk and an old fireplace, it was perfect! 

Finding the shack, a week after the tarot reading and within a week of arriving on the 

West Coast felt like destiny. I quickly embodied the West Coast ideal of squatter’s rights 

and decided to move in. If someone told me to move on I would, for now this simple 

shack would be my home. The shack had its own personality; it was clad with an odd type 

of steel sheeting. Each piece of steel had a page printed on it from the local newspaper, 

the Greymouth Star. The cladding created a kaleidoscope of colour, ads for Griffins 

gingernuts, and Monteith beer overlapped stories on the battles between greenies and 

the state-owned forestry company Timberlands, over native forest logging. The shack 

told a story of its place, a story of the time. I stashed my surfboard under the shack, 

hitchhiked back to Greymouth, picked up my backpack and bike from my friends flat in 

town and headed straight back out to Nine mile. 
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I quickly settled into life at the shack. It was a time of transition in my life, from teenager 

to young adult, from urban living to rural; it was a time of seeking out alternatives ways 

of being in the world. I had just dropped out of university. I was studying Parks and 

Recreation Management at Lincoln University but after one year I wanted a change and 

decided to do this one-year Outdoor Recreation Polytechnic course. I wanted to live 

somewhere wild, somewhere remote. University was fun, I had met some amazing 

people, but I was sick of living in town. I wanted to live differently. On the West Coast I 

discovered a sense of freedom and simplicity, I stopped drinking alcohol, became a 

vegetarian and surfed a lot; I was trying to escape the shackles of growing up in middle 

class suburbia. I was searching for a deeper meaning in life, trying to make sense of my 

path. My instructors, perhaps sensing I was seeking some spiritual guidance, introduced 

me to a range of philosophical literature, from the ecocentric Earth Education by Steve 

Van Matre (1990) to the romantic philosophy of Frank Smyth’s (1935) The Spirit of the 

Hills. I delved into books on positive visualisation by Shakti Gawain (2016) and books on 

personal development. The year flew past. 

 

Figure 3: Nine Mile Beach, West Coast. Photo by Craig Stenhouse (1996) 
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At the end of the course a group of us were keen to continue this adventurous lifestyle 

and decided to spend the summer exploring the South Island. Without  much of a plan 

we loaded up Deans old Volkswagen with tramping packs and rock- climbing gear and 

drove north, up past the Pancake rocks of Punakaiki, through the Nikau palm forest of 

Fox river, up the Buller Gorge, down the Motueka Valley lined with housetrucks and rows 

of apple trees and then up over the Takaka hill to Golden Bay. We were drawn to a newly 

developed rock-climbing area called Payne’s Ford, it was rumoured to have some of the 

best limestone rock climbing in New Zealand and the bonus was that it was a located in 

an area somewhat infamous as an epicentre for alternative culture, organic farming and 

outdoor dance parties, it sounded perfect! 

 

Just before I left Greymouth I had picked up a copy of The First New Zealand Whole Earth 

Catalogue (1972) at a second-hand shop. It was an eclectic journal that documented the 

alternative lifestyle culture of New Zealand in the 1970’s. The book had many inspiring 

examples of young people buying communal land, of building their own homes, building 

geodesic domes, stories on farming goats, and also on meditation. I was fascinated by the 

lives these people were living. I found them inspirational. They seemed to be creating 

their own reality, a reality beyond the materialist, consumer culture of my upbringing of 

suburbia in Nelson and New Plymouth. The lifestyles portrayed in The Whole Earth 

Catalogue were ones I envied. After a year of living in the shack on the West Coast and a 

deep immersion in the outdoors I was convinced that there were many benefits of living 

simply, of minimising material desires, of following your own path. 

 

Going back to the top of the South Island after the year on the West Coast felt right. I 

grew up in Nelson, from ages three to nine, and now as a young adult I was returning to 

the area. We did many family trips to Golden Bay as a child, so going over the Takaka Hill 

and dropping into Golden Bay felt like a sort of homecoming. I am reminded of a quote 

by one of my favourite herbalists Susan Weed that life is like a spiral:  

 

A spiral is a cycle as it moves through time. A spiral is movement around and 

beyond a circle, always returning to itself, but never to exactly the same place. 
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Spirals remind us that life is movement, that each moment is unique(Weed, 

1989. p. 30). 

 

The descent into Golden Bay had a transcendent feel to it. I remember the experience 

vividly. Windows rolled down, a warm summer’s afternoon breeze, cicadas singing loudly, 

the smell of honeydew in the air, a feeling of contentment and anticipation. 

Lush manicured farmland rose up to meet the wild country of Kahurangi National Park. 

Golden Bay appeared to me like a modern-day utopia, a vision perhaps that could have 

been painted by the second Premier of New Zealand, William Fox, in the eighteenth 

century luring adventurous settlers to New Zealand. A painting of a promised land, a 

place where every man (and woman) could hunt, where he (she) owns his (or her) own 

land, creating the lifestyle they desired. It was a landscape of sublime mountains and 

rolling hills, cosy valleys, meandering streams, wild beaches and serene bays. It looked 

like Paradise. 

 

 

Figure 4: Golden Bay, New Zealand. Photo by Mark Parker 
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After a couple of days camping by the river at Payne’s Ford, we got lucky. We decided to 

hitchhike into the closest town Takaka. We got picked up in an old Bedford van with a 

union jack painted on the front. The driver of the van looked like a member of the 

Grateful Dead, wild hair, moustache, bare footed:” Hop in boys”. This was our first 

meeting with the infamous Willy Butler. “You boys camping down at the river aye? Why 

don’t you come and camp at my place, I live 50 meters up the road from Payne’s Ford, 

your gear will be a lot safer, heard there are a lot of people stealing stuff this year”.  

 

So, began our summer camping at Willy Butlers property. Looking back on it we were the 

first ever rock climbers to stay at Willy Butlers place, in what is now is the biggest rock 

climber’s camp in New Zealand. Willy pointed us to the paddock: “Camp where you like, 

mind the custard pie throwing machines!” I moved under a grand Rhododendron at the 

bottom of the paddock, my tent had unfortunately been ripped apart on a recent trip to 

Mt Aspiring, so all I had was a plastic tarpaulin! “Won’t be pulling any chicks with that 

whare Steve”, my good friend Dean laughed. Although in most circumstances this would 

be true in Golden Bay, a simple dwelling, close to the earth actually acted as social capital 

and within a week Dean was in disbelief when a local dreadlocked girl became fascinated 

by the simple dwelling and wanted to move in! 

 

It did not take long to figure out how lucky we were to have met Willy. His property was 

like some utopian dream, yes custard pie throwing machines did scatter the property, but 

there were also hidden limestone caves, orange and grapefruit trees dripping with ripe 

fruit, a range of wild greens to eat and also only a two-minute walk to one of the best 

swimming holes in New Zealand. The vibrant town Takaka was only a 30-minute walk 

away. It was at the Wholemeal Café in Takaka where I spotted a note for a yoga class. 

 



51  

 51 

 
Figure 5: Wholemeal Café Notice board. Photo by Mark Parker 

 

The note for the yoga class was hand drawn and pinned between a poem torn out of the 

Golden Bay Weekly, the local newspaper and a flyer for a reggae gig to be held at the 

River Café. The poem was written by yoga teacher BJ; it describes a transcendental 

experience with Marijuana. Just a note, this poem was written in 1995, it sexualises the 

act of smoking Marijuana that some people may find offensive. It may appear sexist; the 

female body represented as an object to be ‘consumed’ by the male, but remember the 

focus is on the anticipation and excitement of rolling a joint, of the flowering female buds 

of Marijuana! This is BJ’s poem, about his love affair with Marijuana. 

 

Weed Women by BJ (Courtesy of BJ, 1995). 

 

Marijuana 

A clean white sheet lain in preparation Holding her fully matured body, 
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I caress her with my passion filled gaze. Admiring her fullness, 

the damp smell of her womanly lushness, the taste the sap that glistens on 

the fine hairs of her body. Sweating with anticipation, 

delicately but firmly I crush her between my fingertips leaving her but a 

crumbled mess 

helpless on the sheet- at my mercy. 

Rolling her backwards and forwards, over and back, finally consumed in her 

blanket of completedness, 

I run my moistened tongue along the sticky edge, finishing her. 

The match is lit, she's on fire, -and me- I'm just smoking. But enough of my 

marijuana experience, 

tell me about yours.  

                    BJ White 

 

I was intrigued how the author transformed the simple act of rolling a joint into ritual like 

ceremony, how he openly declared his relationship with marijuana. In my hometown the 

smoking of marijuana was something that was done behind closed doors. A poem about 

someone rolling a joint would never be published in a newspaper in New Plymouth! I was 

also curious how marijuana and yoga could work in synergy, how marijuana might 

optimise the yoga experience. I decided at that moment that BJ would be a yoga teacher I 

would love to meet. As luck would have it BJ was running a yoga class on Friday night, 

from 6-7.30pm, at the Collingwood School. The reggae gig advertised on the notice board 
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started at 9pm. It felt like synchronicity. I suggested to my friends that the perfect night 

out in Golden Bay would be to do a pre-gig yoga session and then party, the offer was 

accepted! 

 

It is hard to remember exactly what we did at the first ever yoga class, I know I thought BJ 

was a legend; he looked like a western Sadhu, one of the Holy men of India. He was in his 

early 40’s with a large beard and long dreadlocks. He drove a beaten-up old Landover and 

looked extremely fit and strong. I remember struggling through that first class and 

watching BJ flow through the poses with ease and a smile on his face. Although I lacked 

the ease and flow that BJ displayed the class left me with a feeling of deep clarity and 

peace: it was a similar feeling I got after an amazing surf, after watching a West Coast 

sunset or after a day of backcountry snowboarding. This feeling from yoga was a bit 

different though, it came from going inward, not from an external force such as the 

ocean or being in the mountains, it was also a different feeling from drinking beer or 

smoking a joint, it felt clearer, cleaner. After this first class I knew yoga was something I 

wanted to do for the rest of my life. I remember dancing at the reggae gig later in the 

night feeling really light, flowy, feeling like my soul was soaring, my body fluid, and open. 

That first yoga class definitely made an impact on me but for some reason we did not 

make it back out to another one of BJ’s classes that summer, maybe it was the fickle 

mindlessness of youth, or maybe it was because we were having so much fun exploring 

Golden Bay, rock climbing at Payne’s Ford, going to techno dance parties and music 

festivals, going on trips to climb Mt Cook, surfing at Wharariki beach. Before I knew it, 

summer was ending. I was young and had many dreams to fulfil, these dreams revolved 

around surfing in Indonesia and snowboarding in the Himalaya, living in a Tipi and also 

buying some land! First priority though was to make some money to travel. 

 

Following Henry David Thoreau’s advice in the book Walden that if you need to make 

money you should earn it by doing some piece of manual labour agreeable to you 

(Thoreau, 1854), I headed over the hill to Motueka to begin the apple picking season. 

Apple picking was great, it was physically challenging, you got to live in the country and 

experience moments of flow as you pick as fast as you could. It also paid pretty well!  
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A surprising bonus was the inspirational people I meet picking apples, still some of the 

most inspiring, intelligent people I have ever met. Most of them were alternative 

lifestylers from Golden Bay, people with strong worldviews, people whose insights and 

lifestyles would push the boundaries of my socially constructed world. Philosophies of life 

were exchanged between the apple rows “we are still serfs, employed by the lord on the 

hill, said Pete, a long-haired lanky astrologer from Golden Bay. “The whole reason many 

of our ancestors migrated from Great Britain was to  escape the system of class 

oppression” (House truck Pete, pers. comm, 1995). It was a deep immersion into Marxist 

philosophy, into the flaws of capitalism. Pete encouraged me to do what I loved in life, to 

take more risks, to embrace alternative ways of being, to travel, to buy some land. Apple 

picking provided rich insights into how other people lived, into alternative realities. It 

gave insights into how many of these people were trying to escape ‘the system’, to create 

a life they felt they had more control over. Apple picking seemed to provide enough 

money for many of them to live on for the rest of the year; to live simply, frugally, to 

allow them time to pursue other interests beyond work, to engage in meaningful leisure 

activities like gardening and making music.  

 

I studied leisure at Lincoln University as an 18-year-old and decided then and there that I 

would use my leisure time to pursue things I loved to do, like surfing and snowboarding 

but for now I was happy with picking apples, with being a ‘serf’, slaving away for the 

master on the hill, making money to allow me to pursue my leisure activities. Work would 

be something that would hopefully bring me meaning in the future. On my next trip to 

Motueka two important things happened, the first was that I bought a ticket to Indonesia 

to go on a surf trip, the second was that I picked up a great book at the Motueka market 

called Survival into the 21st Century by Victoras Kulvinskas (1975). The book had a short 

chapter on yoga that caught my eye and also a range of recommendations on a yogic diet 

of raw food, wheatgrass and sprouts. I decided it would be the perfect companion to take 

to Indonesia. I had visions of doing yoga on the beach before surfing, of meditating at 

sunset, of learning pranayama. The apple picking season flew by and after ten weeks I 

had saved enough money to buy a van and also enough for my surf trip. I could hardly 

believe I was finally going to be surfing waves I had only read about and seen in 

magazines; I was going to be living my dream of surfing in Indonesia. Survival into the 
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21st Century was packed into my surfboard bag along with mosquito nets, a tent, a first 

aid kit and a wok. I felt like I was packing to go on some vision quest! After a few wild 

nights in Kuta Bali, it was time to escape the commercialisation for a more remote Island. 

 

I ended up catching a Pelini boat to an island called Sumba. I was drawn to Sumba for two 

reasons, firstly for the surf. I had meet three Australians in Kuta talking about an amazing 

uncrowded left-hand reef break called Occy's left, I was super keen to check it out and 

secondly, I was drawn to the fact that at least 35 percent of the population of Sumba 

belonged to an ancient religion called Animism. My basic understanding was that Animist 

believe that objects such as trees, mountains and stones have spirit. It sounded similar to 

traditional Māori culture, a culture that I had grown up with at high school in Taranaki, a 

place where most of my close friends were Māori. They were friends that struggled with 

colonisation, drew Tino Rangatiratanga / Māori Independence flags on their bags. Many 

felt their land had been stolen from them and at times blamed me that Europeans had 

come and invaded their land. They tolerated me hanging out with them, probably 

because I enjoyed smoking weed and surfed. But maybe it was also because I was a good 

listener; I enjoyed hearing their stories. I envied the cultural connection they had to New 

Zealand/Aotearoa, of the mana, the prestige they radiated when they spoke. They 

introduced me to another world, of going to Mongrel mob gang parties in Spotswood, 

with Deep Purple and Iron Maiden cranking on the stereo, of the joys of eating hot fried 

Māori bread, of perhaps, for fleeting moments feeling what it felt like to be Māori in a 

Pākehā world; of store owners following our every move when we went into a shop, of 

been watched, because they thought we were going to steal something. 

 

Sumba offered a window into a world of what life may have been like in New Zealand in 

pre-colonial times, when Māori were still living ‘traditionally’, growing their own food, 

living in tribal groups, and worshipping their own Gods. My perspective of life in Sumba 

could be seen as nostalgia for what colonialism has destroyed (Rosaldo, 1989). 

Sumba provided my twenty-one-year-old self a glimpse into an ancient way of being in 

the world. The day-to-day pace of life was slow; young women with babies tied to their 

back-tended crops, older women wove intricate animistic motifs. Old men herded 

emancipated looking cattle; young men went fishing. Life had a rhythm; everyone had a 
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job to do, a way to contribute. Houses were built sustainably, made from local bamboo; 

they had huge thatched roofs, many with buffalo horns on the top. Megalithic gravesites 

scattered the countryside; kids had freedom to roam. There was a lot of poverty here but 

also a sense of community, of contentment, of calm. I thought that this is how we are 

supposed to be living as humans, in small groups, working communally. It was a lifestyle 

that reminded me of the idealist images I saw in The Whole Earth Catalogue, what many 

of the hippies in Golden Bay were trying to recreate, the goal of having of having a deep 

relationship with land and with their communities. 

 

 

I ended up living in a village in Sumba called Watukerere for two months. The locals had 

set up a grassroots surf amp high above the legendary surf break known among the 

surfing community as Occy’s Left. The surf camp was rough, it cost $10 a night for 

accommodation and two meals a day of rice, cabbage and fish. Days became a simple 

routine of a dawn surf, chilling out in a hammock in the heat of the day, playing soccer 

with the local kids in the afternoon, and maybe an evening surf. Evenings were spent 

reading Survival into the 21st Century. I began to practice the yoga poses described in the 

book; my favourite was the sun salutation, a sequence of poses that I had also learnt 

from BJ, in Golden Bay. The sequence was a good pre surf limber, a short 10 minuet 

routine that allowed time to tune into the body, and also a chance to observe the surf, to 

focus the mind. I was travelling with three Australian surfers, so was a little self-conscious 

of doing yoga in front of them. I would usually let them paddle out first, and then do my 

yoga on the beach. I found my goal I set in Motueka of adopting a full yogic lifestyle was 

going to be tricker than I imagined, it was going to take self discipline and focus, I had a 

tendency to get sidetracked in life, to prefer ease, over discipline. To add to the challenge 

my body was super stiff, and I mean really stiff, a result of years of mountain biking, 

playing soccer and maybe some genetic factors,  a lot of the yoga poses illustrated in 

Survival into the 21st Century felt near impossible. When I began the physical yoga 

postures I  could not even touch my toes, not that that is a measure of one’s yoga 

practice, but in the desire to replicate the yoga poses I saw, I often pushed myself to far, 

my hips and lower back often felt sore if I did too much yoga, especially the Ashtanga 

sequence. Although yoga was something I really wanted to do, to be good at, it was not 
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easy, and initially I began to question  how good the physical practices of yoga were for 

me. It is a dilemma that has followed me throughout twenty-five years of practice, of 

feeling great doing  the physical yoga practices (asana), then getting injured from pushing 

too hard in the poses, stopping yoga asana, getting stiffer, getting back into yoga asana 

feeling great, then getting sore again. I often wonder though, that if I did not do yoga 

asana, would I be even more inflexible, have more lower back and hip issues? I 

sometimes wonder if I  trying too hard, or maybe not hard enough!  One of the outcomes 

of doing this PhD has been that my yoga practice has become more gentle, more breath 

focused. I still love how yoga makes me  feel; way more calmer and grounded. I love the 

sense of peace it gives me, that pep in my step, the clarity. I love how I am surfing as well 

now, as a 46-year-old, than ever. I love how gentle yoga keeps my joints feeling mobile. I 

love the sense of spaciousness, of steadiness, that I get from both yoga and meditation. 

 

This is my autoethnographic story on what drew me to yoga. It highlights that it was 

during a period of life when I was searching for different ways of being in the world, of 

being inspired by the alternative lifestyle movement and also by the lifestyles of Animistic 

tribes. I describe the feeling I got after my first yoga class. I describe that after this first 

class I knew yoga was something I wanted to do for the rest of my life. This story aims to 

provide an insight into the lived experience of a New Zealand male yoga practitioner; it 

takes the reader, and also me, back to the beginning of my journey as a yoga practitioner. 

One of the goals of autoethnography is to “practice an artful and poetic and empathic 

social science in which readers can keep in their minds and feel in their bodies the 

complexities of concrete moments of lived experience” (Ellis, 2002, p.30). The goal is to 

share embodied and engaged knowledge (Spry, 2001). I hope this story sets the scene for 

what is to come. One academic has referred to my writing as colloquial, this is probably 

true, but this is my voice, this is how I write. The beauty of an autoethnographic approach 

is that it embraces different ways of doing academic research; it embraces different 

voices (Holman Jones, Adams, Ellis, 2013). Autoethnography is the place where I can tell 

my story; it is the story of a New Zealand man, the story of an ex apple picker, an ex-

unemployed surfer, of a shackdweller, of a backcountry snowboard guide. It is the story 

of a father, of an outdoor educator, of a herbalist. It is my story of searching for meaning, 

through the medium of yoga. Yoga that vast, multidimensional phenomena; yoga, “the 
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union of the individual self with the universal self” (Iyengar, 2001, p.23). 

 

 

This is my story with yoga, setting the scene. I will now move onto the methods section, 

describing my research plan and explaining the ways I interpret, analyse and represented 

the participants’ yoga experiences
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

 

This chapter introduces the method. I will begin by explaining how I recruited 

participants, and then share the interviewing techniques I employed. I will then move 

onto how I interpreted and analysed the interviews through a narrative analysis 

(Riessman, 2008, Smith, 2016) and conclude how I represent the findings as vignettes. 

The vignettes were presented as hybrid realist tales, more on this to come! 

 

 

Recruiting Participants 

 

Paramount to this thesis was encouraging New Zealand men to talk about their yoga 

experiences. I conducted semi structured ‘lifeworld interviews” (Brinkmann and Kvale, 

2015) with nine New Zealand male yoga teachers. Participants were recruited through 

purposive sampling. The main criteria were that the men self-identified as male, and as 

being a New Zealand yoga teacher. The initial participants were men who I personally 

knew or had taken a yoga classes with in the past. The first two participants were rural 

yoga teachers from Golden Bay. One I had taken my first ever yoga class with 25 years 

earlier, the other was another well-known yoga teacher and medicinal herbalist that I 

knew. These two initial yoga teachers were aged 70 and 60. Once I had concluded these 

first two interviews, I asked each of these participants to nominate further participants. 

From these initial two teachers seven more men were recruited and interviewed. The age 

of the initial participants perhaps skewed the age of the men included in the study; each 

of the initial participants recommended peers that were of a similar age bracket. In 

summary the ages of the nine participants ranged from between the ages of ages 45 to 

70. I did not purposely set out to only include the lived experiences of older New Zealand 

males, it happened quite organically, but I am happy with this age bracket. I believe it 

provides a counter narrative on the ageing body that stereotypically focus on physical 

decline. It also highlights how some New Zealand men take responsibility for their own 

health and well-being and how they engage in self care as they age. 
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Each interview lasted for an average of two hours, although some interviews extended 

for two days; as I returned to take part in a yoga class run by the participant or accepted 

offers to join the men for a meal, or simply to wander around their properties with them. 

Interviews were conducted in private homes, in community halls, on park benches 

overlooking pristine beaches, in cafes and in yoga studios. All of the men interviewed had 

at least 12 years of experience teaching yoga, some with up to 50 years of experience 

practicing yoga. Of the nine participants I interviewed I attended yoga classes with seven. 

The reasons I did not attend classes with the remaining two was because one was taking 

a break from teaching at the time and another was taking a break over the Christmas 

holidays. I include autoethnographic reflections on the classes I attended; these are 

included in the narrative vignettes that represent each participant’s yoga story. 

 

 

Lifeworld interviews 

 

The research interview was based on the guidelines described by Brinkman and Kvale 

(2015) for conducting life world interviews. This is defined as “as an interview with the 

purpose of obtaining descriptions of the life world of the interviewee in order to interpret 

the meaning of the described phenomena” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 6).I began the 

interview with a single narrative-prompting question (Wengraf, 2001), asking the 

participants to tell me about their first experience with yoga. Participants typically 

responded well to this initial question, some immediately built on this, sharing unique 

and insightful personal stories; on yoga, on being a New Zealand man, on social change. 

Some participants responded better to a range of prompts and semi structured question 

that I had prepared earlier. These semi-structured questions included asking the 

participants what yoga meant to them, themes around yoga and well-being, around yoga 

and New Zealand masculinity. My aim was to create conversation, to create a relaxed 

atmosphere, a space where the men felt comfortable sharing their stories, sharing their 

worldviews. Brinkman and Kvale (2015, p.57) suggest that interviewers can present two 

contrasting metaphors for the interviewer; they are either miners or travellers. Miners go 

into the interview trying to unearth data “extracting objective facts or essential 

meanings”. The traveller on the other hand “wanders the landscape and enters into 
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conversations with people he or she encounters” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015 p. 57). The 

traveller “in line with the original Latin meaning of conversation as wandering together 

with, walks along with the local inhabitants, asking questions and encouraging them to 

tell their own stories of their lived world” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p. 58). I embraced 

this idea of the interviewer as a traveller. Through the lens of the traveller I encouraged 

the men to tell their stories. I followed the men down their paths with yoga. I was truly 

fascinated by their stories, in awe of many of their stories, inspired by their stories. It was 

a pleasure and also a privilege to spend time talking to these men. 

 

Once I finished the interview, I thanked the men for sharing their time with me, for 

sharing their stories. I then described the research process that would follow. Firstly, that 

I would transcribe their interview, word for word, then do a narrative analysis, then 

create their personal yoga vignette. I would send this vignette back to them for member 

checking (Janesick, 2016). At this stage I informed the participants that they could add or 

change anything they liked, they could take sections out, add sections in. 

 

 

Narrative analysis 

 

I will now introduce how I used narrative analysis to interpret the interviews. Narrative 

analysis is a family of methods that focus on the interpretation stories (Riessman, 2008). 

Narrative analysis is underpinned by a psychosocial approach that emphasizes human 

beings as meaning-makers who, in order to interpret, direct, and intelligibly communicate 

life, configure and constitute their experience and sense of whohey are using narratives 

that their social and cultural world have passed down” (Smith, 2016, p.260). 

 

Academics that conduct a narrative analysis do their analyses in a variety of ways (Smith, 

2016). They create diverse, “…yet equally substantial and meaningful interpretations and 

conclusions by focusing on different elements [of stories]. These elements include, but 

are not limited to, how the story is structured, the functions the story serves, the 

substance of the story, and how the story is performed (Allen, 2017). For this thesis I was 

interested in the substance and content of the men’s stories, their stories about their 
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yoga experiences. The type of narrative analysis I adopted was a bricolage, broadly based 

around what Riessman (2008) and Smith (2016) term a thematic narrative analysis 

(Riessman, 2008; Smith, 2016). I then used parts of a realist tale (Sparkes, 2002; Smith, 

2016) and evocative autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 2016) to present the analysis. It 

was a tricky task finding a ‘type’ of narrative analysis that would ‘work’, that would 

enable me to keep the richness of each man’s story, without breaking their stories up 

into isolated components. I embraced components of a thematic narrative analysis 

because of the way it focuses on the content of what the participants shared (Riessman, 

2008). I was also drawn to thematic narrative analysis after reading a paper by Smith 

(2016) that provide a useful seven-step procedure for doing a thematic narrative analysis. 

Smith begins by urging researchers to view the process of thematic narrative analysis as, 

“cyclical and iterative as opposed to linear and fixed” (Smith, 2016, p. 263). This flexibility 

appealed; Smith (2016) offers a guide as to how one might do a thematic narrative 

analysis, not a rulebook. It was a guide that I found extremely helpful. It was like been 

handed a recipe book, yet the author is encouraging you to be creative, to not be afraid 

to do things differently, to experiment. So what I have done is based on doing a thematic 

narrative analysis but with a slight adaptation. Firstly I will describe how I followed the 

main procedures described by Smith (2016) when doing a thematic narrative analysis and 

then explain what I did differently! 

 

Smith starts by urging the researcher to simply write: 

 

Begin by writing: The justification for this is because analysis happens in the process of 

writing (Sparkes, 2002) “Instead of relegating writing to something that is done at the 

end of a project, when one writes up the results, researchers need to write continuously 

and obsessively throughout the research” (Smith, 2016, p.264). This step sounds simply, 

but it is a discipline, I began by writing. I kept a journal from the day I started my thesis 

and I wrote in it everyday. There was no separation between my research journal and my 

personal journal; they became one and the same. So after close to four years of writing 

this thesis I have close to 20 journals, full with personal writing, with ‘academic ‘writing, 

quotes from books, book reviews I was reading at the time, the journals also include 

personal dreams and goals, drawings done by my two daughters! Recipes, reflections on 
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meeting the participants, on life in New Zealand, on yoga, reflections after PhD meetings 

with my supervisors, reflections that came after sitting in meditation. To give an example 

of what was in these journals I will briefly share a snippet of one page of a journal. It has 

a quote about liminal space, as “a space between social and cultural constraint”, the page 

then has reflections on my North Island road trip, interviewing research participants, it is 

titled; Gathering stories, facing challenges. I write about how travelling around the North 

Island was not the blissful trip I imagined it was going to be. How I had planned this trip 

for months in advance, hired a campervan, had bought a surfboard along with me and 

had dreams of surfing perfect waves after interviewing yoga teachers. In reality I set off 

to do the interviews in late autumn. “I arrived in Wellington, our capital city on a grey 

drizzly day that was ominously bleak. I had not been in Wellington for about five years 

and to tell the truth, Wellington far from being the cosmopolitan capital of New Zealand 

looked like some sort of scene out of a dystopian novel. I saw homeless people in bus 

shelters. I saw a family moving into a debilitated council flat, carrying a mattress in the 

rain. What has New Zealand come to? The story continues. I went on a lot of tangents in 

these journals, wrote about well-being, how commodified the wellness industry has 

become. I wrote about traditional Indian philosophy, about positive psychology, wellness 

tourism and of course modern yoga. Most of these  reflections and quotes I wrote in the 

research journal  did not make it into the final thesis, but the process of writing and 

reflecting did bring clarity  I believe Smith (2016) and Sparkes (2002) claim, that the 

analysis happens in the process of writing, as we get into a flow of consciousness as we 

let our mind process and make sense of life. Begin by writing, what great advice! 

 

Transcribe. Transcribe data verbatim. Transcribing is seen as an analytical process: “… 

given this, write any thoughts down during the transcription process” (Smith, 2016, 

p. 264). I followed this step; transcribing verbatim, manually. Day after day; of play, stop, 

rewind, play. Each interview, transcribed, by myself. It was an intense period of analysis, 

getting completely immersed in someone else’s life. I recorded a lot my own thoughts, as 

Smith suggest during this process. These included reflections on how the men’s stories 

affected me personally. One that really stood out included a story of how one of the rural 

yoga teachers had been physically attacked, because some members of his community 

viewed him as an outsider. Transcribing this interview evoked emotion, evoked anger. I 
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share these insights in a vignette. 

 

Organise data: Create files for data. This was a simple task of printing the transcribed 

interview out, creating a folder, adding articles and papers to each individual’s folder. 

 

Narrative indwelling: Going over the data several times. This was a huge part of the 

narrative analysis for me. It included repeatedly listening to the recorded conversation, 

often while driving to isolated surf breaks on the Otago Peninsula. I would play the 

conversation over and over again, then sit out in the surf and digest the conversation. I 

would ask myself what was this person’s story really all about. Then more listening to the 

interview on the drive home from the surf, and then writing down my thoughts back at 

my desk. Sitting in the ocean bought clarity, it was restorative, staring at the horizon, 

birds flying past, clouds morphing, wind, rain, natural rhythms, a sense of union with all 

of life. Frank (1995) urges researchers to “think with, not just about stories” (Smith, 2016, 

p.264). The aim was to sit with the story, to try to find what Straker (2011) calls the core 

story. It was a somewhat intuitive process. The core story that I identified might not be 

the core story someone else identifies. This is okay; it is part of the process, the co- 

creation of narratives. 

 

 

Interpret and describe themes Smith urges the researchers to both interpret and 

describe the themes of the story. Alongside narrative indwelling, another way I 

interpreted themes was by reading the transcribed interview and using a highlighted pen 

to group themes. I highlighted key sentences, phrases and words, in different colours. In 

a margin I noted the manifest (apparent) and latent underlying themes. I then described 

and interpreted the theme. I choose not to use the typical form of coding that usually 

means coding line by line. I agreed with Smith (2016) who identified that one is left with a 

set of codes, not a story. My aim was to look at each story holistically, to dwell with each 

story and to search out the participant’s core narrative. To support validity I worked 

alongside a supervisor, who analysed the first interpretation of an interview thereby 

conducting an audit trail (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). We compared notes and themes and I 

then shared how I would represent these themes in storied form. Our analysis of the data 
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was similar, but not identical and this highlights the subjective nature of narrative 

research. Themes included but were not limited to ideas around caring for the self, 

others and community, deep ecology, spirituality, living simple, resisting hegemonic 

masculinity and rural masculinity. I have an example of how I did this in the appendix. 

Descriptions of themes were woven into the thesis, into the vignettes and also into the 

discussion. In keeping with writing in an autoetnographical style I also share my personal 

experiences on meeting the men in this study. My aim was to provide unique insights into 

the lives of New Zealand men, into their personal philosophies on life and yoga. I will now 

provide more detail into how I represented the results.  

 

Represent results: In this section Smith suggests that in a conventional thematic narrative 

analysis, a realist tale (Sparkes, 2002) would be produced to analyse “the themes of the 

stories in an engaging and insightful manner” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 264).King (2016, p.291) 

states that the realist tale “is the most frequently used form of communicating 

qualitative research”. It is a form of analysis, which has conventionally excluded the 

author’s voice, from “… most segments of the finished text” (Sparkes, 2002. p. 41). It is 

here, that I embraced Smith’s (2016) call to be cyclical and iterative, and in turn did my 

analysis slightly differently. I combine a traditional realist tale (Sparkes, 2002), as a story 

analyst, with a more contemporary take on the realist tale, one that allows “attention to 

enhanced reflexivity” (King, 2016, p.291), that allows the researcher to work as a 

storyteller through the medium of evocative autoethnography. I will now explain this 

approach, and why I did this. 

 

According to Sparkes (2002, p.55) a realist tale: 

 

…connects theory with data in a way that creates spaces for participant’s voices 

to be heard in a coherent text, and with specific points in mind…when well-

constructed, data rich realist tales can provide compelling, detailed and complex 

depictions of a social world. 
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Realist tales involve the “presentation of extensive and intricate detail” (King, 2016, 

p.293). Sparkes admits that, in many ways, the realist tale mimics a scientific method, 

with an “…orchestration and theoretical framing of these voices by a disembodied 

author…” (p.55). Realist tales, as mentioned, have traditionally been defined “by an 

almost absence of the researcher from the finished text” (King, 2016, p.291). 

 

King (2016) states that: 

 

Realist researchers still rarely ask explicitly if they got their account right or if an 

alternative story is possible. In other words, self-reflection, equivocation, doubt 

and polyvocality that characterises some contemporary research in the social 

science and humanities are not typically found in a realist tale (p. 293). 

 

These concerns voiced by King (2016), rung true for me. However, there are aspects of a 

realist tale that do appeal; firstly, the idea of letting the participants’ voices be heard, in a 

clear and concise way is important. I do this by letting the participant’s words stand 

proud, in extended quotes within the narrative vignettes, the participant’s voice, 

presented in italics. Van Maanen (2011, p.50) writes that realist tales include extended 

closely edited quotations “…that the views expressed are not those of the researcher but 

are rather authentic and representative remarks transcribed straight from the mouths of 

participants…” (Van Maanen, 2011, p.50). 

 

Sparkes (2002), in describing a realist tale, wrote how he used dramatic key ‘closely 

edited’ quotes to highlight major turning points in life, like epiphanies. I highlight similar 

key life turning events, but  instead of using closely edited quotes I choose longer 

unedited quotes, to keep wholeness to the men’s stories, to let their voices be heard in 

context, to emphasis their voice. 
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So in this PhD, I adopted aspects of the realist tale, but with a slight twist, alongside the 

longer unedited quotes I also include  my own reflections, I include autoethnographic 

insights.  These reflections and autoethnographic insights allow space to share my  stories 

on  meeting the participants, giving another dimension to their stories. I describe what it 

joining the men  for a yoga class, ‘hanging out’ with them, learning from them. I include 

reflections on knowing some of the men before this research project began; bringing a 

historical perspective to their story. My reflections are not meant to overpower the 

men’s stories, but to complement them, to add to their story, to provide another angle. 

 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p.299) highlight that: 

 

The reporting of qualitative data may be one of the most fertile fields going; 

there are no fixed formats, and the ways data are being analysed and interpreted 

are getting more and more various. As qualitative analysts, we have few shared 

canons of how our studies should be reported. Should we have normative 

agreement on this? Probably not now-or some would say ever. 

 

This statement highlights that as qualitative researchers, we need to remain open, to 

other ways of being, other ways of doing our analysis and to seek out different ways of 

creating new knowledge. We need to embrace experimentation, to push the boundaries, 

to celebrate our creativity! I worked from the template offered by Smith (2016), for doing 

a thematic narrative analysis, but then infused my own signature style into the analysis, a 

style that seeks to make this thesis readable, enjoyable, and insightful. This gives the 

analysis depth and follows leads and unusual tangents. 

 

I have provided the detail on how analysed the narratives, how I created the hybrid 

realist tales/the vignettes, by deep narrative indwelling, of finding themes and linking 

these themes with academic literature. I included extended quotations from the 
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participants and also personal self-reflections. The vignettes are intended to be 

“Concrete examples of people and their behaviours on which participants can offer 

comment and opinion” (Hazel, 1995, p. 2). In line with this, and as explained earlier once I 

finished a vignette; I sent it back to the participant for verification, for member checking 

(Janesick, 2016). Member checking allowed the participants to have the last say, to 

change, alter or add anything they saw fit. I believe this gave them the power over their 

story and how they were represented. Some participants embraced this process, 

changing and adding in more text. Some were surprised seeing what they had spoken and 

seeing this in written form. One participant said: 

 

Seeing the written language makes me realize how important it is that there is clarity in 

thought, firstly coming from the 'mind' of the thinker and secondly for the reader. Talking 

or speaking is different. There is no chance to edit so there is a need to be as mindful as 

possible. Being mindful continually would seem to be ones/our biggest (thing) to practice. 

Anyway, I will edit as well as I can without losing the originality (John, M) 

. 

John was one participant who took a lot of care editing his vignette. Some participants 

simply just said great job, its fantastic! (Jase, T). One sent me a hand- written letter with 

corrections. 

 

 

The vignettes are the core of this thesis, the strength of this thesis. I am really happy how 

they came out, how they evolved. It was a long process, maybe two to three months per 

vignette. I am a slow worker; there was a lot to cover. The men took me down many 

paths. Their stories evoked emotions within, that triggered me telling my own 

autoethnographic stories, a collaborative narrative where “the narrative combines views 

from the participant’s life with those of the researcher’s life (Clandinin, 2007). My hope is 

that the vignettes highlight the multidimensional nature of modern yoga and that they 

allow a better understanding into the yoga experiences of New Zealand men. 

 

 

Ethical considerations 
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When researching people’s life experiences and writing about these experiences there 

are a range of ethical issues to address. The first ethical consideration  I embraced and 

one put forth by Janesick (2016), is that researchers should adopt the Zen concept of 

“First, do no harm”. This simple concept alongside the Otago University ethical guidelines 

were my guiding principles. Before the interview, research participants were given a 

letter outlining the nature of the research project. This letter described the aims of the 

research and also the role the participants will play, sharing their stories with yoga. 

The participants were given a consent form to sign. It was made clear they could 

withdraw from the research at any time. They were also made aware that I would be 

including autoethnographic reflections, about meeting them and also of attending a yoga 

class with them.  A copy of the consent form is included in the appendices.  

 

As with all research there is a balance of power, and one way I believed this power could 

be balanced was by member checking (Janesick, 2016), by letting the participants have 

the last say. They also had the opportunity to read my autoethnographic reflections, 

within their vignettes and they had the opportunity to challenge these if they saw fit, no 

one changed my reflections, but as mentioned some changed their own words and 

reflections. In regard to participant confidentiality, most of the men wanted their real 

names used, so I respected this request and only one used a pseudonym. One said he 

wanted his real name used as a sign of respect. They were proud of their stories; proud 

someone was telling their story. I will briefly introduce the participants before the 

vignette section. The vignette section is the heart of the thesis, but before we move onto 

the men’s yoga stories, we have a literature review. The literature review explores New 

Zealand men and New Zealand masculinities. It explores the socio and cultural milieu that 

‘makes’ and ‘shapes’ New Zealand masculinities. I also include a literature review on 

yoga, what is yoga? Within the literature review I include two-autoethnographic 

reflections, one on my grandfather, on how I believe he conformed to many of the 

hegemonic constructs of his time. Then an autoethnographic reflection within the yoga 

section on the yamas and niyamas, written in 2002, when I was attending a yoga teacher 

training course in Bali.
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CHAPTER FOUR: LITERATURE REVIEW: A BRICOLAGE, EXPLOURING 

NEW ZEALAND MASCULINITIES, THE ENVIRONMENT, WELL BEING AND 

YOGA 

 

Introducing New Zealand men 

 

This section introduces academic literature on masculinities, on  gender as a social 

relation, it introduces the  New Zealand environment, deep ecology, well being and yoga. 

The literature review is purposely broad and I embrace a multi perspectival, multi-

theoretical approach (Denzin and Lincoln, 1999) to the literature review to both situate 

New Zealand men in this study in time, place and space and to also explore the cultural, 

social and environmental milieu that shapes their identity.  

 

I begin by exploring literature around gender and masculinity. I am curious if New 

Zealand men who practice yoga, attempting to shift their experiences of embodiment 

into some modality, less confined by more traditional notions of masculinity? Are we 

seeing what Willis (2005) calls a changing performance of masculinity,  what (Hokowhitu, 

2007a; Jackson, 1991; Keppel, 2012) refer to as the new man. The ‘new man’ is “gentle, 

caring, and self-confident in his masculinity and embraces new emerging gender 

performances” (Keppel, 2012 p. 2). Hokowhitu (2007) suggest that it is only relatively 

recently that many New Zealand men have begun to move towards a masculinity based 

on the values of the new man” (Hokowhitu, 2007, p. 65), a “more communicative and 

gentle masculinity”(Hokowhitu, 2007, p. 67). Could men who practice yoga be considered 

part of this ‘new man’ movement, a movement that crosses social boundaries (Atkinson, 

2010), that challenges social and cultural  gender norms? How is this more 

communicative and gentle masculinity performed, where does yoga fit in? But firstly as 

this thesis explores New Zealand men’s yoga experiences, an analysis of gender literature 

that discusses the social construction of gender roles that sees gender as a social relation 

is important. An initial analysis of gender as a social relation helps to set the scene and 

helps to understand how New Zealand men who  teach yoga exist in a society that is 

heavily influenced by socially constructed roles enforced by patriarchy, and how for many 
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of the men, teaching yoga is a way to challenge these patriarchal ideals and to live a life 

true to themselves.  

 

The Social construction of gender. 

 

Butler (1988, 1990) was one of the first academics to put forward the notion that gender 

is socially constructed, that gender is performative; performative in the way that gender 

is real: only to the extent that it is performed. It is fair to say that certain kinds of acts are 

usually interpreted as expressive of a gender core or identity, and that these acts either 

conform to an expected gender identity or contest that expectation in some way  (Butler, 

1988, p. 423).Gender is a phenomena that is continually  being produced and 

reproduced, stereotypes enforced, stereotypes challenged. 

 

Firstly, there is a need to differentiate between biological sex and gender. Gender studies 

pioneers such as Butler (1990) argue that biological sex, a person’s DNA, their 

reproductive organs and their genitalia does not determine a person’s gender (Butler, 

1990). Gender according to Butler (1990) is a way of behaving, it is a feeling. Gender can 

also be understood as a set of expectations that society defines. Expectations on how one 

performs their gender varies depending to culture, through time, through age, by social 

class and by belonging to certain ethnic and social groups. Gender stereotypes are 

imposed on people, to challenge gender stereotypes often means struggle, defiance and 

violence (Kimmel, 2001). According to Buckingham-Hatfield (2001, p. 5907), society is 

powerfully structured by gender relations that conspire to render women less powerful 

than men. These social relations, which can be explained variously by reference to class 

and to patriarchy, result in different, and hierarchical roles for, and opportunities 

available to, women and men, and structure their relationship with the environment, as 

well as with each other. Whilst these relationships have persisted, little has changed in 

structure, if not magnitude, through time. They have only been made explicit in the latter 

part of the twentieth century, largely due to intersecting debates on development, 

ecology, and feminism since the 1970s. Patriarchy draws from Aristotle’s biological 

theory of male superiority, it is a theory that includes many outdated and absurd 

opinions on reasons why the male was superior, including that the female of the species 
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was an incomplete and mutilated male (Merchant, 1983). Whereas these concepts are no 

longer considered valid, the structural, systematic and unjustified domination of men 

over women continues (Walby, 1986, Warren, 1994). Women face many inequalities in 

modern life and continue to face many power struggles, ranging from pay inequality, to 

violence and abuse. Studying New Zealand men’s lives needs to take into account these 

patriarchal relations. Buckingham-Hatfield (2000, p. 34) states that “It is important, 

however, to be aware that patriarchy is a conceptual idea which organises and explains 

our experiences: not all men dominate, and not all women are dominated, to the same 

degree”. Part of this thesis is to highlight the experiences of men who challenge 

patriarchal ideals, men who reject stereotypical notions of masculinity and perform a 

more caring, nurturing form of masculinity. But what exactly is masculinity, or more 

correctly masculinities, as there are more than one way a man can perform his 

masculinity (Connell, 1995).  

 

Masculinities refer to “the social roles, behaviours and meanings prescribed to men in 

any society at any one time” (Kimmel & Aronson, 2003, p. 503). Within New Zealand 

there exists a range of ways masculinity is performed. To study masculinity is to study 

what it means to be a man (Kimmel and Aronson, 2003), it is to study gender relations 

and patterns of behaviour and practice (Connell and Connell, 2005). Within New Zealand 

society there appears to be very culturally specific, perhaps mythical ideas of what it is to 

be a man. I  begin with an extreme example of this, from an advertising campaign for a 

local South Island beer brand. The Speight’s campaign presents a somewhat iconic and 

heroic construct of New Zealand masculinity. The masculinity performed in the Speight’s 

campaign plays on many archaic representations of what it takes to be a ‘real’ Southern 

New Zealand man. The campaign paints a picture of a very unapologetic form of hyper 

masculinity (Gee and Jackson, 2011). The Southern man in these advertisements is 

depicted as an emotionless, dry witted Pākehā, a high-country farmer. The farmer is 

portrayed as a salt of the earth character, the strong silent type. He is wearing an oilskin 

jacket, gumboots, and an old leather hat. His personality is portrayed as something 

constant, stable, rooted in the land, enduring (Gee and Jackson, 2011). 

 

The Southern man advertising campaign builds on the construct of the New Zealand male 
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as a stoic, man alone figure, one who provided for his family but was emotionally 

removed from them. Traditional New Zealand male folk heroes have been “the black-

singleted farmer, the soldier, the All Black, the hunter, the blue-collar worker: the 

Uphams and Crump’s and Meads and Footrots of the heartland” (Hume, 2009, p. 1). This 

ideal of the New Zealand male has been strongly influenced by 19th century depictions of 

Pākehā settlers (Hume, 2009). It is a depiction that upheld notions of Pākehā New 

Zealand men as hardy, self-sufficient pioneers (Gee and Jackson, 2011). It is an ideal that  

I argue has upheld a very anthropocentric relationship with the land; of the land as a 

resource to be exploited and developed; of the land as a resource to be managed for 

economic growth, tamed, improved.  

 

 

The Ecological Transformation of New Zealand 

 

This view of the land as a resource to be exploited is one that is ingrained with the 

environmental history of New Zealand. In a Te Ao Māori worldview, this mindset of the 

land as a resource to be exploited was tempered with a belief that the land was also as a 

living being, Papatūānuku, as the Earth Mother, as a nurturing female entity. Despite this 

reverence for the earth as a living being, Pawson and Brooking (2002), state that  pre 

European Māori were also directly involved in the loss of 50 per cent of both the primeval 

forest and bird species, stating that Māori operated as “optimal foragers, exploiting 

natural commodities in ways that expended the least effort for the greatest 

return…without consideration for distant communities or the sustainability of any 

particular resource (ibid, p. 20). Resources, such as Moa disappeared relatively quickly in 

Aoteraoa; coastal populations hunted to extinction by the 14th century, the more remote, 

interior moa species by the 16th century. Coastal seal populations were also decimated, in 

the North Island, by the 16th century the seal population range had reduced from 

Northland to Cook Strait. Human induced fire, used by Māori to clear land for 

horticulture, to hunt Moa and to facilitate easier travel. was another cause of major 

ecological transformation. Native forest in the eastern South Island were virtually 

eliminated in pre-European times (Pawson and Brooking, 2002). Alongside human 

induced environmental transformation, mammals bought to Aotearoa by Māori included 
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the Pacific Island rat/kiore and dog/kuri led to further ecological transformation. The 

damage the rats inflicted is described like a grey tide moving through the land, 

decimating  smaller bird species, such as snipe and wrens (Pawson and Brooking, 

2002).The dogs, introduced by  Māori targeted the many flightless bird species, birds that 

evolved for millennia, without mammalian predators.  The physical landscape was altered 

by Māori, but this transformation was to dramatically increase with the colonisation of 

New Zealand/ Aotearoa by Europeans, firstly whalers and sealers, then with settlers. 

With the Europeans came new ideas of individual land ownership, new visions of 

transforming what was termed as native wasteland into productive pasture.  The 

Europeans bought more rats, larger, more aggressive rat species, the ship rat and the 

Norway rat, the decimation of the native birds continued, exacerbated by the 

introduction of weasels, stoats, ferrets and possums. Goats were also introduced, pigs, 

deer, cats, sheep and cattle. The European settlers continued the burning of forest, in 

contrast to Māori the forest was not burned for hunting purpose, or to ease travel, but 

“…for personal ends- the accumulation of profit, the establishment of home and family… 

it lay squarely within the prevailing discourse of progress and improvement” (Pawson and 

Brooking, 2002, p. 106). The hundred years following 1840 saw New Zealand change from 

mostly rainforest to mostly grass. 

 

 This desire to acquire more land bought conflict between Māori and Pakeha. Different 

ideas about land ownership both between Māori and Pakeha and also between members 

of Māori tribes, created resistance and ultimately led to the start of the infamous New 

Zealand wars, lasting from 1845 to 1872 (Belich,1986). The New Zealand wars were a 

series of encounters between the Colonial government and allied Māori on one side and 

Māori and allied settlers on the other. The Māori won many battles, but from the 1860s 

onwards British troops began arriving in much greater numbers (Belich, 1986). The British 

forces consisted of professional soldiers, soldiers that were supported by an economic 

system that was propped up by wealth generated from the colonisation  and plunder of 

the commonwealth. This economic advantage enabled the British troops to stay in the 

field much longer than the Māori warriors, warriors who also needed to  help in the  

production of food, for sustenance and for trade. The ultimate outcome of the New 

Zealand wars was land loss for Māori including widescale land confiscation, large areas of 
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land were confiscated from both loyal and rebel Māori tribes, enforced under the New 

Zealand Settlements Act in 1863 (Belich, 1986). The confiscation of land would have a 

long and lasting impact on the economic development of the affected tribes. Alienation 

from the land confiscated and sold would have long lasting social implications for Māori. 

For many of the Māori, the tangata whenua, the people of the land, this loss of land also 

meant a loss of identity. The land to Māori was more than just a physical environment, of 

hills and rivers, the land was sacred. From the end of the New Zealand wars, New Zealand 

became enmeshed in a capitalistic economy, land was transformed to pasture, fulfilling a 

vision of creating New Zealand into the farm of Britain, specialising in the production of 

wool and dairy products. The dairy industry, created by European settlers would, over the 

next 150 years morph into industrial style farms, with New Zealand becoming the top 

exporter of dairy products in the world. Land would also be transformed into cities and 

towns, urbanisation would take over many of the fertile coastal plains, land would be 

dissected into agricultural and horticultural, parcels of land would be designated as 

National parks and Wilderness areas.  

 

The physical landscape of New Zealand/Aotearoa tells is a story, a story that has been 

profoundly shaped by human action. From the moment Māori arrived in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand there has been widescale ecological transformation, from a land dominated by 

birds and ancient forests, to a modern capitalistic society that utilises land for monetary 

gain. The statement by Pawson and Brooking (2002, p. 283) that New Zealanders today 

operate: “nationally and internationally as a biosphere of people, acting out a modernist 

definition of development as a form of limitless production and consumption without 

rational consideration of genuine physical limits to such behaviour or moral concerns 

about its’s social and environmental impacts”, rings true. One only has to look at the 

transformation of rivers in New Zealand to support this hypothesis, about the disregard 

of the social and environmental impacts of economic development. To Māori rivers have 

always had a mana [power and presence], had a wairua [spirit] and mauri [lifeforce] 

(Knight, 2016), they are living beings. Rivers were treasured by Māori as places to gather 

food and also as the dwelling places of supernatural beings. In contrast, rivers since 

European colonisation have largely been utilised as drains for mining, to divert sewage 

from industrial dairy farms and from towns and cities. Rivers have been dammed to 
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generate power and to irrigate farmland. This utilitarian view of the land as something to 

own, as a resource to be used in the pursuit of endless economic growth is ever present 

and “ could only be based on a science of economics that was reduced to abstract 

rationalistic calculations that denied the reality and reverence of the natural world” 

(Pawson and Brooking, 2002, p. 283).However the  way New Zealanders engage with the 

land is not black and white, there is a lot of grey, not all Europeans view the land as only 

an economic resource to be exploited, many New Zealand Europeans were the first to 

protest and ultimately protect  the damming of lakes such as Manapouri in the 1960’s, 

the beginning of the New Zealand environmental movement.  Not all Māori treat rivers as 

sacred living beings, that have mana, the South Island tribe Ngai Tahu for example is one 

of the largest owners of dairy cows on the East Coast of the South Island, an industry 

renowned for polluting rivers with effluent and run off from urea fertilisers. King ( 1990, 

p. 235-236)  writes that “it is simply not valid to make sweeping judgements that identify 

Pakeha as rapacious exploiters of natural resources and Māori as kaitiaki committed to 

protecting them…In recent years, for example, it is Pakeha who have taken the lead to 

protect endangered bird species when some Māori, on the ground of cultural harvest 

have claimed the right to hunt them to extinction”. King continues that   there are those 

who “look back on pre-European Māori life as if it were a dreamtime of aroha and 

harmony…the truth is that we all have skeletons-evidence of unpleasant past realities” 

(ibid, p. 237). King does not aim to put one cultures conservation ideals above another, or  

imply that one culture is more connected to nature and the land than another, instead he 

aims to highlight that “many of the  former stereotypes that many of us held about our 

respective cultures are no longer valid…in the New Zealand context as elsewhere, no race 

or culture has a monopoly on virtue or on vice”(ibid, p. 236).  

 

 

Modern day New Zealand society is one fully enmeshed in global capitalism , an ideology 

that downplays the multi-layered and important spiritual components of the land, an 

ideology that  disenfranchises many people from the land, that privatises the land, that 

promotes mass consumerism, that creates inequality, that  positions humans as merely  

producers and consumers. The challenge for the future is how we can create more 

sustainable livelihoods, how we can make money more humanly, by treating the land and 
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people with kindness and with respect. There needs to be a change of consciousness on 

how we treat the land, how we treat each other. Where does yoga fit into all of this? Are 

there ways a mindful yoga practice might deepen our connection to self, others and the 

land? “Man talks of a battle with nature, forgetting that if he won the battle he would be 

on the losing side” (Schumacher, 1973). What I believe is needed are new ways of co-

existing with the land, a new eco consciousness, perhaps the deep ecology movement 

has some solutions? 

 

Introducing Deep Ecology 

 

Deep ecology is an environmental philosophy that promotes ecological consciousness 

and the inherent value of all of life (Session, 1995, Naess, 2005). The term deep ecology 

was first coined by Naess (1973) who argued that only a deep transformation of modern 

society could prevent ecological collapse. Naess offered an alternative to the one-sided 

technological approaches in dealing with environmental problems, an attitude he termed 

shallow ecology, an approach that he believed only viewed environmental preservation 

to the extent that it meets human interests. The philosophical roots of deep ecology 

centre around ecocentrism and social criticism and draws inspiration from a range of 

philosophers including Spinoza, Muir, Huxley and Thoreau ( Sessions, 1995). Deep 

ecology also draws inspiration from ecologists such as  Carson (1962), author of The Silent 

Spring,  one of the first ecologists to not only  openly critique  the indiscriminate use of 

pesticides, insecticides and artificial fertilisers but to also critique an anthropocentric 

view of the world,  the belief of man’s superiority over nature and linking how this belief 

was one of the root causes of environmental degradation. Further inspiration for 

contemporary deep ecology comes from the ecocentric beliefs of many indigenous 

cultures and also from the philosophical beliefs of religious movements like Taoism and 

Zen Buddhism and from ecothelogians  such as Saint Francis of Assis and Thomas Berry 

(Sessions, 1995). The deep ecology movement borrows from a diverse array of thinkers, it 

is a movement that seeks to restore and maintain balance and harmony between 

individual, community and nature (Devall & Sessions, 1985). Deep ecology “… is a process 

of ever deeper questions of ourselves, the assumptions of the dominant world view in 

our culture, and the meaning and truth of reality” (Devall & Sessions, 1985, p. 8). Naess 
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(2005, p.4) outlined eight principles that guide in contemporary deep ecology movement, 

these are:  

 

1. Inherent value 

The well-being and flourishing of human and nonhuman Life on Earth have value in 

themselves These values are independent of the usefulness of the nonhuman world for 

human purposes.  

2. Diversity 

Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of these values and are 

also values in themselves.  

3. Vital Needs. Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except to 

satisfy vital needs.  

4. Population 

The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantial decrease of 

the human population. The flourishing of nonhuman life requires such a decrease.  

5. Human Interference 

The present human interference with the nonhuman world is excessive, and the situation 

is rapidly worsening.  

6. Policy Change 

Policies must therefore be changed. These policies affect basic economic, technological, 

and ideological structures. The resulting state of affairs will be deeply different from the 

present.  
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7. Quality of Life 

The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in situations of 

inherent value) rather than adhering to an increasingly higher standard of living. There 

will be a profound awareness of the difference between big and great.  

8. Obligation of Action 

Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation directly or indirectly to 

try to implement the necessary changes. 

Deep ecology, as outlined in these eight principles intersects into fields of social and 

environmental activism, into philosophy, into psychology and sociology (Sessions, 1995). 

According to ecotheolgian Thomas Berry, the deep ecology movement represents a 

major religious/philosophical paradigm shift, from anthropocentric to bio/ecocentric. It is 

a movement that openly critiques global industries, industries that Berry believes are  

responsible for the magnitude and severity of the ecological crisis, “Industrial 

entrepreneurs have promoted an economic/technological/consumerist wonderland, 

whereas in reality they are creating a waste world for both humans and the rest of 

nature” (Berry in  Sessions & Devall, 1985, p.xx ). Deep ecology promotes that humans 

should strive to live within ecological limits, that humans should live simply (Devall & 

Sessions, 1985). In the words of Seed in (Devall & Sessions, 1985, p. 243). deep ecology 

rejects that humans are” the crown of creation, the source of all value, the measure of all 

things” Instead deep ecologists’ step humbly into the world, realising they are part of the 

whole. When this happens, Seed believes that:  

 

…alienation subsides. The human is no longer an outsider, apart. Your 

humanness is then recognised as being merely the most recent stage of your 

existence…you start to get in touch of yourself as mammal, as vertebrae, as a 

species, only recently emerged from the rain forest. As the fog of amnesia 
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disperse, there is a transformation in your relationship to other species, and in 

your commitment to them (ibid, p.243). 

 

 Deep ecology is about cultivating a consciousness of belonging, it is about realising that 

when you protect something like a rainforest, or help protect an endangered species, 

that you are really protecting a part of yourself. Deep ecology is living with the realistaion 

that we are nature, not superior, not master, but part of nature.  It is a movement that 

believes that the solution to the environmental crisis can be found with a radical shift in 

human consciousness. I am reminded of the words of New Zealand’s first 

Rastafarian/dreadlocked member of parliament, ex Green MP Nandor Tanczos, who in 

2020 (p.1) said: 

 

It is increasingly obvious that humans are at a crisis point. We have created a 

civilisation that is in fundamental conflict with the natural world. Our great 

environmental challenges, including climate change, water degradation, soil loss 

and mass extinction of species are all symptoms of this. The global economy, 

with its imperative for endless cumulative growth, is reaching the ecological 

boundaries of our planet. If we want to have a future where humans can thrive, 

we need to transform. We need to redesign our way of life to become deeply 

sustainable, creatively resilient and intrinsically regenerative. 

 

How might a country such as New Zealand, a country that has seen drastic ecological 

transformation and environmental degregation move towards a more holistic 

understanding of the place of the self in the world? How might dominant Western and 

coloniser narratives around the separation of self and nature be transformed? I argue 

that advertising campaigns such as the Speights southern man campaign do little to 
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promote such a shift in consciousness and instead act to reinforce outdated stereotypes, 

both in how New Zealand men perform their masculinity and  to men’s relationship with 

nature The Speight’s campaign does little to promote an ideal of the New Zealand man as 

a man willing to change with the times, of a man who is flexible, understanding, and 

empathic. It perpetuates a myth of New Zealand men as being hard, emotionless and 

rugged (Phillips, 1987). It also subtly reinforces the ideal Southern man as a Pākehā; 

Māori and Chinese men, men that also have strong historical connections to the 

landscape of the South Island are excluded from this advertising campaign. 

 

The Speights campaign highlights the power of the media as a way to indoctrinate social 

norms and to also reinforce hegemonic masculinities. Marx (1983, p. 287) observed that 

men “make their own history, but not under conditions that they have chosen for 

themselves; rather on terms immediately existing, given and handed down to them”. 

Hegemonic masculinities according to Kaufman (1987) are constantly constructed and 

renegotiated within the social structure of that society. A focus of this thesis is to 

investigate how some New Zealand men step beyond the power of the dominant forms 

of masculinity to find their own path with yoga. There is a lack of academic inquiry into 

the lived experiences of New Zealand men that engage with emerging forms of 

masculinity, of resistant and alternative forms of masculinity (McKenzie, 2017). Part of 

this PhD is to fill this gap in the academic literature, to describe how some men step 

beyond hegemonic masculinities of their time, to discover a new path in life, informed by 

yoga. Making sense of masculinity, of what it means to be a man in New Zealand has 

required me to do some deep soul searching. It has allowed space to question the 

masculine traits I have had role modeled in my life. It triggered a deep introspective 

evalauation of how my Gradfather performed his masculinity, far from the traits of  the 

“new man…a more communicative and gentle masculinity”(Hokowhitu, 2007, p. 67), my 

Gradfather was more of an old school type of New Zealand man,  a man that conformed 

to many of the social norms expected of a man born in 1920. This is Charlie’s story as told 

by one of his six grandchildren, me, Stephen.  

 

Charlie Parker 
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Charlie Parker was a farmer from the backblocks of Taranaki; a right-wing voter, a loyal 

supporter of the National party leader Rob Muldoon. As a child my impressions of my 

grandad were of a cheeky, opinionated man, a man who you dare not cross. He was 

somewhat domineering and controlling, prone to losing his temper. As a child I 

remember playing draughts with him. I was doing really well when all of a sudden 

grandad did a move that set himself up to jump all of my pieces “Never ever try to beat 

me!” he said. I will never forget the look on my Mothers face at that moment, complete 

shock, horror, and revulsion. I ran out and cried. Grandad laughed. 

 

Grandad had an overbearing presence. He was always right. He seemed to embody many 

of the social norms expected of a Pākehā man born in the 1920s in New Zealand. He 

excelled on the rugby pitch, as a youth he played the curtain raiser for an All Blacks game 

in Wellington. He was a farmer; he also drank copious amounts of homebrew and 

smoked a packet of cigarettes a day. He embodied many of the ideals depicted in the 

Southern man campaign, a beer drinker, a man that lived a lot of his life rurally. He did his 

duty for his country and served in World War Two. Orna Sasson- Levy (2002, p. 124) 

suggests that ‘masculinity sacrifice’ is a core value of citizenship and that death in the 

battlefield is the “pinnacle of achievement represented by the male combat solider”. Of 

his four brothers, three went to war and miraculously all managed to return home alive. 

On Grandad’s return to New Zealand, there were no counselling sessions to help soldiers 

rehabilitate back into civilian life; instead he took things into his own hands and 

disappeared into the bush with one of his mates for a three-day drinking binge. The 

emotional trauma of the war was supposedly buried, blurred and temporarily healed by 

the booze. After the war Grandad qualified for rehabilitation assistance and trained as a 

farmer. He was offered a farm, an isolated hill block in between Whangamomoana and 

Strathmore in Eastern Taranaki, 129 acres of land comprising of some of flattest country 

in the area. In reality this meant that his farm was at the bottom of a valley and acted as 

a sink for the surrounding hill country and the farm was constantly flooding. It was tough 

country to farm; a place where the 19th century ideal of the New Zealand Pākehā pioneer 

was put to the test. Grandad did his best to rise to the challenge, to break in the land. He 

milked 60 cows a day and also grazed sheep, he did his best to provide for his family in 

this isolated valley. Eventually dermatitis, the result of the wet climate and day after day 
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of milking became unbearable and he took a job as a farm valuer in town, in New 

Plymouth. 

 

In retirement, Grandad went on to become the president of the Taranaki Bowling 

Association and the RSA, The Returned Serviceman’s Association. The RSA clubroom 

became his second home. At 5.30pm every day, after a home cooked meal, cooked by 

Grandma, he would disappear to the bowling club to drink with his mates. The New 

Zealand Pub according to Hugh Campbell (2000), is a place where the power of 

masculinity is acted out, where “men’s power in the community is defended and 

continually legitimized” (Cloke, 2005, p. 44). The competitive banter (Cloke, 2000) that 

occurs at the pub has been defined by Campbell (2000) as conversational cockfighting. 

My grandad was an expert in conversational cockfighting, his cockfighting extended 

beyond the pub and he became a regular contributor to the letters to the editor page of 

the New Plymouth Daily Mail. His letters supported right winged politics, growth 

economics, and the large expensive infrastructure projects of the Muldoon government, 

dams to generate electricity, gas to gasoline plants in Taranaki. 

Granddad also fully embraced the ideal that a woman’s place was in the home. Grandma 

was expected to do all the domestic duties. Charlie Parker very rarely cooked; the only 

exception was a BBQ, for some reason this was different. 

 

I remember a story from my childhood of Grandad picking up a hitchhiker in New 

Plymouth in the 1960s. When my Grandad asked the hitchhiker what he did for a ‘crust’ 

and the reply was a househusband, he stopped the car and told him to get out. In a way 

Grandad embodied the hegemonic masculinity of his time, an ideology dominated by 

conservative white middle class males, of men that enjoyed rugby, racing and beer 

(Phillips, 1987). A masculinity that believed that, their mountain Mt Egmont, should 

definitely not be called Mt Taranaki, that soccer was for poofters and there is no way that 

being gay should be legal. Grandad never, ever came and watched me play soccer as a 

child, despite the fact he lived 100 meters from the pitch. He never congratulated me for 

being selected for the Taranaki representative soccer and cricket team, or that we won 

the nationals for soccer. Real men, according to Charlie, certainly did not watch soccer, 

let alone encourage their grandchildren to play the game! He supported the Springbok 



84  

 84 

tour of New Zealand in 1981; he believed politics and sport should not be mixed. His idea 

of what it meant to be a man, to me personally is stifling and claustrophobic. It is a form 

of masculinity that I see as very narrow and confined. It was a New Zealand masculinity 

that was forcibly challenged in the 1980s with the rise of feminism, of the anti-apartheid 

protests and of the gay rights movement. What grandad’s idea of what it meant to ‘be a 

man’ is in no way representative of what masculinity meant for all New Zealand men 

born in the 1920’s, but is likely more mainstream than I would wish! My aim here is to 

provide a snapshot into my experiences of my granddad and how he performed his 

masculinity. 

 

What it means to be a man changes and what it is to be a man in New Zealand means 

different things to different people. However, there does appear to be an undeniable 

hegemonic masculinity within New Zealand. I am interested if some of the anachronistic 

forms of masculinity that are perpetuated in advertising campaigns such as the Speight’s 

Southern man advertisement prevent men from trying yoga. Do these hegemonic 

masculinities confine some New Zealand men to a certain type of socially accepted 

behaviour? Is yoga beyond the scope of what is acceptable? If not, what has changed 

since my Grandad’s day? Thomson (2000) suggests New Zealand men are facing an 

identity crisis brought on by changes of an emerging global culture and of globalization. 

 

I believe that the hegemonic masculinities that guided my grandad did little to foster men 

who were available to always make positive contributions to their families and 

communities (Thorpe Jr, Griffith, Gilbert, Elder, & Bruce, 2016). This can be illustrated in 

the drinking habits of my grandad, of his disappearance every day at 5.30pm to the RSA. 

It is a hegemony that normalised excessive alcohol consumption; a tradition fostered by 

the infamous 6 o’ clock swill, the daily drinking binge from 5pm to 6pm before the pubs 

had to close. In New Zealand today, the pub is still promoted as a place to drink with your 

mates, a husband collection point according to the latest Tui Beer billboard outside the 

Kensington Pub in Dunedin. Worth, Paris and Allen (2002, p. 14) argue that the effects of 

a culture of excessive drinking and a quest to embody mythical ideals such as those 

proposed by the Southern man campaign have definite health and social costs for New 

Zealand men. These consequences are “poor levels of health, high rates of imprisonment, 
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domestic violence, suicide and divorce. Undercutting the grim statistics measuring these 

social problems is a reluctance to let go of an unrealistic, out of date nostalgic ideal of 

masculinity that is peculiar to New Zealand.”. New Zealand men also suffer from high 

rates of depression and feelings of anxiety (Walker, 2012). Men also at greater risk for a 

range of health problems, physical health problems and mental health problems. Men 

are 3.5 times more likely to die of suicide than women, life expectancy rates are 4.9 years 

lower than women and men die from heart disease and cancer at rates 50% and 80% 

higher than women (Walker, 2012) Presently, much research on masculinity and men’s 

health draws on a deficit based approach:  

 

 whereby men are pathologised or masculinity is framed as inherently 

problematic or toxic. Moving forward, it is important to recognise and leverage 

the fact that many men take care of their individual health and wellbeing 

(Levtov,,van der Gaag, Greene, Kaufman, Barker, 2015). 

 

 In this thesis I share insights into the lives of New Zealand men that challenge hegemonic 

masculinity, a form of masculinity that according to Barker (2019) is marked “ by stoicism, 

competitiveness,  dominance and aggression”. This thesis offers insights in alternative 

ways New Zealand men perform their masculinity, by practicing yoga and embracing 

yogic principles. 

 

 

Today in New Zealand there seems to be more acceptance and more space for New 

Zealand men to explore and embody other ways of being in the world, to embrace forms 

of masculinity that were previously frowned upon by men like my grandad.  

Many men are now becoming more mindful of healthy lifestyle options, of the 

importance of exercise, nutrition and sleep (Lee and Sibley,2019). Many men are now 

performing roles traditionally seen as the domain of women, such as househusbands, as 
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nurses, even playing netball (Tagg, 2008). Men have become more open about exhibiting 

their homosexuality, although according to Brickell (2000) and supported by Valentine 

(1993) it is still seen as an invasion into a public space, a space that in New Zealand is still 

predominately a heterosexual space. On the rugby field, a space where hegemonic 

masculinities such as aggression and strength are displayed, former All Blacks such as 

Ma'a Nonu challenge the foundations of what it is to be a rugby player by wearing make-

up and eyeliner. New Zealand men have embraced wearing Lycra when ski racing, when 

riding bikes. The wearing of Lycra, under any circumstance, is something Charlie Parker 

would never do. It is something I still cringe at too! There are now a variety of ways 

masculinity is performed in New Zealand. New Zealand men seem to be embracing what 

Willis (2005, p. 102) calls the “changing performance of masculinity”. The rigid hegemonic 

masculinities that my grandad grew up with have somewhat softened, New Zealand as a 

whole has become more culturally diverse, the result of globalisation, of population 

growth, of immigration (Johnston, Gendall, Trlin, & Spoonley, 2010).The idea of the 

stereotypical ‘kiwi bloke’ as one who embraces rugby, racing and beer, of a man that is 

the sole bread winner, who conceals his emotions, who is emotional detached from his 

children is not as pronounced as they once were, but there is no denying these ideals still 

exist, especially in more conservative rural areas (Shucksmith & Brown, 2016). 

Masculinities are complex, full of contradictions (Connell, 1995). Masculinities are open 

to change, “Men are not born with masculinity as part of their genetic make-up: rather it 

is something into which they are acculturated, and which is composed of social codes of 

behaviour which they learn to reproduce in socially appropriate ways. (Beynon, 2002, p. 

2). 

 

This section has explored masculinities in New Zealand, it has highlighted some of the 

social conditioning that limits the way New Zealand men have historical performed 

masculinity. It has explored the consequences of hegemonic masculinity and the 

implications this has on New Zealand men’s health. One of the aims of this thesis is to 

highlight how yoga, embodied as a holistic lifestyle, empowers some men to challenge 

hegemonic constructs of masculinity in New Zealand. It aims to explore what yoga brings 

to the lives of New Zealand male yoga teachers. The participants’ vignettes will share 

further details into this. But more clarity is needed about the term yoga, about what yoga 



87  

 87 

is, about how an ancient spiritual practice from the Indian sub-continent has become 

intertwined with the lives of men living on a recently colonised island in the depths of the 

South Pacific Ocean. So what is yoga? 

 

What is Yoga? 

 

The purpose of this section is twofold. Firstly I wish to give a broad overview of yoga, to 

trace its evolution from a spiritual practice based on meditation and the goal of uniting 

with Brahman, the supreme being (Mueller, 1897), to a multibillion dollar industry 

intertwined with new individualism, global capitalism and the rise of the neo liberal yogi 

(Gorej, 2016, White, 2012). Within this section I also include a brief autoethnographic 

reflection, around an essay I wrote in 2002, while attending a two- month yoga teacher-

training course in Bali. The essay explores my personal understandings of the yamas and 

niyamas from the Yogasutras of Patanjali complied around 250CE. Secondly, I would like 

to include a literature review around modern yoga. This will include work from De 

Michelis (2005) seminal text, A history of modern yoga. I also explore the work of 

Singleton (2010, 2013, 2015), a yoga studies academic who trace the origins of modern 

yoga back to influential gurus such as Vivekananda and also to the physical culture 

movement of the late nineteenth century. I will introduce the work of Jain (2014) who 

investigates the rise of yoga in the context of late twenty-century consumer culture. I 

conclude by exploring why more women practice yoga in western countries, in contrast 

to ancient and modern day India, where the practice of yoga was and still is dominated 

by men (Nagla, 2006). 

 

The field of yoga studies is growing rapidly. Academics such as Mallinson and Singleton 

(2017), Newcombe (2019) and Wildcroft (2019) are part of a growing movement of 

scholars exploring the history and philosophy of physical yoga and contemporary yoga 

practice. Translating ancient Sanskrit texts, exploring the relationship between yoga, 

health, healing and religion. Exploring the evolution of modern yoga as it moves beyond 

traditional yoga lineages. The study of yoga is vast; there are many forms of yoga, many 

traditions of yoga (Mallinson and Singleton, 2017). So let’s begin. 
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A Journey to the Roots of Yoga 

 

The origins of yoga, according to Mircea Eliade (1969) can be traced back to the Indus 

Valley, in North-western India. There are suggestions that evidence of early yogic practice 

can be found in the form of a soapstone seal that features the Vedic God  

 

Rudra, an early form of Shiva, in a yoga pose (Singh, 2008). The soapstone seal depicts a 

carved figure, its arms are resting on its knees, feet are turned inward. The being appears 

to radiate a sense of calm. The figure is crowned with the horns of a bull; the three horns 

are similar in shape to Shiva’s infamous trident. There are many symbols present in this 

image. The three points of Shiva’s trident have deeper symbolic meaning, as the balance 

between the forces of creation, preservation and destruction (Frawley, 2016). The symbol 

of the trident also has a deeper meaning; representing the three gunas of Vedic 

philosophy, of rajas, tamas and sattva (Frawley, 2016). The animals that surround Shiva 

could be interpreted as thoughts; distractions that must be overcome as the figure moves 

inward towards a meditational state. The animals may also have a more pragmatic 

representation and correspond to the fact that Shiva has long been regarded as the first 

yogi, and also the Lord of the Animals (Storl, 2004). There are alternative interpretations 

to the identity of the figure. Srinivasan (1975) believes there is no conclusive evidence 

that the seal depicts someone in a yoga pose. 

 

I have included a picture of Pashupati seal next to the image of Krishnamacharya often 

referred to as the Father of Modern Yoga (Kranso, 2015). Krishnamacharya sits in a yoga 

posture that would now be called Mulabandasana, his legs are positioned close to the 

body, both heals touching, stomach drawn in. Anthropologist Mircea Eliade (1969, p. 335) 

states that “the Pashuapati seal is the earliest representation of a yogin”. This would take 

the first representation of yoga back to 2500BCE (Singleton, 2010). 
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The Vedas 

The first written references to yoga are found in the Rig Veda, the original spiritual 

teachings of India and also the oldest Sanskrit text (Kranso, 2015). The Rig Veda has a 

disputed date of 3000BCE (Krasno, 2015). The composition of the Rig Veda is said to have 

occurred at a time in Indian history that was blessed with “an abundance of thinkers, 

philosophers and adepts, whose discoveries were treated as revealed knowledge” 

(Tigunait, 2015, p. 3). The knowledge pertained in the Rig Veda is said to have been 

shared by “Himalayan Seers or Rishis” (Frawley, 2004, p. 5), it describes the Seers and 

Rishis experiences of divine truth. Their experiences are shared poetically, often in the 

form of mantra, a type of hymn. These sacred utterings were transcribed to become the 

Rig Veda. Within the Rig Veda we find a number of verses that describe yoga as a practice 

of controlling the mind (Frawley, 2015). One of the most relevant verses is; Yunjante 

mana uta yunjante dhiyo, vipra viprasya brhato vipascitah (Rig Veda,V80.1 in Frawley, 

1989, p. 317), Frawley translates this as “Sages of the great illuminated, yogically control 

their minds and their intellect”. 

 

The Rig Veda begins the first of its 1028 hymns with reverence to agni, which could be 

seen as a reverence to fire, to the fire of creation, to light, to the sun. According to 

Figure 7: The Pashupati Seal. 

Source. National Museum New 

Delhi, 

www.nationalmuseumindia.gov.inl 

Figure 6: Krishnamacharya. Source 

www.elevatedretreat.com 
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Frawley (1999), one of the most respected modern Vedic scholars, the Rig Veda begins 

with reverence to agni, highlighting “the Vedic ritual of yajana, or fire sacrifice, which 

mirrors the process of cosmic creation. Inwardly it is a yoga practice of balancing agni and 

soma (fire and water), the perceiver and the perceived within us. This reintegration of the 

Creator and creation, or God and soul, is the foundation of yoga” (Frawley, 1999, p. 310). 

Reverence and worship to the sun is a foundational theme within the Rig Veda. “The sun 

is a grand symbol with a great mythology; it has a profound spiritual meaning. It is the 

image, the face of truth itself” (Frawley, 1989, p.80).  Frawley (2016) expands this 

principle of reverence to light to include fire (agni), lightening (indra-Vayu), water and 

moon (Soma). These three, with the addition of the sun, make up the four great Devatas 

(principles of light) within the Vedas. Symbolically agni represents the power of speech, 

mantra and the Divine word. Soma is the power of the mind, meditation and Divine bliss. 

Indra is the power of perception, discrimination and direct realization of the higher Self. 

Surya is the supreme light of the Self and the power of life on all levels. Yet each of these 

forms of light has its corresponding forms of energy as fire energy, lunar energy, solar 

energy and electrical energy (Frawley, 2016, p. 10). 

 

Frawley’s interpretation of yoga in the Vedas puts an emphasis on yoga as a sacred fire 

ritual. This could be interpreted as a form of earth-based spirituality (Taylor, 2010). It was 

a form of spirituality that symbolically worshipped the light of the sun, of lightening, of 

fire and of the moon. It was a practice that encouraged reverence to nature while also 

promoting self-realisation and non-dualism (Frawley, 2004). 

 

Within the Kesin Hymn of the Rig Veda (RV 10 36) there are vivid descriptions of muni. 

The muni are described as longhaired, dreadlocked, wandering ascetics, those that 

choose a life of renunciation “who possess extraordinary powers and deep spiritual 

experiences. The word muni is derived from the root man, which means to think, to muse 

to, contemplate and to meditate” (Werner, 2005, p. 34). On my personal travels to India 

over the last twenty years I have seen and spent time with a wide variety of these 

wandering holy men and women, those that are dedicated to achieving moksha or 

liberation in this lifetime (Hartsuiker, 2014). I remember seeing them in the most bizarre 

places, wandering alone, beside isolated roads high in the Himalaya. They were often 
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clothed in saffron robes, clutching their few possessions, a Shiva trident and a pot. I 

remember seeing one peacefully meditating at the edge of the lake Dodal Tal, the 

mythical birthplace of Ganesh. I saw groups of them, some naked, covered in ash 

smoking hash on the banks of the Ganges, another joined us on a walk to the source of 

the Ganges River, high in the Himalaya. They appeared to me to exist in a type of 

transcendent reality, they were in this world but also beyond this world, they had left 

behind the comforts of the material world, searching for some deeper type of truth. 

 

What yoga is in the Vedas is not clearly described; the hymns within the Rig Veda can be 

interpreted in a variety of ways. Professor of Comparative Religion from the University of 

California, Gordon White, describes that within the Vedas the word yoga is originally 

more aligned with notions of yoking, or tying a bullock to a war chariot, he states that 

yoga was interlinked with war, with battle. “The Vedic reading of yoga as one’s war 

chariot or rig came to be incorporated into the warrior ideology of ancient India” (White, 

2012, p. 3). White (2012, p. 4) also states: Warriors were not the sole individuals of the 

Vedic age to have chariots called ‘yogas’ The gods, too, were said to shuttle across 

heaven and between earth and heaven on yogas. Furthermore, the Vedic priests who 

sang the Vedic hymns related their practice to the yoga of the warrior aristocracy who 

were their patrons. In their hymns, they describe themselves as “yoking” their minds to 

poetic inspiration and so journeying—if only with their mind’s eye or cognitive 

apparatus—across the metaphorical distance that separated the world of the gods from 

the words of their hymns. 

 

 

This description by White perhaps shows how the word yoga in the Vedas could be 

interpreted in a variety of ways, from the meta-physical to the more mundane. I will now 

move on to the Upanishads where descriptions of yoga become a bit clearer, more 

prescribed. 

 

The Upanishads 

The Upanishads are a collection of sacred verses from India with an estimated date 

between 600-300BCE (Krasno, 2015). According to Easwarn (2007) the Upanishads “form 
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snapshots of towering peaks of consciousness taken at various times by different 

observers and dispatched with just the barest kind of explanation. (Easwaran, 2007). 

Similar to the Vedas, much of the text in the Upanishads is written symbolically and 

poetically. One of the most renowned verses and one that is often quoted in modern 

yoga practices is from the Chandogya Upanishad. Tat twam asi, translated in Kranso 

(2015, p. 36) as “Thou art That, Union between the individual soul (Atman) and the 

Infinite (Brahman)”. This concept of unification with Brahman, described as Sat-cit-anada 

as, being-consciousness-bliss (Fitzgerald, 2002), appears to be the underlying theme of 

the Upanishads (Frawley, 1999, 2004). 

 

The Upanishads promote the idea of non-dualism (Loy, 2012) that Brahman exists 

everywhere, in humans, in trees, in mountains, inside every living being. It proposes that 

all beings are connected and the goal of this life is to find liberation. Within the 

Upanishads there are many verses that discuss yoga. An example of this is found in what 

Getta Iyengar (1998) terms The Amritanadaopanisad and what Singleton (2010) terms 

the Maitri Upanishad. This Upanishad with its various names introduces six limbs of yoga. 

These six limbs according to Iyengar (1998, p. 15) are prataharastatha, dhyanam, 

pranayamo’tha, dharana tarkascaiva, samadhisca, sadango yoga ucyate. These six limbs 

of yoga can be translated as discipline of the senses, meditation, breath control, 

concentration, logic and self realisation. Singleton (2010, p. 26) states that the six fold 

path that is found in the Maitri Upanishad includes pranayama (breath control), 

pratyahara (control of the senses), dharana (concentration), dhyana (meditation), tarka 

(philosophical inquiry) and Samadhi (absorption in the experience of supreme 

consciousness). 

 

Further references to yoga in the Upanishads can be found in the Katha Upanishad (third 

century BCE) chapter one; section one. Here yoga is described as the control of senses to 

achieve a supreme state (Iyengar, 1998). Within the Kath Upanishad yoga is also 

described as “a means to leave behind joy and sorrow and overcome death itself” 

(Singleton, 2010, p. 26).  

 

The Svetasvatara Upanishad has more detail on how to practice yoga. It suggests how a 
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yogi should hold their body, fix the mind and practice breath control. “It outlines a 

procedure in which the body is maintained in an upright posture while the mind is 

brought under control by the restraint of the breath” (Singleton, 2010, p. 26). The 

Yogasikhopanisad stresses the importance of a clean body “The body is a temple and the 

Soul therein is like Siva, therefore shed ignorance and worship the body, considering it as 

the abode of God” (Iyengar, 1998, p. 17). 

 

Within the Upanishads the concept of yoga appears to be one based around meditation, 

ritual and philosophical inquiry, it was definitely not the performance of advanced 

physical postures that is associated with much modern yoga today. I am beginning to 

discover that the word yoga seems to be intertwined with a multiplicity of meanings. 

White (2012) suggests that the word yoga has one of the widest ranges of meanings in 

the entire Sanskrit lexicon. The term yoga in both the Vedas and the Upanishads is a word 

cloaked in poetical mystery and imbued with symbolism. I find it difficult to pinpoint 

precisely what yoga was in these times, it seems to be many things, immense, 

multifaceted. Perhaps this is the purpose and meaning of yoga, to invoke feelings of 

wholeness, of non-dualism, of transcendence, of expansion? 

 

Beyond the Upanishads I now move on to the Bhagavad-Gita looking for insights into the 

meanings of yoga. 

 

 

The Bhagavad-Gita (200-400CE) 

 

The Bhagavad-Gita has been referred to by (Easwaran, 2007) as one of the most 

important spiritual scriptures in the world. The scripture describes a philosophical 

dialogue between Krishna, the guru and Arjuna, the seeker. Similar to the Vedas and the 

Upanishads, the Bhagavad-Gita is written in verse, it has been described as an epic poem 

(Prabhavananda and Isherwood, 1951). The poem commences with Arjuna seeking 

Krishna’s counsel on a range of moral and ethical dilemmas. B.K.S Iyengar (2001), one of 

the most well-known proponents of modern yoga considers the sixth chapter of the 

Bhagavad-Gita as the most important authority on yoga. Iyengar (2001, p.1) elegantly 
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paraphrases the essence of the sixth chapter as: 

 

When the restlessness of the mind, intellect and self is stilled through the 

practice of Yoga, the yogi by the grace of the Spirit within himself finds fulfilment. 

Then he knows the joy eternal, which is beyond the pale of the senses, which his 

reason cannot grasp. He abides his reality and moves not there from. He has 

found the treasure above all others. There is nothing higher than this. He, who 

has achieved it, shall not be moved by the greatest sorrow. This is the real 

meaning of Yoga- a deliverance from contact with pain and sorrow 

 

The Bhagavad-Gita lays out four paths of yoga; the first is karma yoga, the yoga of direct 

action. The next is bhakti yoga, the yoga of devotion., followed by Jnana yoga, the yoga of 

wisdom and finally raja yoga, royal yoga (Easwaran, 2007). As I have stressed there are 

many different interpretations of yoga. Mark Singleton (2010), a modern yoga academic, 

asserts that the Bhagavad-Gita describes three paths of yoga as opposed to four. The 

three forms of yoga according to Singleton are karma yoga, bhakti yoga and jnana yoga. 

Raja or royal yoga is not mentioned. Singleton (2010, p.26) describes karma yoga as the 

path of action “in which one gives up the fruits of one’s action but continues to be an 

agent in the world, guided by Krsna himself”.Bhakti yoga is interpreted as “The path of 

devotion, in which ones devotion to Krsna swiftly liberates one from the world of 

suffering, regardless of class” (Singleton, p. 26). The path of jnana yoga is described as 

“the path of knowledge, which liberates through discrimination of the true nature of the 

self and universe” (Singleton, p. 26). 

 

Within the Bhagavad-Gita key concepts of yogic philosophy are developed. Again there is 

no mention of yoga asana/ postures in the Bhagavad-Gita; the focus is meditational, on 

union with Brahman. This is achieved by controlling the mind through abhyasa (study or 

practice) and through cultivating variagya (freedom from desire), (Iyengar, 1966). The 



95  

 95 

next major yoga text I will address is the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. 

 

 

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. 

Patanjali wrote the Yoga Sutras around 250CE (Singleton, 2010), it has been described as 

a seminal Sanskrit text (De Michelis, 2005). Patanjali is often referred to as the founder of 

yoga and was the first to present yoga in a systematic way (Chanchani & Chanchani, 

1995; Iyengar, 1993, 2002; Maehle, 2006; Kranso, 2015). The authenticity of the Yoga 

Sutras as ‘the’ authorised yoga text has been challenged by Singleton (2010, 2008). 

Singleton (2010, p. 26) asserts that although the Yoga Sutras are an important yoga text 

they “may not necessarily be the authoritative source of Indian yogic traditions as is 

commonly supposed”. He suggest the popularity of the Yoga Sutras can be attributed to it 

been translated by Western academics in the mid nineteenth century, primarily to appeal 

to western readers. Johannes Bronkhurst (1981, p. 317) has also argued that the Yoga 

Sutra was “never a basis for an autonomous yoga tradition but rather a complimentary 

system associated with a range of different philosophies”. Despite this, the writings of 

Patanjali have been adopted and presented as the basis of the yoga tradition by modern 

gurus such as Vivekananda and also B.K.S Iyengar (Singleton, 2008). B.K.S Iyengar 

describes the Yoga Sutras as: 

 

The most profound and enlightening study of the human psyche. In them 

Patanjali describes the enigma of human existence. He shows how through yoga 

practice we can transform ourselves, gain mastery over the mind, emotions and 

overcome obstacles to our spiritual evolution (Iyengar, 1993, back cover). 

 

B.K.S Iyengar would begin his yoga asana classes with an invocatory prayer to 

Patanjali: 

 

Let us bow before the noblest of sages, Patanjali, who gave yoga for serenity and 
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sanctity of mind, grammar for clarity and purity of speech and medicine for 

perfection of health. Let us prostrate before Patanjali, an incarnation of Adisesa, 

whose upper body has a human form, whose arms hold a conch and a disc, who 

is crowned by a thousand-headed cobra. Where there is yoga, there is prosperity 

and bliss with freedom. (BKS Iyengar 1993, front cover). 

 

The Yoga Sutras as described by Patanjali contain four chapters with a total of 195 to 196 

aphorisms, Singleton (2010) 195, Iyengar (1993, 2002) and (Chanchani & Chanchani, 

1995) 196. The four chapters or padas of the book are: 

 

Samadhi pada (on contemplation) 

Sadhana pada (on practice) 

Vibhuti pada (on properties and powers) 

Kaivalya pada (on emancipation and freedom)  

 

The Yoga Sutra text begins with Atha Yoga Nushasanam, translated in Kranso (2015) as, 

now the exposition of yoga begins. The first word is now and implies that “we have finally 

arrived, that here we are, ready to begin. But it also alludes to the complexity of what it’s 

like to actually come into the present moment” (Kranso, 2015, p.42). The second sutra 

refers to the stilling of the mind, Yoga Citta Vrtti Nirodhah, which has been translated to 

yoga is controlling the fluctuations of the mind (Iyengar, 1983). 

From these beginnings the Yoga Sutras delve more deeply into ways we can come into 

the present moment and still the noise of the mind (Kranso, 2015). Patanjali introduced 

the concept of ashtangayoga, an eight limbed path of yoga, and these are found in 

section (II.29-III.8) of the Yoga Sutra. These eight limbs according to Patanjali include 

yamas (universal commandments), niyamas (personal disciplines), asana (posture), 
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pranayama (breath control), pratyahara (control of the senses), dharana (concentration), 

dhyana (meditation) and Samadhi (absorption in the experience of supreme 

consciousness). It has become common practice for many modern yoga teachers to 

confine their discussion of Patanjali and the Yoga Sutras to the eight limbs of yoga 

(Singleton, 2010). 

 

The yamas and niyamas are ethical disciplines, “similar to the ten commandments, which 

govern behaviour and practice and form the foundation of spiritual evolution” (Iyengar, 

1993, p.6). There are five yamas these are: 

Ahimsa- Non- harming Asteya- Non-stealing Satya-Truthfulness 

Brahmacharya-Non hoarding- not being greedy Aparigraha - non converting. 

 

And a further five niyamas; Sauca-Cleanliness, purity Santosha-Contentment Tapas-

Discipline, Svadhyaya-Self-study, Ishvara Pranidhana- Devotion to God. 

 

 

A Short Autoethnographic Interlude: Personal insight into the Yamas and Niyamas 

from my two- month 2002 Yoga Teacher Training in Bali 

 

I will now include a short autoethnographic account of some personal interpretations of 

the Yoga Sutras as part of a yoga teacher-training course I did in 2002. When I was 28, I 

decided to go to Indonesia to do a two-month yoga teacher training course in Ubud, Bali. 

It was 2002, the Bali bombings, a terrorist attack occurred during the second week of the 

course. Long limbed, blonde, American yoginis screamed, “We are all targets”. The 

course got relocated to Byron Bay, a core group of us, around 15 students and two 

teachers decided to stay in Bali to continue the training. The reason I stayed was that I 

only had $500 to my name, which would be swallowed up in no time living in Byron. 

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly was that I wanted to spend my weekends 

surfing the epic reef breaks of the Bali! 

 

The Bali course was an intense emersion into yoga asana. It focused on ‘Ashtanga yoga’ 

as taught by Pattabhi Jois and also the more alignment base asana as taught by 
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B.K.S Iyengar. We also practiced pranayama and took classes on personal development, 

positive visualisation and personal growth. My yoga teachers were two amazing 

Australian women, Kaz Toupin and Jessie Chapman. Kaz was a surfer from Byron Bay and 

had being practicing yoga for five years. Jessie, also from Byron Bay grew up as the child 

of 1970s alternative lifestylers, off the grid, on an organic lifestyle block. She was now a 

fulltime yoga teacher and owner of Radiant Retreats. 

 

Part of the course was to write our own interpretation of the yamas and niyamas and 

what they meant to us. This is my interpretation, an exact copy of what I wrote in 2002, 

as a 28- year old. Just to locate the reader, I had just finished the winter living in the 

mountain town of Wanaka, in the South Island of New Zealand. I was living in a Tipi, 

snowboarding and mountaineering most days and completing my avalanche 

qualifications. 

 
 

 

There is perhaps a hint of idealistic naivety in my writing and also liberal doses of earth-

based spirituality and new age thought! My mother was in what would turn out to be the 

final stages of cancer while I was at the retreat and died a month after I got home. She 

was diagnosed three years earlier and was in remission for a good few years, so it was a 

bit of a surprise when I got a call from my brother six weeks into the eight-week yoga 

course that she was close to death. I cut short my teacher training and came home 

Figure 8: Tipi in 

Wanaka, 2002. Photo 

by Stephen Parker 
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straight away to spend time with her. In a strange way the yoga course made me more 

accepting of her death, of the realisation that I too will soon die, that life is short, that life 

is precious. 

 

I have left the grammar of my interpretation of the yamas and niyamas how I originally 

wrote it. Many quotes are unreferenced, but I assume they are either from B.K.S 

Iyengar’s Light on Yoga or David Frawley’s Ayurvedic Healing. I only had two yoga books 

with me at the time. The piece was written while I was living in a tiny rice pickers hut, 

with no power and no Internet. Evenings were not spent surfing you tube channels but 

instead reading under candlelight as the sound of frogs echoed from the rice paddies. 

This is my interpretation of the yamas and niyamas from 2002. Excuse the fluid prose! 

 

Ahimsa (Non-Violence) 

To love all-to live without harming others-honouring the life-force in all-curbing violent 

thoughts-moving through transformation with positive actions. Focusing on forgiveness, 

peaceful thoughts and deeds. 

 

Abhya-Freedom from fear, Akrodha-Freedom from anger. 

 

Freedom from fear comes only from those that have a pure life. Living simply in 

reverence of the divine. Having respect for fellow beings. For me, non-violence also 

means being a vegetarian. Aiming for a sattvic lifestyle, pure food, and pure thoughts. 

Not being overcome by anger or fear but been centred in the self. 

 

Satya (Truth) 

Gandhi said, “Truth is God and God is truth”. By living in truth, life becomes a dance, a 

dance of beauty where we have nothing to hide. In truth, we shine, walking in harmony 

with the earth’s natural rhythms, which are in themselves truth. On a basic level Satya, to 

me, means not telling lies to others and not telling lies to myself. It is about looking at my 

life and asking, “Am I really living a life that expresses my higher self?” 

 

This yama also lists four sins of speech Abuse and obscenity 
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Dealing in falsehood Telling tales 

ridiculing what others hold to be sacred 

 

I think this yama also means living within our means. Keeping our desires to a minimum, 

living simply, keeping thoughts and body clean, living holistically. “Craving muddies the 

stream of tranquillity” (Iyengar, 2002)Asteya (Non Stealing) 

Thou shall not steal. Freedom from craving allows one to ward off temptation. Be happy 

with what you have. Remember you always have enough. Not been deceitful, living 

honestly. 

 

Brahmacharya 

This yama is all about reducing desires, especially carnal desire! For a man this means not 

wasting his vital essence, thus preserving ojas-the subtle essence of all vital fluids 

responsible for spiritual growth. Moving from desire to love, from base chakras to heart 

chakra. It does not mean full on celibacy but means not getting caught up in illusions. 

Western society and consumer culture runs on a lot of base chakra energy, food, sex and 

competition. Brahmacharaya means controlling this energy, not getting caught up in it. It 

means remaining in society but being in control of your desires. I think been in control is 

key here. 

 

Aparigraha 

Reducing our perceived need for more-especially material goods. Limiting compulsive 

shopping, the craving for more and more, better, newer, shinier. To be content with what 

you have, feeling whole and supported. A lot of people seem to hoard to fill an 

emptiness- I say enjoy the emptiness and simplicity. The yogi feels “that the collection of 

things implies a lack of faith in God and in himself”. 

 

I think this yama has a lot to do with aiming for simplicity of lifestyle, reducing cravings 

and desires. Moving away from the illusion of money being the only wealth to health- 

mental, physical and spiritual health been the real wealth. 

 

Niyamas Self Purification by Discipline 
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Saucha (Inner and Outer purity) 

Aiming for a Sattvic lifestyle-the Ayurvedic principle of light, perception, intelligence and 

harmony. Ideally finding a peaceful and wholesome place to live, eating simple, natural 

foods in season. To practice asana to purify the body, pranayama to clean and aerate the 

lungs and to practice meditation to cleanse the mind. To surf and snowboard, connecting 

with joy and bliss! I like this niyama, cultivating a holistic lifestyle, looking after yourself, 

eating good nourishing food, becoming fit in body and mind, complete health! 

 

Santosha (Contentment-Happy with) 

“One that is not content cannot concentrate”. My interpretation of this niyama is to 

cultivate happiness in the now. Knowing that I am supported-feel loved and part of the 

greater whole. Knowing that I am special and unique. “The yogi feels a lack of nothing so 

is naturally content”. Santosha is a feeling of beauty and bliss. “A contented person is 

complete for they have known the love of the universe and have done their duty-they are 

blessed because they know truth and joy”. For me it is about been happy with my 

achievements- mountaineering, first snowboard descents, raft guiding, and living in a 

Tipi. Been happy with the lifestyle I have created, the people I am with-enjoying the 

moment. 

 

Tapas (A burning desire) 

This is a burning effort under all circumstances. Not been afraid of the pain that often 

arises in asana practice-to breath into it and give it your best, to be strong and not give 

up. I think the underlying theme of this niyama is to give life in general your best shot, 

striving for a goal you believe to be worthwhile. A goal that is beneficial for humanity or 

the environment. Moving towards becoming the higher self. “By Tapas the yogi develops 

strength in body, mind and character-He gains courage and wisdom, integrity, 

straightforwardness and simplicity”. Personally, for me, it could mean finishing things I 

start! It is difficult when there are so many adventures to do but maybe I should choose 

one thing, do it well, and then move onto the next thing. 
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Svadhaya (Education of the self) 

 This is gaining insights into our life purpose. Been open to different ways of being, 

learning by observation, visiting sacred sites, spending time in nature, studying sacred 

texts. Been open enough to develop your own set of sacred life guidelines. Iyengar says 

“To make life healthy, happy and peaceful it is essential to study regularly divine 

literature in a pure place”. To seek out places that evokes awe. My divine literature, I 

suppose, is writing that I find inspiring, adventure writing, cultures that practice nature 

worship and of course herbalism-the sacredness of the earth-old wisdom- timeless truth. 

 

Ishavar pranidhana 

This include putting worship for the divine before gratification and pleasure of the self. 

“When the mind has been emptied of desires of personal gratification it should be filled 

with thoughts of the Lord. In a mind filled with thoughts of personal gratification there is 

a danger of the senses dragging the mind after the objects of desire, which if not met led 

to sorrow”. The mind is always craving, when we lessen our desires, being happy in the 

now, we begin to see the divine in all things, in a sunset, in a wave, a bird’s flight. It is 

about enjoying the present, not clinging to it, knowing it will change, spiraling, returning 

but never the same. 

 

Autoethnographic reflection. 

I had not reread this piece of work since I wrote it in Bali fourteen years ago! I stumbled 

across earlier this year when looking over some of the notes I took from the teacher 

training course. What amazes me is that many of the virtues of my interpretation of the 

yamas and niyamas are still really important to me today. I loved re reading the 

importance I placed on things like spending time in nature, living simply, and cultivating 

kindness. I loved how I listed one of my achievements as living in a Tipi! Now that I have 

children, I find that my interpretation of the yamas and niyamas come across as slightly 

self-centred. It missed out one of the most important aspects of life, helping others! 

 

 

Beyond the Yoga Sutras 

Singleton highlights the importance of other yoga texts beyond the Yoga Sutras. This 



103  

 103 

includes texts such as the Saiva Tantras that included 112 types of yoga (Singleton,2010, 

Singh, 1979). The Saiva Tantras were written from the perspective of Kashmir Shavists; 

their worldview was one on non-duality. “Kashmir Shaivism regards the world and 

everything in it as a manifestation of divine energy (sakti) and is ultimately real. Our 

suffering results from a perception of ourselves as separate from this divinity and its 

magnificence” (McNeil, 2011, p. 192). The Saiva Tantras form the basis of the hatha yoga 

texts that flourished between the thirteenth and eighteenth century (Singleton, 2010), 

these include three key texts, the hathayogapradipika, written between the 15th to 16th 

century. The Siva Samhita 16th century and Gheranda Samhita, 17-18th century 

(Singleton, 2010). The hatha yoga tradition emphasised practical and applied forms of 

yoga, the hathayogapradipika and Gheranda Samhita, for example express a range of 

ways to ‘purify’ the body. Singleton (2010, p. 28) outlines the six preliminary stages of 

hatha yoga in this period as: 

 

 

Dhauti, or cleansing of the stomach by means of swallowing a long, narrow strip 

of cloth. 

Basti or yogic enema, by sucking water into the colon by means of an abdominal 

vacuum technique (uddiyanna bandha) 

Neti, or the cleaning of the nasal passage with water or cloth 

Trataka, or staring at a small mark or candle until the eyes water 

Nauli or lauliki in which the abdomen is massaged by forcibly moving the rectus 

abdominios muscles in a circular motion. 

Kapalabhati, where air is repeatedly and forcefully expelled via the nose by 

contraction of the abdominal muscles. 



104  

 104 

It is within these hatha yoga texts that asana/postures become more prominent. The 

hathayogapradipika lists fifteen asana these include postures such as kukkutasana, the 

cockerel, kurmasana, the tortoise and mayurasana, the peacock. The Siva Samhita lists 84 

asanas (Singleton, 2010). The majority of the postures and yoga techniques described in 

these early hatha yoga texts were practices that were more commonly done by ascetics, 

but it is suggested by (Mallison, 2007) that the Siva Samhita also opened yoga up to a 

wider audience of householders. This finishes the section on what could be termed 

classical yoga, a term De Michelis (2005) defines as “all yoga practiced before the second 

half of the eighteenth century” (p.38). Beyond 1850 yoga begins to be influenced by a 

range developments including the rise of modern Hinduism, of Neo Hinduism and Neo 

Vedanta and also by western influences, including British colonialism, European curative 

medicine and western metaphysical movements (DeMichelis, 2005), Ling Gymnastics 

(Singleton, 2010) and later on the rise of consumer culture (Jain, 2014). 

 

To begin this next section on modern yoga, I will introduce the first westerner to practice 

yoga. 

 

Modern Yoga and Thoreau 

 

The first textual representation of a westerner practicing yoga is from the esteemed 

American nature writer Henry David Thoreau (De Michelis, 2010). In a letter to a friend in 

1849 Thoreau is reported to have wrote, “…I would fain practice yoga faithfully, to some 

extent, and at rare intervals, even I am a yogi” (Christy, 1932, p. 185). This self-confession 

on being a ‘yogi’ was the direct result of Thoreau’s immersion into Vedic literature. It was 

Thoreau’s good friend Ralph Waldo Emerson who introduced him to Vedic literature. In 

the Vedic scriptures it is said Thoreau “found a conception of human life and human 

potential that became his ideal, namely that the human soul, deep within, is divine and 

that this divinity is to be found in nature” (Pearson, 2010). 

 

Most Westerners viewed the practice of yoga before this point as a strange practice done 

by the ascetic ‘other’, something “that was in no way perceived as an option to be taken 

up by westerners” (De Michelis, 2005, p.3). Yogis were depicted in early colonial writings 
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as people to be feared, they were viewed with “puzzlement and hostility” (Singleton, 

2010, p. 39). The ‘performance’ of yogic postures became the most visible and “vaunted 

emblem of Indian religious folly” (Singleton, 2010, p. 39), itwas a practice that the English 

used to illustrate all that was wrong with India, that it was a backward country, 

undeveloped and populated by heathens (Singleton, 2010). 

 

It appears that Thoreau was different; he wanted to experience yoga first hand. It is said 

that he took the Bhagavad-Gita to Walden Lake (Syman, 2010); he used this time to study 

the sacred texts in depth and began practicing what he defined as yoga. His yoga practice 

appears meditational based, “Thoreau defined yoga as an exercise in penance or extreme 

devotion” (Syman, 2010, p. 35). Thoreau wrote that he was not interested in attaining 

enlightenment or uniting with Brahman, “The idea of subsuming his subjectivity into a 

singular consciousness, no matter how pleasurable was mildly repugnant to him’ (Syman, 

2010 p. 34). The yogi he aspired to be was one who “breathes a divine perfume and hears 

wonderful things, the yogi who might value buoyancy, freedom, flexibility, variety and 

possibility” (Thoreau, 1985, p. 97). Thoreau’s yoga appears to be attuned to the yogic 

philosophy of the Rig Veda, a philosophy that promotes a deep reverence for nature, 

“Thoreau attuned his senses to the forest and its spirits and strove for the super sensory 

awareness of the yogi, he was an artist, and nature was his medium” (Syman, 2010, p 

.35). Thoreau was the first westerner to show that an understanding of yoga could be 

attained experientially, by embodying and practicing the teachings depicted in sacred 

oriental scriptures. In a hint at his romantic roots Thoreau links his pond at Walden with 

the Ganges River in India, “The pure Walden water is mingled with the sacred water of 

the Ganges” (Syman, 2010, p. 34). Perhaps this symbolises his understanding of non-

dualism and that everything in the universe is connected (Lochtefeld, 2002). In the 

following passage from Walden, Thoreau describes his experience of sitting at his 

doorway from sunrise to noon in what could be termed a five to six hour meditational 

sitting: 

 

Sometimes, in a summer morning, having taken my accustomed bath, I sat in my 

sunny doorway from sunrise to noon, rapt in reverie, amidst the pines and 
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hickories and sumacs, while the birds sang or flitted noiseless through the house 

until by sun falling in at my west window, or the noise of some traveler’s wagon 

on the distant highway, I was reminded of the lapse of time. I grew in those 

seasons like corn in the night, and they were far better than any of the work of 

the hands would have been. They were not time subtracted from my life, but so 

much over and above my usual allowance. I realized what the Orientals mean by 

contemplation and the forsaking of works. (Thoreau, 1854, p.58) 

 

Moments of compete absorption, such as that which Thoreau describes are often 

referred to as the goal of yoga according to MacNeil (2011, p.193). Yogis have given this 

experience various names including samadhi and self- realisation. The various names 

denote a locus of experience beyond the ‘small self’ and identification with universal 

energy, Brahman, or Self, that encompasses all people and sentient beings. The goal of 

yoga according to Mac Neil (2011, p. 193) is to “live in a constant experience of expanded 

awareness, inner harmony and uninterrupted joy”. Thoreau’s time at Walden Lake and 

his self-confession of being a yogi highlight yoga’s humble beginnings in the West. These 

humble beginnings could be interpreted as the experiences of a single man ‘going bush’ 

in search of meaning and purpose. In Walden (1854) Thoreau describes how he uses yoga 

as a way to expand his experience of being in and of the world. He develops techniques 

such as meditation to slow down, to alter his consciousness. He develops a form of 

mindful walking he describes as transcendental sauntering (Smith, 1997). He asserts he 

went to the woods: 

 

… because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, 

and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, 

discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so 

dear; nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it was quite necessary. I 
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wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and 

Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave 

close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms. (Thoreau, 

1854, p. 56). 

 

Situating Thoreau as the first westerner to write about practicing yoga is important to 

this research project. I think a lot of New Zealand men who practice yoga, and also a lot 

of women could relate to Thoreau’s goal of simplifying life, of going bush, to find solace. 

They could relate to Thoreau’s notions of seeking self-reliance, of spending time away 

from society to put life back into perspective, of retreating, going inward. I know my first 

ever teacher in Golden Bay embraces many of these ideals; he lives simply, in a tiny little 

hut, has few material possessions and lives without the Internet, television or a phone. I 

am curious if other men in this study have similar views, and how this is relates to their 

yoga practice. Many of the men in this study were part of the back to the land movement 

of the 1970’s and 1980’s in New Zealand. A time when many young people established 

communes in rural areas of New Zealand, in a quest to escape materialism, to live more 

self-sufficient and sustainably lifestyles (Hindmarsh, 2006), in a quest to embrace feminist 

and anarchist ideals (Sargisson & Sargent, 2004). In a quest to live more harmonious lives; 

utopian lives, a life that for many meant the acceptance and adoption of alternative 

forms of spirituality, such as meditation and yoga 

 

Modern Yoga and the West 

 

I will now, briefly, trace the emergence of what has been termed modern yoga, “a 

technical term to refer to a certain type of yoga that evolved mainly through the 

interaction of western individuals interested in Indian religions and a number of more or 

less westernised Indians over the last 150 years” (De Michelis, 2005, p.2). . 

 

Over the last ten years there has been significant academic interest in tracing the origins 

of modern yoga (Alter, 2004; De Michelis, 2005; Singleton, 2010; Jain, 2014; Mallinson, 
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2014). To begin with I will introduce the work of De Michelis (2005) then move onto 

Singleton (2010) and conclude with Jain (2014). A History of Modern Yoga by De Michelis 

(2005) explores the contexts in which modern yoga arose. De Michelis traces the 

beginnings of modern yoga back to Bengali intellectuals in the late 19th century and then 

to Swami Vivekananda. De Michelis (2005) explains that Vivekananda was the most 

influential Indian guru in exporting ‘modern’ yoga to the West. His visit to America in 

1893, to speak at the Parliament of World Religions in Chicago, followed by publication of 

his seminal text on modern yoga, Raja Yoga (1896), is viewed by De Michelis as the 

catalyst for the modern yoga movement. Raja Yoga, according to De Michelis 

reconfigured the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, placing an increased importance of the eight-

fold path of yoga. Vivekananda’s secularized style of yoga, with its individualistically 

oriented religiosity quickly found a following with an America public already immersed in 

New Age thought and eager on Eastern mysticism (De Michelis, 2005). The beginnings of 

modern yoga are presented by De Michelis as a malleable fusion of East and West, of 

western metaphysical ideas intertwined with more classical forms of yoga. 

 

Mark Singletons Yoga Body; The Origins of Modern Yoga Practice (2010) builds on this 

idea of modern yoga as an eclectic mix of eastern and western metaphysical thought. He 

suggests that the practice of yoga in India went through a period of assimilation and 

adaptation in the early 1900s alongside the emergence of the physical culture 

movement. Physical culture is a health and training regime that originated in Britain, 

Germany and the United States (Singleton, 2010). It includes a range of bodily 

enhancement techniques such as bodybuilding, wrestling, Ling gymnastics and medical 

calisthenics. The rise of physical culture in India has been traced back to the visit of 

Eugene Sandown in 1902 (Singelton, 2010). Sandow was a world-renowned German body 

builder and also the founder of the monthly journal Physical Culture. Sandow’s 

demonstrations in India showcased physical culture as a unique method of beautifying 

and strengthening the body. The Indians adopted the practice of physical culture with 

passion and then something interesting started to happen, they began to infuse and 

revive traditional Indian forms of physical activity into their physical culture routines 

(Singleton, 2010). They began to include aspects of traditional martial arts, such as stick 

fighting and also began to incorporate yoga postures into their practices. It gave rise to a 
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new type of “Indian holistic fitness” (Singleton, 2015, p.174). 

 

This alignment of yoga with physical culture was not just about holistic fitness. According 

to Singleton (2010) the rise in popularity of the two was interwoven with a sense of 

Indian nationalism, of Indians wanting to be seen as strong, strong in the presence of the 

colonising English. “Yoga, as physical culture is a specific signifier of violent, physical 

resistance to British rule” (Singleton, 2010, p.104). This link with physical culture and 

nationalism was not just confined to India, it can be found in exercise routines 

throughout Europe and South America (Singleton, 2010, p.82). Examples of this can be 

seen in the emergence of 19th century Brazilian coperia as a combat technique disguised 

as dance (Downey, 2008) and also in Ling or Swedish gymnastics, “It was patriotism, 

military education and the preparedness of young men to fight for their country that 

played a decisive role in establishing Swedish gymnastics, whose exercises were similar to 

a military drill” (Bartlett, Gratton and Rolf, 2009, p. 602). Ling gymnastics was a major 

influence on the physical culture movement in India and, according to Singleton (2010), 

also on the emergence of modern yoga. 

 

In Yoga Body,  Singleton (2010) goes on to describe how the growing popularity of the 

practice of yoga asana in India in the 1920’s spurred interest to quantifying the health 

benefits of yoga. This  was led by  Shri Yogendra (1897-1989) and Swami Kuvalayananda 

(1883-1966) who aimed to show that yoga was “essentially medical and curative in 

function” (Singleton, 2010, p. 87). Yogendra began by focusing on the efficacy of yoga in 

the treatment of asthma (Singleton and Goldberg, 2013), while Kuvalayananda did the 

first scientific experiments on breathing exercises such as uddiyana and nauli. While 

Kuvalayananda established the Kaivaladhama Yoga College in 1924; its aim was to strike a 

balance between traditional notions of yoga and modern science. Yogendra also set up a 

college to investigate the medical benefits of hatha yoga; he also published manuals on 

yoga asana, which according to Singleton (2010) owed significant debts to Ling 

gymnastics, calisthenics as well as the influence of figures like Eugene Sandow. 

Kuvalayananda’s and Yogendra’s focus on scientifically verifying the benefits of yoga 

highlight how the practice of yoga in the1920s in India was morphing from something 

done primarily by ascetics or holy men, to exercise routines that were aimed at increasing 
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the health of the general public. 

 

During the 1930s Singleton highlights the emergence of new dynamic forms of yoga. This 

included yoga practices that include a range of standing postures, jumping between 

poses and the linking of breath with movement. Krishnamacharya taught the most 

popular of these dynamic forms of yoga at the Jaganomohan palace in Mysore. The 

dynamic asana practice that Krishnamacharya formulated had similarities with many  

physical culture routines. According to Singleton (2010) Krishnamacharya borrowed from 

western gymnastics and wresting. The yoga practice he taught was unlike anything seen 

before in the traditional yoga lineages. This dynamic form of yoga proved popular and 

soon Krishnamacharya was training students, many of whom would go on to become 

some of the most influential yoga gurus of the 20th century, the likes of B.K.S Iyengar, 

Pattabhi Jois and T.K.V Desikachar. 

 

In Yoga Body, Singleton does not aim to prove that the origins of modern yoga is physical 

culture, instead he suggests that modern yoga is one of the many forms of the physical 

culture movement, albeit one with an Indian flavour (Singleton, 2015). Singleton 

describes “the multiplicity of contexts that have contributed to the nexus of embodied 

meanings that find expression in hatha yoga” (Singleton, 2015, preface), that, “…yoga 

traditions in India have always adapted and transformed themselves in response to the 

needs of the age” (Singleton, 2015, preface). Singleton (2010) highlights that modern 

yoga is socially, culturally and historically complex. He challenges the conventional 

understanding that modern postural yoga has an unbroken lineage that can be traced to 

the Vedas. He introduces new theories to explain how modern yoga has evolved to 

become based around sequences of physical movement. Selling Yoga: From 

Counterculture to Pop Culture by Jain (2014) explores the development of yoga in the 

context of late 20th century consumer culture. Jain, like De Michelis and Singleton 

continues the theme of deconstructing the myth of modern yoga as part of an unbroken 

lineage. She advocates that yoga has always been contextual, that it has always been 

changing: 

 

There is no legitimate, authentic, true or original tradition, only contextualized ideas and 
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practices organized around the term yoga…Postural yoga, like religion, is nonstable, ever 

adaptive, and never monolithic. One postural yogi’s centre is another’s periphery. (Jain, 

2014, p.xviii).She proposes that modern yoga is the subject of fashion, and as long as 

yoga entrepreneurs can find suitable ways to market yoga in ways that intersect with 

popular values, demands and desires, yoga will continue to grow and morph to suit these 

consumer needs.  Modern yoga is described by Jain as “a transnational product”, a 

product of “yoga’s encounter with global process, particularly the rise and dominance of 

market capitalism, industrialization, globalization and the consequent diffusion of 

consumer culture” (Jain, 2014, p. xv). Despite modern yoga’s inherent commercialism, 

this does not detract from its ability to provide consumers with fulfilling and meaningful 

experiences, experiences that Jain argues can be both spiritual and religious. Jain 

certainly does not dismiss the practice of yoga. She states, “One of the most common 

themes of (modern) yoga is that it signifies self- development. In other words it is a tool 

that will enable consumers to become better people through physical and psychological 

transformation (Jain, 2014, p. 78). 

 

Modern western yoga academics such as De Michelis (2005), Singleton (2010) and Jain 

(2014) highlight that the concept of yoga is contextual and malleable, that yoga is 

constantly changing and reinventing itself. De Michelis (2005) illustrates how modern 

yoga arose out of an intersection with western metaphysical thought and a few 

influential Indian intellectuals. Singleton (2010) expands on this idea, illustrating how 

modern yoga has been influenced not only by Indian cultural, religious and philosophical 

practices, but also western ones. Jain explores the commodification of modern postural 

yoga and how this commodification of yoga intersects with consumer’s desires for 

spirituality. They all agree that there has never been one monolithic yoga tradition. Jain 

asserts “the construction and practice of postural yoga alone are heterogeneous, 

perpetually shifting as one moves from one site to another” (Jain, 2014, p. xv). 

 

My interpretation of what yoga is slowly changing. I realise that yoga is a vast concept. 

Trying to describe yoga reminds me of the old fable that originated in India about a group 

of blind men and an elephant. Each blind man touches just one part of the elephant; one 

touches the tusk, one the leg, one the tail. When they come to describe the elephant, 
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they all realise they are all have different interpretations. I feel this is the same with yoga; 

one person’s subjective experience of yoga differs from another’s. 

This is not to say one person’s experience is wrong, it merely highlights the variety in the 

ways of knowing. 

 
Well Being and New Age Spirituality 

 

I began this section of my research with the seemingly simple question, what is yoga? I 

agree with Jain that one person’s centre is another’s periphery (Jain, 2014). I realise what 

yoga is can be highly contestable, there does not seem to be one true yoga, only a range 

of variations that appear to be ever evolving. I am beginning to get a better 

understanding of what might draw New Zealand men to yoga, a combination of an inner 

quest to find meaning and purpose, alongside the goal of attaining  physical, mental and 

spiritual well being But what exactly is well being and why are New Zealand men turning 

to yoga to find meaning and purpose?  

 

Firstly I will address wellbeing, and wellness; both are contested concepts with a range of 

meanings.  Wellness has been defined by Hattie, Myers and Sweeny (2004) as a lifestyle, 

by Travis and Ryan (1988) as a process and by Ryan and Deci (2001) as a positive 

psychological state. Identifying how people attain well being is somewhat subjective, two 

models that are worth introducing into this thesis are Seligman’s PERMA model of well 

being and Dr Mason Duries Te Whare Tapa Whā model of wellbeing which may provides 

a more place based and  Aoteraoa/New Zealand specific model of well being. 

 
Seligman’s model of well being, PERMA, consists of five elements or pillars that he sees as 

essential to human well-being. These five pillars include positive emotion, engagement, 

relationships, meaning and accomplishment. Positive emotion, according to Seligman 

(2012) is a subjective variable and is defined by what people think and feel. It includes 

emotions such as pleasure, joy, rapture, bliss, warmth and comfort. The second pillar of 

the PERMA model is engagement, Seligman (2012) suggest when we are engaged time 

seems to fly by, perhaps creating a state of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The next pillar 

in the PERMA model is relationships; this pillar focuses on the importance of maintaining 
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healthy relationships with others.  The fourth pillar is meaning, the importance of leading 

a meaningful life. Meaning, in Seligman’s model, can be found by belonging to and 

serving something bigger than yourself, it includes the notion of transcending oneself for 

the sake of a greater good. It will be interesting to explore this pillar further in regard to 

the yoga teacher’s yoga experiences, does their yoga practice extend beyond the self, 

beyond the yoga mat, to serve something higher? Perhaps enacted in work such as 

environmental activism, conservation, social change? The final pillar is accomplishment; 

feeling good about what you have achieved. Together, according to Seligman, these five 

components form the solid foundations of human well being. Seligams work on PERMA is 

tighly intertwined with positive psychology. Positive psychology according to Seligman 

and Csikszentmihayli (2000) constitutes one of the most important developments in the 

field of psychology in recent years. Positive psychology has added breadth to the field of 

psychology by considering human well being and the positive components of existence as 

a part of psychology (Pearce, Filep and Ross, 2011). This new approach went against the 

grain of much previous psychology research where the goal was largely to treat mental 

illness and relieve suffering (Waterman, 2013). Positive psychology by contrast, aims to 

encourage people to live meaningful lives, to help them flourish (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Many examples of how this can be achieved are outlined in 

Seligman’s (2012) book Flourish: A visionary new understanding of happiness and well-

being. The book includes a range of interventions to aid in cultivating happiness and well 

being. One of the foundations in promoting happiness and well being according to 

Seligman (2012) is cultivating a sense of gratitude. He suggests this can be done by 

incorporating activities such as the three blessings into our daily lives. The three blessing 

exercise requires people to think about three things that went well in the day and why 

these went well, he refers to this as picking out the good stuff (Seligman, 2012). The 

benefit of doing these simple positive psychology exercises according to Seligman (2012) 

is that it increases happiness and lowers depression. Alongside exercises such as the 

three blessings he encourages people to do ‘gratitude visits’, these involve writing a three 

hundred-word letter to someone that changed your life. He also has advice for couples, 

for a good marriage he asserts that the ratio of positive statements to critical statement 

should be five positives to one critical, a habit of one positive to three negative 

statements is a recipe for an “unmitigated catastrophe” (p.67). He has other practical tips 
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on increasing well being, by saying a simple prayer, or a thank you before eating food; 

again the focus is on enacting a sense of gratitude. He asks people to slow down, to ask 

themselves simple questions such as, what do you do well? What is your calling? If 

money were no limitation what would you do? In a way, he is teaching people about 

optimism, to focus on the positive possibilities in life, to discover more about their 

personal strengths and to also reach out beyond the self, to “connect to something larger 

and more permanent; to other people, to the future, to evolution, to the divine, to the 

universe” (ibid, p.259). He suggests that at least half of positive psychology happens 

below the neck, that our well being is increased by movement, by exercise, from things 

such as participating in sports, through dance, through vigorous exercise (ibid, p.69) and 

through yoga! His books encourage the reader to be the best person they can be, to 

embrace life, to fulfill their potential, to flourish, to optimize their well being. Within 

positive psychology is the goal of reaching Eudaimonia, the notion of discovering the best 

within yourself (Waterman, 2013). It is an ancient philosophical idea promoted by 

Aristotle; for Aristotle eudaimonia was virtue exercised in favourable conditions, it 

involves a striving for excellence (Gewirth, 1998), reaching towards “realisation of ones 

true and best nature” (Ryff, 2013a, p.79).  

 
Dr Mason Duries Te Whare Tapa Whā model of wellbeing is connected to a Te Ao Māori 

worldview, a worldview that acknowledges the interconnectedness and interrelationship 

of all living and non-living things. In the Te Whare Tapa Whā model, wellbeing is 

represented as four walls of a traditional Māori house, a whare. Each wall is said to 

represent a different dimension of well being. This includes taha wairua (the spiritual 

side); taha hinengaro (thoughts and feelings); taha tinana (the physical side); and taha 

whanau (family). “All four dimensions are necessary for strength and symmetry” (Durie, 

1994, p. 70). The Te Whare Tapa Whā model of well being, provides a holistic framework, 

that includes not only the well being of an individual but also the well being of an 

individual’s family and their community. This focus on the well being of family and 

community is one significant difference between PERMA and the Te Whare Tapa Whā 

model. 
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This is a very brief introduction to positive psychology and the model of well being. Part 

of this thesis is sharing how New Zealand men use yoga to increase their well being, these 

models of well being provide frameworks to situate their wellness experiences.  My goal 

is not to define their wellness experience as either PERMA or influenced by Te Whare 

Tapa Whā, but this could be an interesting future study. 

 

 In this study I am curious about how New Zealand men attain states of well being 

through yoga. I am also interested in what motivates of New Zealand men to seek out, 

then embrace, systems of meaning beyond what more orthodox religions have offered 

them? Why are they drawn to exotic, new age, post modern spiritual traditions such as 

yoga? 

 

New Spiritual Post Modern Traditions 

 

In this section I explore new age spirituality, a term applied to a range of spiritual or 

religious beliefs and practices that grew rapidly during the 1970’s and continue to  be 

practiced  by a wide range of people  throughout the world today. Heelas (1996, p.67) 

contends that there is a de-traditionalisation process occurring in modern industrialised 

societies where many individuals are attempting to: “…free themselves from institutions 

and collective beliefs in favour of a truth to be found within” Wuthnow (1998, p.xx). 

Those who move away from more structured, traditional religious institutions are 

termed: “…itinerant seekers…whose volatile spiritual journey is the result of a personal 

and active choice according to one’s subjectivity.” ( Altglas, 2014, p241).This individual 

subjectivity allows social actors a sense of freedom, a freedom to seek out  non-

traditional spiritual and religious movements and pathways. Many are drawn to New Age 

spirituality, an umbrella term for a range of esoteric practices and traditions. The New 

Age movement is described by York (1995, p.1-2) as: “… a great variety of groups and 

identities that are united by their expectation of a major and universal change”. This 

counter-cultural zeitgeist (Chryssides, 2007), this holistic milieu, places a strong emphasis 

on the idea that direct individual experiences are the primary source of authority on 
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spiritual matters (Hammer, 2001). It includes the embrace of exotic spiritual and religious 

exotic traditions such as Buddhism, Sufism, yoga, meditation, shamanism and the 

Kabbalah that “…all demonstrate the appeal of foreign religious traditions to a wide 

audience in advanced industrial societies. Strange and enticing, their perceived otherness 

seems to lend them authenticity and to nourish hopes for the discovery of mysteries and 

hidden truths.” (Altglas, 2014, p.1). Why are some New Zealand men attracted to exotic, 

ancient, mystical traditions? Is it simply an inquisitiveness of otherness or a suspicion of 

Christianity, the most popular religion in New Zealand, that draws New Zealand men to 

yoga? Or is it about fulfilling an inner longing, a desire to follow a calling? Or perhaps a 

desire to fulfil a spiritual void, to find the true self, the divine self, the higher self? 

Hammer (2001) states that: "a belief in the existence of a core or true Self is a recurring 

theme in New Age texts”. Within these New Age texts is a repeatedly call for one to seek 

self-realization, a pursuit that entails improving oneself, evaluating and controlling one’s 

thoughts, emotions, and behaviours, learning appropriate techniques to do so, and 

cultivating moral virtues (Hammer, 2001). This quest for self-realization, presents itself as 

a process through which individuals become the active and autonomous agents of their 

own regulation. Altglas (2014) puts forward the notion that this desire for self-realisation 

in modern day society is influenced by culture and also by  political and economic 

structures that echoes many  neoliberal ideals, ideals around individual responsibility and 

how individuals should strive to reach their full potential and led meaningful lives. 

 

People also seek New Age teachings and philosophies in a quest to find spiritual and 

religious belief systems that align with their own, that allow access to other ways of 

knowing, that offer alternative versions of truth. The apex of this quest can be traced 

back to the counterculture movement between 1967 and 1974, when increasing 

numbers of westerners embraced the New Age (Sutcliffe, 2003). It was a time when 

various belief systems and doctrines began to converge: 

 

…nineteenth century doctrinal elements such as Theosophy and post-

Theosophical esotericism as well as harmonious or positive thinking were now 
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eclectically combined with religious psychologies: transpersonal psychology, 

Jungianism and a variety of Eastern teachings. It became perfectly feasible for the 

same individuals to consult the I Ching, practice Jungian astrology, read Abraham 

Maslow's writings on peak experiences, etc. The reason for the ready 

incorporation of such disparate sources was a similar goal of exploring an 

individualized and largely non-Christian religiosity (Hammer, 2003, p.73). 

 

The counterculture movement embraced a bricolage of spiritual practices, embracing the 

notion that humans are on earth to evolve, to experience expanded states of 

consciousness, to love, to have a direct experience with the spiritual, rather than an just 

an intellectual understanding of it (Altglas, 2014). Many in the counterculture were 

drawn to ideas about a mystical East: “as the ultimate source of religious experience that 

modern societies have lost… In addition, neo-Hindu thinkers presented Hinduism as the 

religion of experience, which they contrast with Christianity, associated with rigid 

institutions and dogmas” (Altglas, 2014, p230). From the 1970’s onwards many Western 

religious traditions began to lose their regulatory functions, to lose their monopoly on the 

spiritual dimension of life. People  began to question the traditional religious norms that 

they were bought up with and instead embraced “pick and mix attitudes to beliefs and 

practices…these autonomous individuals seek inner-worldly salvation goods such as 

personal growth,… and elaborate their personal identity beyond any inherited or 

prescribed identity” (Hervieu-Léger,  1999, p. 163). Within this bricolage of beliefs, 

meditation and yoga were integral players imbued with exotic otherness, seen as both 

strange and enticing.  These were practices that led to the “discovery of mysteries and 

hidden truths” (Altglas, 2014 Abstract).  

 

From the 1970’s onwards New Age spiritually waxed and waned in popularity.  The 

current phase is one of growth and can be clearly seen with the raise in popularity of 

practice like yoga, mindfulness and meditation. It can be seen in the growing popularity 

of meditation and yoga apps like Silicon Valley based Calm, a company that offers a range 
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of subscription based online meditation programs to cultivate gratitude, to live better 

lives (Durden, 2019). Companies like Calm highlight how alternative spiritualities have 

been embraced to generate profit and build on New Age discourses of spiritual 

individualism, self-realisation and freedom of choice. Altglas (2014 p.xx) highlights how 

the New Age movement now is less about a move away from conformity and to the 

contrary highlights to: “a new way of regulating social actors, through individual 

responsibility and self-discipline…”.   

 

From counterculture to mainstream, New Age spirituality has been embraced by a range 

of individuals seeking meaning and purpose. For many of the New Zealand men in this 

study yoga was an exotic New Age practices that many of those involved in 

counterculture movement embraced. I am interested if New Age ideals are still alive and 

well in the New Zealand yoga scene or have, they faded, as yoga has become more 

mainstream and intertwined with health and fitness, moving away from a path to self 

realisation?  I am also curious on why do more women practice yoga than men? In 2016, 

Yoga Journal, the world’s largest magazine on yoga in the world published the results 

from its Yoga in Americas study. The study revealed that of the 36.7 million yoga 

practitioners in America 28% of them were men (Gorrel, 2016). I went to a Bikram yoga 

class in Dunedin yesterday. I was the only man in a class of twenty people. I have no 

issues with being the only man in a yoga class, but why is this? Why is modern yoga still 

predominately practiced by women in Western countries? 

 

This popularity, according to Singleton (2015) and Doughan and Gordon (2014) can be 

traced back to the popularity of harmonial gymnastics in the early 20th century. The most 

popular form of harmonic gymnastics was that practiced by members of the Women’s 

League of Health and Beauty established in the1920’s by Irish women Mary Bagot Stack. 

Bagot Stack travelled to India in 1912 with her husband where she learned yoga postures 

from a Mr Gopal (Doughton and Gordon, 2014). She was inspired to learn yoga after 

observing the “graceful movement of the Indian women” (Doughton and Gordon, 2014, 

p. 83). On her return to Britain she went about setting up her own system of physical 

culture called the Build the Body Beautiful League, it was designed for “business girls and 
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busy women to enable them to conserve and improve their physique” (Doughton and 

Gordon, 2014, p.83). The Leagues aim was for women to develop “inner harmony, 

physical beauty and health through a rhythmic balance of body and spirit” (Vertinsky, 

2012, p. 526). The exercise system included many exercises that resembled yoga asana; 

these included the plow, forward bends and also the shoulder stand. The shoulder stand 

became an emblem for the league in the 1920’s (Singleton in Hauser, 2013, p. 54). Bagot 

Stack, however never referred to her classes as yoga classes, she did not associate the 

shoulder stand that she incorporated into her routines as a form of yoga but refashioned 

it as an exercise that “helped one stay young and trimmed fat from around the waist” 

(Singleton, in Hauser, 2013, p.54). This highlights the contested cultural meanings around 

what constitutes yoga. It brings into question that just because a body is put into a 

particular position that has a similar shape to a yoga posture, is that person doing yoga? 

The shoulder stand, for example, considered by Bagot Stack to trim fat from around the 

waist, was to B.K.S Iyengar (1966), the mother of all yoga asana, a pose that improves 

digestion, improves the immune system, increases self-confidence and cures the 

common cold. 

 

Although Bagot Stack did not align her system of physical culture directly with yoga, she 

did much to pave the way for it. Her exercise system popularised “quasi mystical body 

conditioning” (Singleton, in Hauser 2013, p. 51). It provided a platform for women to 

engage in “physical activities and group-based performances which provided healthy fun 

and recreation while alleviating the burdens of work and the stresses of daily life” 

(Vertinsky, 2012 p.528). It allowed women to embrace the popular eugenic way of 

thinking, that they ‘were the architects of the future’ and their fitness could have a 

profound effect on the well-being of a developing generation (Stack 1973, p. 43). 

 

The Women’s League of Health and Beauty heralded the beginnings of mass keep-fit 

exercise systems (Matthew, Harrison and Long, 2004); it also opened the door for other 

forms of body conditioning, including classes specifically termed yoga. 

 

During the 1950’s the popularity of yoga amongst western women increased 

dramatically. This was largely due to the efforts of Indra Devi (Goldberg, 2016). Indra Devi 
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(1899-2002) was a Russian woman that trained in yoga under the guidance of the Father 

of Modern Yoga, Krishnamacharya. The first western women to train under 

Krishnamacharya he encouraged Devi to spread yoga to the West (Goldberg, 2016). 

Indra Devi went on to teach yoga in China, Mexico, South America and North America. 

She opened a yoga studio in Hollywood where her students included stars such as Eva 

Gabor, Greta Garbo and Gloria Swanson (Goldberg, 2016). She produced a range of 

manuals on yoga, manuals that promised “unassailable health and youthfulness through 

a radically secularised and medicalised version of yoga” (Singleton, 2010, p. 

20). 

 

What I have described here is likely only a portion of the story of why more women 

practice yoga today than men. Other avenues to explore may be the effects of hegemonic 

masculinity, of modern yoga been portrayed in the media as something done by flexible, 

well-toned, women or done by skinny men with head buns and mala beads. 

Intersectional feminist such as Berila et.al (2016) have begun this process, critiquing an 

industrial yoga complex that marginalise people of colour, people that have larger bodies, 

older bodies. I am interested if some of these stereotypes of what sorts of bodies do yoga 

also discourages some New Zealand men from participating in yoga? 

 

This has been a bit of a journey in itself trying to condense the history of yoga into a 

chapter of this PhD. Much of what I have shared in this literature review has been 

reiterations of others writing in the field, but I feel this is justified, to find my bearings as 

such, to map the terrain. This journey into the origins of yoga has deepened my own 

understanding of what yoga is today. What I am interested in this thesis is not so much 

the history of yoga, but what yoga means to New Zealand men, what it brings to their 

lives, to explore the participants experiences with yoga. Jain (2014) states that one 

response to modern postural yoga has been to ignore emic accounts and “instead to 

analysis postural yoga based on exclusive etic accounts. From this etic perspective some 

accounts of postural yoga amount to broadly targeted refusals to take it seriously…that 

postural yoga represents a mere commodification that exploits or distracts from what is 

perceived as the ancient, traditional and homogenous tradition” (p.99). 
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This research does provide emic accounts of yoga. It seeks to share the lived experiences 

of New Zealand male yoga teachers. To share what yoga brings to their lives. The 

research does not ignore emic accounts; it focuses on them, celebrates them, honours 

them; “The participants, if you will, are the experiential experts on the phenomenon 

being studied” (Rudestam & Newton, 2007, p. 107). 

 

 

We now move into the heart of this  thesis. The New Zealand yoga teacher’s personal 

vignettes. Where we hear their stories with yoga, what yoga brings to their lives, we hear 

their hopes and their dreams. We also hear my autoethnographical reflections, on their 

lives, on making sense of yoga, making sense of life as a New Zealand man.  

 

 

Introducing the Research Participants: The New Zealand male yoga teachers 

 

I will now introduce the research participants, in the order they were interviewed and, in 

the order, that their vignettes will be presented. All the participants were currently 

teaching yoga or had done so in the past. The ages of the participants ranged from 45 to 

70. Of the nine participants eight were Pākehā and one was Māori. 

 

John M: A 70 year old, yogi/deep ecologist/permaculture guru from Golden Bay. 

BJ: A 60-year-old Sadhu/Ascetic from Golden Bay. 

Jase: A 47-year-old Māori yoga teacher from Wellington, who incorporates Māori 

mythology and spirituality into his yoga classes. 

Steve Vinyasa (Pseudonym): A 60-year-old successful businessman, wine maker, sailor 

and dedicated yogi and yoga teacher from Waiheke Island. 

Glen: 47-year-old adventurer/yoga teacher from Northland. Incorporates a range of 

emerging esoteric teachings into his yoga practice. 

John G. Late 60’s. Rural Yoga teacher from Waimate. A former commercial biodynamic 

gardener, now full time community yoga teacher and environmental and social activist. 

Mike: A 60- year old from Wellington. An ex sheep shearer. One of the most experienced 

Ashtanga yoga practitioners in New Zealand. One of the most positive people I have ever 
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met. 

Mark: 70-year-old New Zealander, on the world yoga circuit, spreading the word on his 

understanding of yoga, as passed down to him by Krishnamacharya and T.V.K Desikachar. 

Rhys. Yoga teacher, contemporary dancer and performance artist from Dunedin, in his 

mid 40’s. 

 

In the next chapter I share the men’s individual vignettes. These stories could be referred 

to as “sacred stories” (Atkinson, 1995, p. 3), stories that draw the reader “into the 

timelessness of human experience.” (Atkinson, 1995, p. 3). 
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CHAPTER FIVE: MODERN YOGA EXPERIENCES 

 

John: Yoga as a Form of Deep Ecology 

 

 
Figure 9: Ligar Bay, Golden Bay. Photo by Stephen Parker 

 

I met John Massey at the top of the South Island in Golden Bay; we sit on a wooden seat 

overlooking Ligar Bay, a fresh westerly wind is blowing; the sky is a brilliant blue. I invite 

John to share his story with yoga; it is a story that is intertwined with notions of mindful 

living, of simplicity and of deep ecology. For John, his yoga practice is not just  something 

performed on the yoga mat; it is something that infuses his whole being. Yoga is a 

philosophical way of being in the world: 

 

Like everything, yoga ( for me) is constantly evolving. Actually I feel yoga is synonymous 

with Deep ecology, the inter relationship of all living beings. We also need to consider that 
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when speaking of Yoga, it is a broad spectrum of consciousness, of everything, since the 

practice and the goal of Yoga is to be in, or know that inter relationship, that unity. We 

live, we are a part of, we are in one world, one earth, one universe. It seems that the 

struggle for human beings is that we have become separated from that idea of belonging, 

of being an essential part of that oneness. So if we really stop to think deeply about it, the 

Universe is a unity/Oneness. Even though there are struggles,(in life) challenges and 

things like that, (and despite all of that) everything is working as one universe. We could 

see it as a paradox of being both perfect and imperfect. On a daily basis,( so involved we 

are in living) we do not really acknowledge that oneness of life. So Yoga (again broadly 

speaking) is really acknowledging that (oneness) despite the fluctuations, the wants and 

desires, the fighting/violence (to others and other beings) and everything that is going on; 

this is all part of that unity. If we were able to understand that is just how it is and were 

able to develop a quietness and clarity of mind , (through deeper yoga practices) this 

would be a way of finding personal harmony or equanimity. It is clear there is a struggle. 

The struggle can be on the yoga mat and of the 'mat' and in life. 

Perhaps the challenge in both cases is to give up the struggle in order to see/know clearly 

that life is in a constant flow of change, in its unity. That to me is yoga or deep ecology, 

the understanding that everything is in relationship to everything else, and it is all evolving 

in some way and whatever it is evolving into, we do not know. 

 

John’s interest in yoga was sparked during the 1970’s, as a traveller, as someone 

immersed in the counter culture movement: 

 

In the 70s I was traveling through Europe, the States and Asia including India. It was a 

time of exploring new things, new ideas. I was aware particularly when I was in the USA, 

of alternative ways of living, a developing new spiritual inquiry which naturally included 

yoga. The timing was definitely right for my level of consciousness. But it was not till I got 

back to New Zealand, and in 1977/78 that I decided I wanted to learn yoga, but not from 

books. I wanted a teacher and it just happened that at the place I was living, near 

Christchurch, a person was offering classes. It was the perfect introduction for me; along 

with the classes of asana and pranayama she also brought books on spirituality, it all fed 
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me really well. Books like Autobiography of a Yogi and The Way of the White Clouds, 

come to mind, they just fired me up, along with the practice. This was my first practical 

experience with yoga and it was just like the opening of a door into new levels of 

consciousness. 

 

 

Part of my research seeks to share how yoga is embodied and performed, for John, his 

yoga asana practice revolves around: 

 

Finding out what my body and my mind need. I am now 70, and I need to do something 

that keeps my body supple, flexible and strong and my mind clear and focused. A lot of 

my practice is dealing with what comes up in a 70 year old body/mind, and how to 

manage that. What is really important to me is to keep exploring movement, and 

awareness in the movement. Over the years I have learned Tai Chi, Chi Gong and I have 

had experience with Feldenkrais work (awareness through movement) and the Alexander 

Technique and more recently I have been influenced by something called “Awakening 

Somatic Intelligence”. I have also practiced meditation. All of these practices give me a 

multi-faceted base from which I can draw from for my own evolving needs and 

awareness. 

 

John shares that his yoga practice allows a space for deep inner listening: 

 

…one has to cultivate that ability to listen deeply, because it is a never-ending thing, this 

ability to listen to the inner body, or the mind; (I can't separate these) this for me is the 

biggest practice. I think a good yoga practice (for me) is really just about learning to listen 

at a deep level, where I can come to know what happens when I move, and what the mind 

is aware of. The practice is like a meditation, being focused and aware. It is also a journey 

of discovery to know more about the self and its various layers. It’s about being in a 

relationship with the body, the whole intelligent organism, mind and body, which in itself, 

is a huge task; so there is a need to be really attentive all the time, and it's not just in the 

morning yoga practice, but all the time! 
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For John, yoga is not just about the physical asana practice, it is a life long journey of 

seeking simplicity: 

 

Yoga is also really about simplicity; let's get away from rigidity of practice and thought. 

The yoga practice is simple, how much do I need to do to find equanimity in my body 

and mind? If I am really aware of how my body is, I do not need to do much, I just need 

to maintain it. Diet and food can also be part of the simple and therefore easy approach. 

Let's not make these things too complex. We seemed to be offered a plethora of ideas 

and practices around everything to do with health. For me simplicity leading to clarity of 

mind, these are my guiding principles. If we are really in tune with the body, we see food 

as prana, as long as I am content with what I am eating it does not need to be complex. 

I have noticed that people’s minds can get overly rigid and confused around food and 

health and this seems to create, 'no end' of problems. This seeking of simplicity in living 

and practices is something that has no end. The idea of being a monk is attractive, but I 

prefer at the moment to learn to practice simplicity in living while being 'in' and in some 

ways 'on the edge' of society. The yoga practice therefore is about paying attention to 

the activities of the mind. There is a need to be really discerning about what the mind is 

doing. Is it open and accepting or is it rigid? You can see the yoga practice is pretty 

broad, without making judgments on oneself or others. It gets back to the basic moral 

observances, the Yamas and Niyamas, non-violence, (Ahimsa) not stealing, being 

truthful; the right use of energy; the essence of yoga are these ethical practices. Are 

these the right answers? Ask me tomorrow it may be different! 

 

I ask John if many men come to his class. He says in Golden Bay, yes but overall, in New 

Zealand more women are drawn to practice yoga. I ask John to share stories on why he 

thinks this is the case: 

 

There are lots of different reasons for this. Some people say women 'wake up' earlier than 

men, in so much as their search for a different consciousness goes. Someone was saying 

that men do not really ‘get it’ until they are in their mid to late 20s. Maybe that is a 
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generalisation, but men can get locked into a role, the husband, and the worker even the 

sportsman or the hunter. Whereas women are much more keen, it is a generalisation, but 

women are a lot more keen to explore consciousness, that's around their 

physical/mental/spiritual health. It’s hard to be more than general around these ideas. 

Men, I think, (ten or twenty years ago) did not have so much interest in their health 

because they were often always so active it kept them healthy. Now it's a different 'story'; 

many men are extremely aware of their fitness and health. It is both personal desire and 

social consciousness around health. There are still many mis-conceptions about what 

Yoga actually is! Of course, as we know, it is many things. The 'seeker' finds the aspect of 

yoga that suits their needs. 

 

John comments that he has noticed that many New Zealand men have an expectation 

that they must be macho, be strong: 

 

Many guys have this bodily armour, a shield; they either do hard physical work or go to 

the gym to build up this macho look. It can be difficult for men, they have to fit into the 

culture of men, meaning they have to be strong and big and tough, again a 

generalisation, because men can also be vulnerable and soft too when they need to be. 

Over the summer while doing massage at a local health centre, I noticed the 'armour' that 

some men had, which seemed to have come from 'body training' practices. It was hard 

work for me getting 'through that armour or shield. I can't say for sure that it is 'universal' 

but it is just a particular culture of some men. I think maybe over the years the culture of 

men is changing, I think even this conversation is a reflection of this. I think of my Father, 

his form of 'blokeness' was with the then, '5-oclock closing' in pubs and mixing with men 

and drinking, and otherwise socialising around farms and in stock yards, it was just the 

time and the way of the man's culture. But it is interesting about cultures. I was in 

Scotland, I noticed a really strong macho temperament among the , particularly young 

guys in some towns and cities. In Spain, it was completely different, so a lot depends on 

the culture. In South East Asia, different again. In NZ we still have a some of this, ‘macho’ 

culture. In Golden Bay it is a bit different, it is a unique place, but that does not mean a lot 

of men come to yoga. Those that come, come because of their mis-functioning bodies. 
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Some come for relaxation and for the more meditative aspect of yoga. I know it is a 'big' 

thing to 'get' to a yoga class when there are other things that seem to be more important. 

One of the main things I emphasise is how important it is just to 'turn up', to 'make the 

time for a practice. 

 

For John, a lot of his ‘yoga practice’ is about serving the community; this includes his local 

community in Golden Bay and also the wider yoga community. John has been a member 

of The International Yoga Teachers Association for close on 25 years, part of his service to 

the association is training yoga teachers, something he really enjoys. To serve his local 

community, John offers yoga classes on a koha or donation basis, the aim is to make his 

yoga classes financially accessible to everyone. He explains that he is on superannuation 

now, so does not have to make a career out of yoga. He also serves the community 

through running workshops on herbalism, gardening, or just being there to listen to 

people: 

My understanding is that many people suffer,(in various ways) and if I can help people, or 

be compassionate or empathetic by being available to people, that is part of social 

change or social well-being. There are people kind of hidden away, they're on the edge of 

society and have struggles with physical/mental health; all aspects of society need to be 

looked after, so I tend to support those who are vulnerable and seemingly forgotten. I am 

an edge person myself, so I recognize people on the edge. The way I support these people 

is by being with them, spending time with them, just listening and being supportive in a 

simple way. 

 

John finishes up by reminding me that he has said a lot of words but reminds me that: 

Yoga is really mindfulness. 

 

Just before we finish the interview John shows me where his old house used to be, right 

by the beach where we have been talking! He lived in a Bach here, a simple cottage for 

27 years. The cottage was on council land, road reserve land and throughout New 

Zealand he has known of people who had lived in such places, now having to move so the 

land could be returned for the wider public use. John created a permaculture paradise on 
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this bit of ‘council’ land. We walk around this now abandoned property admiring the 

avocado trees, black walnut, and pears, citrus, figs, olives and medicinal plants. He shows 

me where the house use to be, he explains that he took the house apart by hand, and 

with help from friends. so as to not destroy the plantings and gardens and so pieces of 

the house could be utilised by people in the community. So now in his 70’s John is 

without a home, he house sits in Golden Bay, between stints of traveling or on retreat. At 

first, I am shocked that the council did not let him live out his life here, but John shows a 

yogic calm about the whole situation. 

 

But now it is time to move on, to have other life experiences. There is no point in fighting 

something unnecessarily. I am moving on to what the next moment offers. Yoga emphasizes 

on some levels, being flexible in body and mind. Not being too rigid . In Yoga one can't afford 

to be too comfortable, there is a certain alertness/awareness that is required, remaining 

present to the moment, and the next moment. Hopefully I have learned well from my years 

of practicing and teaching yoga. Looks like there is still more to learn. I have no regrets at all, 

life is about having new experiences, and… it’s an interesting thing, people want to be 

content, like in yoga people want to have ease and be content and comfortable, but that is 

not always a good thing. Laziness and an inability to move can 'set in' if one is too content, 

then when life moves on, (as it surely will) there is a danger in that contentedness, of being 

'stuck'. People often aspire to, 'being comfortable', having a nice place in body and mind. It 

can be a danger, because the mind and body become too comfortable. If one is too 

comfortable, then there is no opportunity for awakening, no realisation of something new on 

the horizon. Alertness and an inquiring mind are the antithesis of being comfortable. Deep 

relaxation or savasana is a great yoga practice but it is not the same as being comfortable. 

In savasana the body is aiming to be totally relaxed but the mind needs to stay very aware. 

 

I am humbled by John’s words, by his yogic calm. John’s actions remind me of what many 

Hindus refer to, as a period of life when one becomes a Sannyasin, an ascetic. Sannyasa is 

considered, the final period of life, when one releases attachment to material desires and 

seeks moksha or spiritual liberation (Bhawuk, 2011). I remember reading one of Deepak 

Chopra's books The Return of the Rishi (Chopra, 1988) when I was twenty, and living in 

my shack on the West Coast. I recorded a passage from the book, scribbled down under 
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candlelight, and now, twenty-two years later it is barely readable. The story tells of a man 

that has reached the age “when he must give away his property to the priests and retreat 

to the forest to gain understanding. This was the third stage of life in the traditional Vedic 

culture of India. After passing the stages of childhood studies and raising a family, a man 

knew he that he should seek spiritual attainment when his eldest son reached up to his 

shoulder” (ibid p. 38). It was a story that resonated with me. In my journal it sits under an 

old Māori proverb: people pass and the land endures. I write: We come into life with 

nothing, we cannot take anything with us, so why this deep attachment to the material 

world? And yes, this idea of certain goals for certain periods of life makes sense. Once 

you have raised a family, achieved fulfilment from some sort of ‘appropriate’ career, why 

not renounce the material world and seek deeper meaning in life? As John said if we: Just 

get comfortable, have a nice place, then there becomes no inquiry, because the mind is 

too comfortable. If one is too comfortable, then there is no awakening, no realisation of 

something new. 

 

I thank John for the interview and promise to meet up with him the following day, to 

have a look at his vegetable plot at the community gardens in Takaka. I am keen to see 

what he calls the garden of a self-proclaimed radical permaculturalist! Keen to view the 

garden of a deep ecologist. According to Katrina Blair (2014, p. 74) the author of The Wild 

Wisdom of Weeds “Deep ecology reminds us how to bring permaculture principles into a 

deep integration into our lives, our actions, and our choices. One of the most important 

objectives of deep ecology is similar to that of permaculture in that every form of life has 

its equal right to live and blossom. To be in the deep ecological flow of nature is to have 

the honour of giving and being open to receiving while being humbled by 

interconnectivity”. 

 

I say goodbye to John, he shares with me a few plums he has foraged, and then begin the 

hour-long bike ride back to my campsite. The westerly wind is still howling, it is a tough 

ride, but my mind is elsewhere. The sun is slowly setting behind the hills of Kahurangi 

National Park, dark, lush green forest is bathed in soft orange light. I feel like I am in this 

transcendent state, bought on by the physical environment but also through processing 

the conversation with John. The other worldliness of John’s life story (Atkinson, 1998, 
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1995), intrigues me, fascinates me. I am in awe of how yoga infuses his whole life. I find 

his life story with yoga somewhat reassuring; it provides me with a number of guidelines 

on ways to navigate life in a postcolonial neo liberal present. To remember to be mindful, 

to seek simplicity, to not get caught up in materialism. I have enjoyed hearing stories 

about a life that has been lived by the ideals forged by the counter cultural movement of 

the 1970’s, ideals such as living off the land, of seeking self-realisation. I like how John 

views the world through a lens of abundance, of gratitude, of sharing. I am inspired by his 

knowledge, of medicinal plants, of how to grow food, of how to cultivate healthy soil, of 

where to forage food. His knowledge is applied knowledge, knowledge of how to live 

well, with place, and with the self. Yoga to him is about interconnectivity; inter 

relatedness, with his environment, with his community, with his mind, body and soul. 
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BJ: The New Zealand Sadhu 

 
 

In this interview, BJ, a sixty-year-old yoga teacher from Golden Bay shares deeply 

personal narratives, on yoga and on life. He shares the challenges of being a rural New 

Zealand man that lives a slightly unconventional life, a life that follows many of the ideals 

of the Sadhu, the cannabis-smoking holy men of India. He shares the importance of yoga 

in his life, how yoga has given me a life, kept me sane. 

My partner Ursula has decided to join me as I attend one of BJ’s donation-based 

community yoga classes at the Collingwood Area School. We came along to some of his 

yoga classes a couple of summers ago, and both agreed that he is one of the best yoga 

teachers we had come across in New Zealand. Something about BJ’s yoga class clicked for 

us both, perhaps it was his 30 years of yoga teaching experience or the fact that he 

Figure 10: BJ, Collingwood, Golden Bay. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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teaches a challenging sequence of yoga asana, all taught with a sense of fun, humbleness 

and humour that attracted us, or perhaps it was the way he lives his life, a life based 

firmly around the yogic principles of Patanjali, an ancient yogic sage that wrote the Yoga 

Sutras (Iyengar, 2001). Whatever it was, when Ursula discovered I was interviewing BJ for 

my PhD, there was no stopping her coming along! 

 

We arrive at 6pm to find that the school where BJ usually teaches is deserted. I was told 

the yoga class runs from 6-8pm. At 6.15 I tell Ursula we must have the wrong day. As we 

head back to the car, BJ arrives in a beaten-up old Toyota sedan. A scrub cutter hangs 

precariously out of the boot. He gives me a big smile and asks where I am going? “I 

thought the class must not be on today!” I reply. “Of course, the class is still on” he 

chuckles. Concepts of time in Golden Bay seem a bit more fluid than what I have become 

accustomed to in Dunedin, perhaps this is the result of Golden Bay being one of the 

centres of the counter culture movement in New Zealand, the result of the collective 

consciousness of people seeking a lifestyle beyond ‘the system’; or perhaps it is the 

influence of the rural farming community, of a life that follows more closely to the 

rhythms of nature, rather than the ticking hands of a clock. I am not sure what it is; all I 

know is that Golden Bay has something special about it. I have heard many people over 

the years talk about the special spiritual energy of ‘the Bay’. People, like Penny, the 

woman that I use to work for in the late 1990’s, when I was living in a tree hut and 

helping prepare her healing energetic flower essences. She once told me a story about 

Parapara Peak (1249m) that rises steeply behind her property. She believed that is 

contained a large vein of quartz that acted as the heart chakra of Golden Bay, balanced 

the surrounding land and the people. Empirical scientists would scoff at such claims, but 

for me personally, I am open to multiple ways of knowing, fascinated by the ways people 

make sense of the world through stories such as this. To me Golden Bay has always felt 

like a space where transformation occurs, a place with a magical sense of timelessness 

and of other worldliness 

 

Back to the yoga class! BJ grabs his yoga mat from the back seat of the car and walks with 

us towards the classroom. I try to divert my stare from him; my stare is a mix of awe and 

reverence. BJ looks like some sort of living incarnation of the pagan nature spirit, the 



134  

 134 

Green man (Anderson & Hicks, 1990). He is covered in foliage; grass clippings cling to his 

bare chest and sticks and leaves protrude from his thick dreadlocks. I discover that he has 

just spent the afternoon scrub cutting; the Green man look is a direct result of his day job 

slashing unruly plants! I watch as BJ casually wanders over to the school drinking fountain 

and takes a quick wash. It is hard to believe he is sixty, his body is lean and muscular, 

something an athlete half his age would be proud of. Slowly more locals arrive for the 

class; they are all women, a local beekeeper, a mental health nurse, and a hostel 

manager. The vibe is one of friendliness, of openness, of acceptance. The women are 

curious of who I am, who my partner Ursula is, where we are from, how we know BJ! 

There seems to be no rush to begin class, we have time to exchange stories, to connect. It 

feels like a different world to the Bikram yoga studio I occasionally go to in Dunedin, 

where before the class people sit, in seemingly somber isolation, on their own mats, not 

talking, and trying to not make eye contact. I realise this experience mirrors Markula and 

Pringle’s (2006, p.76) theory that many fitness classes are “space where individuals come 

together to exercise alone in a group setting’. BJ’s class feels very different to this, it feels 

like a bunch of friends coming together, it has a real community feel to it, it feels open, 

friendly, it feels connected to this place, to rural New Zealand. Children’s pictures of 

Māori mythology line the walls of the room, images of Maui capturing the sun; sit 

alongside faded Craig Potton photographs of Abel Tasman National Park. Conversations 

flow, my partner Ursula chats happily with the other women about her rural general 

practice medical placement in Golden Bay, of her dream to eventually settle in Golden 

Bay. My children wander in and out of the classroom, Huia; my oldest daughter decides 

to show BJ her showcase yoga move, the scorpion, he chuckles, amazing he says. Our 

group discussion turns to whether we should practice on the grass outside or stay inside; 

we decide to stay inside and begin the class by moving through a series of slow sun 

salutes. BJ suggests we practice in silence, to sync our movements with the breath, to go 

at our own pace. The yoga class goes for over two hours; it is like a moving meditation. 

Although slow, the practice is physical challenging. The sequence includes a range of 

advanced poses, yet no one appears to be straining, people are moving fluidly, at their 

own pace, mindfully and peacefully. We finish the class by holding hands around an LED 

candle, my children join in. The scene around the candle is comical, we all laugh, we tune 

into each other’s breath, timing our inhales and exhales together, imagining that we are 
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breathing as one. We dwell briefly in the silence between each breath, and finish by 

chanting OM, three times. Still holding hands, we help each other up off the ground and 

then make a flower shape on the ceiling, like shadow puppets, from the light of the 

candle. We all smile. The class is one of the best I have ever been to; it is uplifting, 

calming, fun, humble, and unpretentious. I feel relaxed, I feel well, and I feel a sense of 

connection with the self, with my family, with BJ, with the other women in the class, with 

this land, with all of life: 

 

Those who experience the unity of life see their self in all beings, 

and all beings in their self. 

(Purohit, Swami, & Burroughs, 2001, p. 53) 

 

On my drive back to where I am camping, I see the clouds part and a ray of sunlight 

breaks through. I stop and take a photo. A rural farm road looks like it leads towards 

where the sunlight is shining through, I feel like this is symbolic of this PhD, of a road that 

leads towards light, towards understanding, towards finding truth, or perhaps finding 

multiple truths. I have a realization that I am on the right path, that life is perfect, that 

everything is unfolding as it should. I am thankful for the opportunity that this PhD has 

given me; a chance to look reflectively at life, of where I have come, where I want to go. I 

have an immense feeling of gratitude, of peace. 
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The next day BJ invites me up to his bit of land, it is about a 10-minute walk behind the 

school, we wander through Manuka scrub and a forest of juvenile Nikau palms, and up to 

a ridge. BJ points out Kahurangi National Park, points to where the sun rises and also 

where the sun sets. It is a stunning location. He hopes to one day build a yoga retreat 

here. From the ridge we can also see his other bit of land, it is a larger block, 14 hectares 

that rises up from the beach at Tasman Bay, to a prominent pyramid looking peak. His 

vision for that property is to create a vipassana meditation centre. He tells me that when 

he dies, he plans to donate both bits of land to the vipassana meditation trust, he will do 

this despite, living in what would officially be termed living in poverty, of some days not 

having enough money to buy food to eat. The pieces of land are like my lovers, how could 

I sell them. I imagine both pieces of land would be valued in the millions. I am inspired by 

his resistance to sell out, inspired that he has a longer-term vision for these bits of land, a 

vision that extends beyond his own life, that these pieces of land will be places of 

contemplation and refuge for future generations. I am drawn to how BJ speaks of the 

pieces of land in an eco-centric manner, that they are living entities, each with their own 

unique spirit; it is a similar way to how I have heard Māori friends talk about the land, of 

the land as having a unique wairua, or spirit. 

 

BJ is keen to give me a tour of both properties, he shows me where he lives, he has a 

Figure 11: Sunset, Collingwood. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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simple dwelling on each property, one an old caravan, hidden in the bush a stone’s throw 

from the sea and the other, a very basic 10 sqm ‘bush shack’. The shack is sparse; it 

contains a sofa that folds out to a bed, a potbelly stove and little else. A large plastic 

fishing buoy, cut in half, is his bath. BJ embodies a life of simplicity, a life inspired by non-

materialism. He appears to shun many of the trappings of modern-day consumer culture, 

the desire to travel, to buy new clothing, of having an expensive car, a large house, of 

seeking fame! He lives what I see as a vey ecologically sustainable lifestyle, he eats a 

plant-based diet, which according to Sabate and Soret (2014) may be the most effective 

way an individual can stop climate change. Being a vegetarian also aligns with his 

interpretation of the yogic principle of ahimsa, of non- violence towards all living beings. 

Other ways that BJ embodies the principles of ecological sustainability is the way he heats 

his house with wood, wood, that he grows and harvests himself, how he grows his own 

organic food, his own medicinal cannabis, how he is not contributing to population 

growth by having children. I am reminded of how many of older New Zealand men, I have 

meet on this PhD journey seem to embody the path of the Indian Sannyasa, the holy 

ascetics of India, those that reached a period in their life when they have released 

attachment to materialism and instead choose a life of simplicity, of contemplation, who 

seek self-realization in this lifetime (Bhawuk, 2011). 

 

BJ begins to share how he is influenced by the yoga philosophy of Patanjali, as described 

in the Yoga Sutras, of the importance he places on the eight limbs of yoga: 

 

The eight limbs are essential, I try to follow them, I eat healthy, I do not lie, I try not to get 

angry, but I still do, a lot of things piss me off, I do not hold back either, which is not 

necessarily to my credit. I figure time is short, if people arenot listening, shout! We all 

think we have the right answer, sometimes I feel the need to shout, especially if you have 

something important to share. 

 

I ask BJ if the yoga class yesterday was typical, in relation to the number of women to 

men that attend. He said yes, and I asked why was this the case? 
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I think women are smarter and not so full of ego as the male is. I think the big problem is 

male ego, to admit to it is a biggy. In general, I think women are more inclined to look for 

truth, men will make up a story at the drop of a hat, generally (laughs!). I know I am 

totally a male and guilty of enjoying the flowers in the garden…I think there are more 

males coming around to yoga, but I think that imbalance will always be there, like there 

are more women caregivers. Women also seem to care for themselves more than men, 

and also for the planet. 

 

BJ admits that he prefers the company of women: Because there is not the bullshit in 

the conversation. 

 

He also shares how has faced struggles and conflicts in his community, from living what 

many see as an extreme alternative lifestyle. The way BJ lives, what I describe as the path 

of a New Zealand Sadhu, challenges many of the ways that New Zealand men have 

traditionally performed their masculinity (Phillips, 1987). Rural New Zealand men do not 

typically teach yoga; bodily skills are more typically displayed on the rugby field (Phillips, 

1987) or in the performance of consuming vast quantities of beer (Campbell et al., 1999). 

BJ shuns these more traditional leisure pursuits; he is skeptical about going to the pub: 

 

Why would I want to suffer through going to a pub and listening to bullshit from a lot of 

wankers. Life is short I am not going to put up with this. I would rather be working with 

compost, if I am going to handle shit, I want things to grow! All going to the pub does is 

slow your wheels down. 

 

In Campbell et al,(1999) much of the conversations in rural New Zealand pubs is referred 

to as a form of conversational cock fighting, that pubs are spaces where a particular 

version of hegemonic masculinity is able to reproduce itself. James and Savillie-Smith 

(1989) suggest that alcohol consumption is part of “New Zealand’s gendered culture”. 

That beer drinking “is understood as a gendered and embodied activity”, where “loss of 

self-control, attributed to beer, serves to legitimate symbolic and real male violence 

against women” (Campbell et al., 1999, p. 167). BJ’s resistance of going to the pub, of 

drinking vast quantities of beer and instead, preferring to teach yoga, has raised 
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suspicions from some of the more conservative men in his community. It appears that BJ 

has been identified by some members of his community of displaying “suspect forms of 

manliness” (Phillips, 1987, p.35). He tells me about being the victim of two home 

invasions, of being beaten up by a mob of locals: These guys, they say, you do yoga, 

breath deeper. The Police investigated and they told me to just suck it up. This is what I 

have being listening to for years. 

 

It is apparent that BJ faces opposition to the lifestyle he chooses to live, but he admits 

that most of the people, in the rural community of Collingwood, are becoming more 

accepting of him: Most the people around here know that I am as good as they are, no 

worse, that I am a hard worker! I have got friends now that 30 years ago would have 

punched me out just for looking the way I do, and now they will have a pot cookie with 

me! 

 

BJ shares that Cannabis is a very important part of his life, an important part of his yoga 

practice. He shares how cannabis enhances his yoga practice, how it enhances his health 

and well-being: 

 

There is a link between the two, yoga and weed, it has been 14 years since I smoked a 

joint, I stopped because of my health. That is why I prefer pot cookies; it has just been so 

good for my health. It felt hypocritical telling people to come to yoga and breathe deeply 

and then go outside and have a big hooter. So, I gave up smoking, now I eat a lot of pot 

cookies. It has a mellowing effect, as yoga has, they are both tools; if you use them 

properly they are good. It is the same with the Internet; it is how you use it. Weed works 

for me and booze doesn’t. I have the odd magic mushroom trip too. I use to have a trip 

every year, they come out around my birthday and they grow very close to here, so it 

seemed appropriate. I figure they are placed here for me, as long as anything does not 

become all consuming. I think weed has been good for me, I am not sure if it is the 

medicinal qualities, but I have not been sick for more than 20 years. Whether it is the yoga 

or the weed, or if one feeds the other. 
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BJ’s fascination about the synergy of yoga and cannabis is not unique. Cannabis has a 

long history of use among many of the holy ascetics who practiced yoga (Mallinson, 

2013), the wandering Sadhu holy men and women of India. To many sadhus, cannabis is 

viewed as sacred and holy herb (Kalant, 1972). Hartsuiker (1993) in the book Sadhus- 

India’s Mystic Holy men shares that “the smoking of charras (Cannabis) is regarded as a 

sacred act…intoxication as a respected method of self- realization…Mythological charras 

is intimately connected with Shiva, he smokes it, he is perpetually intoxicated by it. 

Baba’s offer the smoke to him; they want to take part in his higher vision of reality” 

(Hartsuiker, 1993, p. 77). Bennet (2013) argues that cannabis is one of the herbs 

referenced to in the yoga sutras, in verse 4.1: “The subtler attainments come with birth 

or are attained through herbs, mantra, austerities or concentration” (Bennett, 2013, p. 

3). 

 

The link between yoga and cannabis is not limited to the practices of Indian ascetics; 

cannabis enhanced yoga classes and books on how to use cannabis to heighten the yoga 

experience are slowly becoming a more visible, yet admittedly, fringe aspect of the 

modern yoga movement. One example of this can be seen in the book by Dee Dussault 

(2017), Ganga Yoga: A Practical Guide to Conscious Relaxation, Soothing Pain Relief and 

Enlightened Self Discovery. Dussault’s (2017) book outlines ways of ‘supercharging’ the 

yoga experience with cannabis. She shares advice on what strains of cannabis to use to 

enhance the yoga experience, of what poses and breathing techniques to employ while 

under the influence. Her book showcases scientific research into the ways cannabis 

enhances health and well-being, from reducing pain and inflammation, to reducing 

seizures and nausea, and how cannabis and yoga can be used in synergistic way to 

enhance health and well-being. She stresses that “cannabis enhanced yoga is not just 

about accomplishing poses; it is about feeling our bodies, and becoming more relaxed 

and present” (Dussault, 2017, Introduction). 

 

Since the legalisation of recreational cannabis in Colorado in 2014, and then in a further 

seven states since, cannabis inspired yoga classes and even yoga retreats have become 

the latest yoga trend (Robinson, 2017). An example of a cannabis enhanced yoga retreat 

can be seen in Twisted Sisters Elevate and Align Ganga Yoga retreats in Colorado. These 
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retreats offer participants the opportunity to “meditate, medicate and relax within a 

supportive community of yogis” (Twisted Sister, 2017). I can only imagine how well 

retreats like this would be received in Golden Bay, an area renowned for its high-quality 

outdoor cannabis, large traveller community and also home to passionate cannabis 

connoisseurs and yoga practitioners such as BJ! 

 

Alongside cannabis, another key component of BJ's yoga practice is awareness and 

attention to breath: 

 

Breathing, breath is everything; yoga is a time I am committed to full breath. Most 

people only use a small percentage of their lungs, so if you get more full breath in you get 

more full life. It gives you an extra step in your life. I think the deeper breathing is what 

really helps, a few hours a day. The deeper breathing gets all your energy flowing, you 

are massaging the abdominals. Massaging your deeper digestive organs. 

 

It was during a ten-day vipassana meditation intensive that BJ had key revelations on the 

importance of breath, of how becoming aware of the subtleties of breath brings him 

more into the present moment: 

Vipassana, it was a game changer. It all made sense, it made me aware that life is all 

about following your heart, doing the best you can. It is like The Beatles said, all you need 

is love. There is nowhere where you are not meant to be. It has all been said so many 

times, but just from different voices, but every so often the message gets through. 

 

BJ shared that it was during the vipassana that he realized he had everything he needed 

in the world. On one of his first courses he was camping in a little hut, that had no walls, 

he realized he did not even need walls to be happy! 

 

I ask BJ what the goal of yoga is? 

The goal of yoga? I do not think there really is one, you never finish, it’s just a seat on the 

train, you just enjoy the journey, it helps on the journey, that is everything. You do not 

know when the train stops, but it will stop, and it will be time to get off, so as long as you 



142  

 142 

have had a good look out of the window and not worried looking out the window hoping 

that it is not your stop coming up, you will never enjoy the journey at all. Yoga keeps the 

grease in the wheels, yoga is a lubricant for body and soul, it keeps the energy fluid. The 

goal of yoga could be always to improve, no, no, or maybe best to say to do your best. 

Don’t expect improvement every time, do your best and know that some days are shittier 

than others! Some days you wake up and burn your porridge, you do not cut down a tree 

on that day, if you wake up and you just happen to catch the sun popping out of the sea 

and everything is in flow, then they are good days… 

 

One thing that really bothers BJ about modern yoga is how yoga has been bastardised 

for money, how commercial yoga has become, how expensive it is: 

 it has become a business rather than a pleasure. Yoga is a gift and it should be shared. 

The price of most yoga classes puts it out of reach for a lot of people that could benefit… 

With yoga it is best to go often, otherwise you do not progress. It is fine if you have your 

own practice, but it takes a while to develop and most people do not practice on their 

own. 

 

BJ offers his classes for a gold coin donation and has been doing so for over thirty years.  

Yoga teachers that resist the commercialisation of yoga in New Zealand seem to be a rare 

breed. A recent article in New Zealand’s most popular yoga blog, The Yoga Lunchbox by 

Grant (2011) even had an article on why yoga teachers should not teach donation-based 

classes. According to Grant (2011, p. 1) “… the only thing that stands between people and 

yoga is their own sense of limitation. Their own thoughts and feelings about yoga, and 

their own thoughts and feelings about who they are in relation to yoga”. I find this idea 

put forward by Grant truthfully in some ways, yes yoga has become more accessible than 

it has ever been in the past, and if you have access to Wi-Fi you could potentially tune 

into one of thousands of free yoga classes online. I personally prefer to tune into an 

experienced yoga teacher’s class online and do yoga at home than pay $20 to attend a 

class run by a recent graduate of a 200- hour, one-month Bali teacher training course. But 

for those new to yoga, there is nothing quite like going to a class, and for many New 

Zealanders $20 a class is just too much, on top of a mortgage, childcare, groceries, petrol, 
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rates. I would have to say it is quite neo liberal to say that being not able to afford $20 to 

attend a yoga class is purely related to that person’s own sense of limitation. BJ is a 

teacher that goes against this neo liberalization of yoga (Godrej, 2016), against the 

commodification of yoga. For BJ, yoga is a gift, a gift he can share with his community. It 

is an activity that he finds enjoyable, something he can do in his down time. It is not a 

business or a way to seek fame, it is a service. Facilitating the yoga class allows BJ a time 

to interact with others in his community. He talks about how it: “is good to have the 

group energy”. 

 

As I wrote in the beginning of this piece, the atmosphere at BJ's classes is one of 

friendliness, of openness, of acceptance. It is a space of positivity. A space where I believe 

BJ expresses his true self, where he can be himself. It is a space where BJ challenges many 

of the “ideals, traits and practices” (Law et al., 1999, p. 13) of more traditional forms of 

rural New Zealand masculinity. Law, Campbell and Dolan (1999, p. 

15) state that “throughout the western world social changes are unsettling old certainties 

in gender relations “. BJ challenges many of the stereotypical ideals of what it is to be a’ 

kiwi bloke’, challenging the role model of the iconic black singlet wearing, beer drinking 

rugby fanatic. He is one of the faces of social change in rural New Zealand, he is a man 

that is not afraid to live differently, who talks openly about his emotions, who has a 

number of women friends, who publicly expresses his fondness for cannabis, who shuns 

alcohol and acknowledges the harm alcohol can inflict on rural communities. 

 

BJ has created something special in Collingwood; his yoga classes are a space where 

locals and travelers can come to experience a rural leisure activity beyond the pub. BJ has 

created a space where yoga is shared humbly, at a price affordable to everyone. 

BJ says that yoga has been good to him; it brings him happiness, joy and love. I am 60; I 

can still climb a tree. I am a bit of a monkey. We are all going to be dead soon, so keep 

swinging while you can! 
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Jase: Kotahi Aroha- One Love 

 

Ao te rangi I, heke e maunga a te tata 

Remember that we are that connection to something beyond the physical. 

“Yoga is for anyone that wants to become a better version of themselves” (Jase). 

 

 

 

 

For Jase Te Patu (Ngati Apa, Ngati Ruanui, Kaiako), a Māori yoga teacher and co-owner of 

the Power living yoga studio in central Wellington, any story about his journey with yoga 

must begin with him being Māori: 

 

Yoga to me is an inclusive thing, it has become my life. I should really start with being 

Māori. I was bought up by my Grandparents, in a really spiritual family; immersed in 

Māori culture. Most of the things I have learnt in Māori culture, correspond to writings in 

Figure 12: Jase Te Patu. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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the Vedas and the Bhagavad-Gita, they are things our people say or believe, but we just 

have a different name for it, so yoga has really been with me all my life, without calling it 

yoga. 

 

Jase is the first Māori man I have interviewed for this PhD and also the first yoga teacher I 

have met that weaves Māoritanga, traditional Māori beliefs and ways of living, into his 

yoga class. His interpretation of yoga is that there are deep symbolic interconnections 

between the spiritual and mythological teachings of Māori culture and the spiritual and 

mythological teachings of yoga. This interconnection is clearly displayed on a mural in the 

Power Living yoga studio. At the centre of the mural is a mandala. A mandala is a circular 

symbol; from the Hindu and Buddhist traditions, representing the universe (Jung, 1974), 

this one is painted in earthy ochre hues, colours that evoke a connection to traditional 

Māori art. Above the mandala is written a whakataukī, a traditional Māori saying; E Hoa 

Ma Ina Te Ora Te Tangata, below this are stylised depictions of koru; that in Māori culture 

represent humanity in harmony with nature (Stieff, 2013). Emerging from the koru are 

Sanskrit terms from the Yoga Sutras, ahimsa, meaning non-violence and satya, meaning 

truth: truth in who you truly are, not who you think you should be. 

 

This merging of yoga philosophy with Māoritanga is a fascinating marriage, one I have not 

come across before. It is a perspective that is deeply connected to this land, 

Aotearoa/New Zealand, and deeply connected to the cultural practices of the Tangata 

Whenua, the Māori people of this land. Jase’s story shows how modern yoga in 

Aotearoa/New Zealand is evolving, within a place-based context (Wattchow & Brown, 

2011); it showcases how modern yoga is a dynamic phenomenon, continually changing 

and adapting through time, place and space, “perpetually shifting as one moves from one 

site to another” (Jain, 2014, p. xiv). It also gives insights into how the modern yoga class 

provides a place and space to serve the self-developmental needs of those immersed in 

urban environments. A place to “journey inward in search of your best self” (Krasno, 

Herrington, & Lindstrom, 2015, p. xi). Jase believes that yoga is transformational. This 

aligns with the branding of the yoga franchise he co-owns, Power Living, that offers yoga 

programs that “… touch and transform the lives of thousands of people each week… 

driven by a genuine desire for the well-being of others and the ability of yoga to 
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positively transform lives” (http://www.powerliving.com.au). 

 

During our conversation, Jase passionately went on many tangents, but for me, three 

main themes arose. Firstly, the importance Jase places on being Māori and this idea of a 

place-based style of modern yoga, one heavily influenced by Māoritanga. The second 

theme that arose was the importance Jase sees in getting men into yoga, the benefits he 

believes that yoga has in their lives. The third theme revolves heavily around the notion 

of eudaimonia or becoming the best version of yourself. Jase passionately referred to the 

transformational potential of yoga, how yoga allows you to become a lighter, brighter 

version of yourself. 

 

The first theme relates to Jase being Māori and how this is entangled and interacts with 

his life as a modern yoga teacher. He believes that yoga is something that he has being 

put here to do: 

 

… to share my take on yoga, because I know I am different, no one speaks Māori in class 

and Sanskrit, and speaks from that place of being Māori, of being of this land. I can speak 

about the teachings of yoga, because they resonate with me, but I can also speak from 

the space of a Māori man, and who has learnt these methodologies as a Māori man, that 

are also the teachings of a 5000-year-old traditional yoga teachings, and this is my spin on 

it. 

 

Jase delves further into the connections between yoga and his Māori culture. He 

shares insights about deities from both Māori and Hindu traditions. He compares 

Shakti, often referred to in Hinduism as a manifestation of the divine feminine (Tiwari, 

2007) with Papatuanuku, the earth mother of Māori mythology. He compares Shiva, 

the destroyer and transformer with Ranginui, the sky father:  The separation of 

Papatuanuku and Ranginui is much like the separation between Shaki and Shiva. Yoga 

is us on this level, in this world between Papatuanuku and Ranginui. We are humans, 

Papatuanuku and Ranginui are spirit. We are spiritual beings having a human 

experience on this plane. 
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He points out similarities between the concept of Mauri, with the Hindu concept of 

Prana: We talk about Mauri; Mauri is Prana, the life force within us. Mauri is described by 

(Henare, 2001, p. 208) as “a unique power, a life essence, a life force, a vital principle. 

Mauri refers to the vital spark, originally possessed by Io, The Primary life force and 

Supreme Cosmic Being”. The concept of prana is first described in the Sanskrit text the 

Chandogya Upanishad, written in India between the 8th to 6th centuries BCE (Mallison, 

2007). Feuerstein and  Wilber (2002) refer to prana as an all-pervasive energy. Frawley 

and Lad (1986) describes prana as life force. 

 

Jase links the Māori concept of aroha with the importance placed on awareness to breath 

in yoga: 

 

Aroha, means the place to breathe, or shared breath, how we share breath. You know 

when you are in love you just want to drink that breath in, share the breath of the person 

you are really in love with, that’s yoga…. Jase states that there: are so many similarities 

between Māori and Hindu culture…what I am interested in, in our business, is taking 

those ancient teachings (of yoga) and making them applicable, palatable and user 

friendly for the ages we live in. 

 

This place-based approach to modern yoga, one that has a strong Māoritanga aspect, has 

the potential, I believe, to enhance the modern yoga experience for urban New 

Zealanders. Alongside using yoga as a tool to go inward, to find peace and to engage in a 

form of mindfully movement, this place-based approach allows yoga consumers to 

connect with Māori culture and spirituality on an experiential level, deepening cross-

cultural understanding of both Hindu and Māori culture. It is an approach that highlights 

the contextual, malleable and heterogeneous nature of modern yoga (Jain, 2014). It 

highlights how modern yoga has been influenced by a range of global processes, in this 

example yoga, has been reconfigured in a postmodern, neo colonial, neo liberal, 

contemporary setting, and infused with cultural and spiritual beliefs of the indigenous 

people of this land. It is an interesting and thought-provoking example, one that shows 

how modern ‘indigenous’ yoga practitioners such as Jase are: taking ancient teachings 

and making them palatable and user friendly for the age we live in… putting my spin on 
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yoga. 

 

It highlights how the practice of yoga is not static or monolithic (Jain, 2014), and is 

probably best understood through a polythetic lens, one that accepts that modern yoga 

will continue to change and adapt within a place-based context, adapting to best suit the 

fluctuating needs and desires of modern consumers. 

 

The second theme that arose in the interview was the importance Jase sees in tuning 

New Zealand men onto yoga, making yoga more accessible for men: 

 

Some men think yoga is a girl’s thing that it is for rich white women who have brightly 

coloured tights and are flexible. But that myth has been blown away. Last year I joined 

an international conglomerate, called Boys of Yoga. they have a mantra, “some guys 

think that yoga makes you less of a man, the truth is it makes you a better one”. I was 

the only NZ male they choose, it is a social media group of men internationally that are 

raising the consciousness of yoga, with the premise that yoga is not just for women. 

That it is for men, real men. It does not matter if you cannot touch your toes, it is not 

about that, we use the physical to get into our bodies, so we move past our body, to see 

the mind, and how it reacts. Last year I did three men’s events, and we had 90 people, 

60 men. It was a Boys yoga event, but some fellas would not come to yoga if they did 

not come with a girl! Then we had two more men’s events, one was for Movember, I 

did it with 3 other studios around town, so altogether we raised almost $5000. 

 

The Movember foundation seeks to tackle some of the biggest health issues faced by 

men in New Zealand: prostate cancer, testicular cancer, and mental health and suicide 

prevention, it is one of a number of community-focused events that Jase works on: I am 

an advocate that sharing is caring, so I am a big advocate on karma yoga (the yoga of 

service), freedom through action, awareness of how I can give back to the community. 

He is passionate about making yoga more accessible, especially” to bros, and also to 

share yoga with my people, with Māori, to heal. Because yoga has healed me, not only my 

body but my soul, my head. 
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Jase seems to be succeeding in his mission to get more men into yoga, especially more 

Māori and Pacific Island men. The class I attended at the Power Living studio in 

Wellington had the most Māori and Pacific Island men I had ever seen in yoga class, 

around 20 percent of the class. Jason puts this down to him not fitting the mould of a 

regular yoga teacher. With me being a Māori man, and not looking like the poster yoga 

man, with long hair, hippy, skinny. I do not fit these stereotypes; being here and being a 

brother lots of men are drawn to come to my classes. 

 

Jase shares how more professional sportsmen are now also coming to his yoga classes. 

This includes All Blacks, such as current World rugby player of the year Beauden Barrett. 

Jase shares why Barrett was first drawn to yoga: to get open and get more mobile, 

because his physiotherapist said you should do some yin yoga, to balance out his hip 

flexors, they were imbalanced from being a kicker, to find that balance he comes to yin. 

 

Yin yoga is a deeply meditative, slow paced type of postural yoga; poses are held for 

longer periods of time, anywhere from 45 seconds to 5 to 10 minutes. Jase states that: 

 

All of the top sportsmen that come to our studio come to yin because that is what their 

body needs, isn’t that beautiful. Beauden came 8 weeks in a row, as he went along, I was 

watching his rugby games, I am an avid rugby fan, and he was getting better and better 

and better, and at the end of the eight-week period he got into the All Blacks, and named 

number one first five. And I jokingly said four weeks in, it’s the yoga isn’t it mate and he 

was like it just makes me so calm! I asked what he got out of yoga the most, it was the 

BREATHING. I saw him on the field, stopping, breathing and centring; his performance 

just went through the roof. I use to joke with others it was the yoga. Then he did an 

interview on Stuff, and they asked him I hear you do yoga and Pilates and he said he was 

a big fan of it, so that is why we have the other Hurricanes and All Blacks coming along 

now. 

 

Jase is trying to break down stereotypes around who comes to a yoga class. Jase believes: 
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Once men get past the stigma of what yoga is and actually get in here and get on their 

mat, 9 times out of 10 they are going to go oh, it is not sitting around in half lotus, in 

mudra. The first taste is connection to breath, moving away from the shallow up in the 

chest breath, moving to a deeper belly breath. Even if guys come to yoga and learn how 

to breathe, mindfully, and not hold their breath, how many guys come to yoga and hold 

their breath in a pose! And then it is like you are giving them permission when you go up 

to them and tell them to breathe and they are like O yeah! A big exhale it is like they need 

permission to breath. Even if fellas come and learn to breathe mindfully, that is progress. 

 

Jase observes that more and more men are coming to yoga: It is not 50:50 but it is getting 

there! As more men begin to come to Jase's classes, the stereotype that: yoga is a girl’s 

thing that it is for rich white women who have brightly coloured tights and are flexible, 

begins to break down. Jase is riding this wave, trying to encourage more and more men to 

try yoga. Jase says he is trying to bridge the gap so more men can use yoga; to deal with life 

a little bit better. He sees yoga as a key for healthy male aging, as it: 

 

… benefits both mind, body and soul, yoga is so beautiful, for getting men more mobile, 

for opening the joints, getting into fascia, connective tissue, opening energy lines in the 

body, that is huge, that’s the physical. The mind stuff, calming your mind through the 

practice, focusing the mind, focusing on breath, then everything in the outside world 

dissolves, you will then find that meditative aspect. 

 

Jase tells the story of a student he had who was 76: 

 

He had the bluest eyes, the healthiest skin, his physical practice was amazing, not that 

that means anything, but his facility in his body, would mirror that of a 30-year-old, he 

was so mobile, so open, in his eyes, his body, in his energy, in his being, present, alert. Is 

yoga healing? Hell yes!! 

 

The third theme that arose in the interview is that yoga helps you to really thrive, to 

flourish (Seligman, 2012), to find your true self. Jase shares how he sees yoga as a 
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transformational tool, as a practice that contributes to both personal and spiritual 

growth. During our interview Jase talks a lot about how empowering yoga is. On a 

personal level he believes that yoga has: 

 

Hands down yoga has made me a better person. I am really passionate about yoga, it has 

changed my life! What yoga has done to me is that it has peeled away all the layers of 

what society says I should be and I have discovered who I really am. Yoga has given Jase 

space: to make wiser choices, to enter a witness space. On the mental level, yoga allows 

Jase time for a ‘check in: to where I am at in life, and how to deal with those limiting core 

beliefs that come up, how they sit in my heart. 

 

He talks about the transformations he sees in students. He talks about his experiences as 

a facilitator for the Power Living yoga teacher training courses: 

 

On day one you get all these eager people turn up, on how they think yoga should be, 

but really it is not authentically who they are, through months of in depth physical and 

spiritual work, there is some sort of spiritual awakening. I can see their potential on day 

one but by the end of the training I always say, “oh there you are, that is who you really 

are! 

 

Jase suggests that yoga can help you find your true self. This concept of a true self 

according to psychologists Strohminger and Knobe (2017) contains two core beliefs; one, 

that the true self is perceived as positive, and two, it is moral. This concept of discovering 

your true self seems a popular aim in modern yoga (see Baptiste, 2011). In traditional 

yoga philosophy, according to American yoga writer Kate Holcombe (2012), the true self 

is often referred to as the seer “The seer is what you might think of as your inner voice or 

guide…It's your true essence, and yoga teaches that this essence remains stable no 

matter what happens around you or to you,” (Holcombe, 2017, p.1). It appears that in 

modern consumer culture finding the true self or who you are could be as simple as 

having the desire and resources available to join a yoga teacher- training course. The 

Power Living Yoga Teacher Training program, according to the Power Living website, is 
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dedicated to delivering “a transformational and comprehensive program, empowering 

you to live with courage and passion. We elevate and accelerate our students to teach 

authentically, build communities and transform lives, starting with their own” 

(http://www.powerliving.com.au). It is a course that promises to “give you the 

knowledge and understanding required to be competent in the classroom, but also the 

self-esteem required to be an example for people in life” (ibid). Recommendations for the 

teacher training course from previous students give positive reviews, one, from a former 

bricklayer, who is now a yoga teacher, stated that “Yoga has simply changed me; it has 

allowed me to have belief in myself, no matter what the obstacle. Not only that the 

practice allows me to continually deepen my knowledge as a teacher and a student. Yoga 

has been such a gift in my life and I just really want to share it!” 

(https://www.powerliving.com.au/blog/swapping-tools-for-tights/). This student also 

states how he found his former career unfulfilling, and in contrast teaching yoga “gave 

him a way to connect with others and leave behind all the chaos and mind chatter that 

didn’t serve me.” (ibid). This theme, on how yoga helps you to thrive, illustrates living 

examples of how modern yoga ‘transforms’ lives; the practice of yoga perhaps opening 

aspirant yogis up “a trove of talents and abilities waiting to be exposed” (Strohminger & 

Knobe, 2017, p. 7). 

 

Yoga scholar Andrea Jain (2014, p. 173) states that: “one postural yogis centre is another 

periphery”. I have personal felt like this a bit through this interview, my experience of 

attending a class at the Power Living studio in Wellington introduced me to a completely 

different side of yoga in New Zealand, a more commercial and business orientated side of 

yoga. As a South Islander, yoga in my part of the world still seems a little humbler, more 

low key. I am more used to dreadlocked rural ascetics or biodynamic farmers’ teaching 

classes for a koha/donation, teaching out of makeshift ‘studios’ in school or community 

halls. Power Living however sits at the other end of the spectrum to this; it is a yoga 

franchise, big business, urban, sleek, professional. This is not to say it is more or less 

‘yogic’ than my South Island teachers, it is just a different manifestation of the modern 

yoga experience. It also highlights the different ways that modern postural yoga evolves 

to serve the needs of consumers in different social contexts. It highlights how modern 

yoga is a “living, dynamic tradition” (Jain, 2014, p. 171) and one that must be understood 
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“in terms of the collective and divergent meanings and functions their practitioners 

attribute to them” (ibid p.173). 

 

For Jase, yoga clearly has important meanings and functions in his life; it contributes to 

positive well-being, contributing to his Taha tinana- physical well-being, his Taha 

hinengaro, mental and emotional well-being, his Taha whanau, social well-being and his 

Taha wairua, his spiritual well-being. Otago University mental health researcher Sarah 

McKenzie (2017) urges that there needs to be more research into men who that are 

‘thriving’. She notes that within the men’s mental health literature most of the studies 

focused around how men manage depression, as opposed to how men actively engage in 

practices that support their well-being. Jase's story highlights the lived experiences of an 

urban Māori man that is using yogic techniques to enhance his well-being. Jase talks 

about the physical benefits of his yoga practice, how it creates strength and flexibility, but 

more importantly he focuses on the mental and emotional benefits he gets from his 

meditation practice, the stillness, the peace, the time to find clarity. He talks about the 

importance of social connections he gets through teaching and serving the community, 

he talks about how the spirituality of yoga links in with that of Māoritanga. Jase's story 

highlights one way that New Zealanders can really thrive, to become the best version of 

themselves. 

 

Glen: A Mystical Journey with Yoga: Healing Mind, Body and Soul 

 

In this interview, Glen a yoga teacher from Mangawhai, a rural settlement in Northland, 

shares his story with yoga. It is a story that is intertwined with deep mystical experiences 

and furthermore highlights the transformative nature of yoga. According to Glen, yoga 

allows him to Break away from the herd mentality, to see past my conditioning, to be an 

authentic person. It helps me get in sync with my Dharma, to do what I am here for. 

Alongside the mystical experiences, Glen shares more pragmatic examples of using yoga 

to overcome depression and anxiety and how yoga has helped him ease the chronic pain 

from a major climbing accident. Glen delves into how the yogic philosophy aligns with his 

personal beliefs; of living simply, of telling the truth, of being a vegetarian, of not getting 

caught up in materialism. He believes that yoga is a tool that allows him to become the 
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best version of himself, one that is not driven by external forces. His story also brings to 

light the links between yoga, rural masculinity and mental health, highlighting the ways 

yoga can promote and support the mental health for rural New Zealand men. 

 

 
 

Glen lives at Tara Retreat, an ever-evolving glamping and eco-accommodation space, 

with his partner Nicola, a Naturopath, and his two daughters. The retreat just outside 

Mangawhai imbues a sense of humbleness and warmth, it feels homely, familiar. 

Tibetan prayer flags hang from trees; a cob hut is tucked away at the end of a wild 

subtropical orchard. The two-acre property oozes a sense of do-it-yourself Kiwi ingenuity. 

A garage has been transformed into a yoga studio and a shipping container into a cosy 

massage studio slash naturopathic consultation room. The retreat center mirrors the 

owners’ personalities, of frugality and innovation, of self-belief, of a desire to create a 

utopian paradise! 

 

It has been about twenty-two years since I last caught up with Glen. The last time we 

spent time together was just before an electronic trance dance party, called Entrain, on 

Figure 13: Glen Photo by Glen 
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top of the Takaka Hill in Golden Bay. It was the summer of 95/96. Glen was a fellow 

Outdoor Recreation student at Tai Poutini Polytechnic in Greymouth, on the West Coast 

of the South Island. Glen was drawn to the West Coast and then to Golden Bay, in what 

he terms as a search for the wild! 

 
 

 

Over the years I had often wondered what Glen had been up to. Various friends had told 

me stories of his adventures. ‘He is climbing the highest mountain in every National Park 

in New Zealand…He is into Zen Buddhism and living in Nelson…He has become a 

vegetarian and is living on a permaculture property in Northland, meditating and doing 

yoga every day’. 

 

I always found it fascinating hearing these stories, stories of what I perceived as a life well 

lived, stories of someone embracing life with zest. Starting this PhD, Glen immediately 

sprung to mind as someone that could be involved. The Glen I knew from the West Coast 

was definitely not into yoga, he loved beer, partying, and had a classic sense of humour. I 

was curious to find out what had led him down the yogic path, and to share what yoga 

Figure 14: Takaka Hill, 1995. Photo by Gareth Sharp 
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brings to his life today. 

 

We sat down to chat in his lounge, in Mangawhai, after a few bottles of potent ginger 

beer the stories began to flow. Stories of Glen driving rickshaws through India, of Glen 

running marathons, climbing mountains. Stories of being a canoeing and sea kayaking 

guide and then an outdoor instructor and also of life living rough on the streets in the 

United States, of coming home to New Zealand and his life as a journalist for the 

Dominion Post and an online news agency NewsRoom. Glen began to open up, talking 

about how he became disillusioned with city life, then of finding yoga, of family life, of 

moving North to Mangawhai. He shared intimate details of a life-changing mystical 

experience, and how he believed yoga had allowed him to face this experience with a 

sense of openness and acceptance. Glen’s story with yoga is a powerful one; it highlights 

how yoga, for him, is so much more than just a set of physical exercises. It highlights how 

yoga infuses his everyday life, how yoga allows him to find a deeper sense of 

understanding and clarity; how yoga helps him cope with life’s challenges, how important 

it is for his mental well-being. 

 

Glen was drawn to yoga to address pain. He had a major climbing accident in the 

Southern Alps twenty-five years ago. It was an accident that could have easily killed him. 

The accident left him with a severe back injury and a pain that lingered. Chronic pain 

management according to Gatchel (2005) is a complex issue. Glen could have easily taken 

the path of using opiates or benzodiazepines to control the pain, but instead chose to 

embrace the words of Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine to First do no harm. 

He chooses to adopt an integrative and holistic approach to pain management, firstly 

looking to meditation, then yoga, then finally to a healing medium called ConTact care. 

Glen describes the journey, seeking to heal his broken body: 

 

Many years before I did yoga, I did a lot of Zen meditation, but the pain from the climbing 

accident was always there. The Zen instructors told me to sit through the pain. Apart 

from a few instances of transcendence, I thought I was failing at meditation and it 

required a supreme effort to be still, as it was so painful. I would be covered in beads of 
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sweat doing 40 minutes of shikantasa, or just sitting, and they always said to just get 

through it. But I was still in pain from the time I awoke to the moment I fell asleep. I had 

not yet sought medical help for the accident and did not know that my neck and back 

were still dislocated from it until nearly two years later. I just thought my pain was from 

constantly “going hard” climbing and tramping in the mountains with heavy packs. 

 

Years later Glen’s partner Nicola suggested he try Ashtanga yoga. His first experience 

was a six weeks beginner Ashtanga course in Wellington. Again, those first Ashtanga 

classes were so painful, I could not even sit on the ground. I still had a lot of nerve 

damage from the climbing accident. It was not until he found a gentler form of yoga 

that Glen began incorporating yoga into his everyday life. He found a teacher called 

Linda, who ran $3 yoga classes at a local hall in Levin, north of Wellington: 

 

It was old ladies and me! Most of them were 65 plus, but I had to start off like that. I could 

not even put my legs up the wall. I could not lay flat on the ground as I had bad kyphosis 

and was really limited in my movement. I couldn’t touch my knees, let alone toes. The 

driver for me was knowing that I was going to have kids soon. I was 35, and I instinctively 

knew that this is what I had to do - I needed to keep doing yoga! Yoga was different… 

usually all my sport had been about winning, about succeeding, about competing, pushing 

myself to place in mountain marathons and off-road running races, but in yoga there was 

none of that, it was all about breathing, relaxing, letting go. I started going to class once a 

week and then doing yoga at home. 

 

Glen talks about how he liked seeing progress in his range of movement: 

 

I had to keep going to stop the chronic pain and I wanted to get myself back into 

alignment. Although doing yoga was painful, I felt it was working, so I stuck at it. I 

remember a major breakthrough about two years into my practice I felt a presence was 

all around me and it triggered a psychological introspection. I asked myself why did I slide 

down that mountain? And I realised all the damage that I had done to my body, in that 

accident and many others, and in “going hard” over the years, I had done to myself. I 
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softened and kind of let go. This first breakthrough was relaxing at home after a yoga 

class. I was in viparita karani, feet up the wall pose, doing deep, gentle diaphragmatic 

breathing, and my spine went pop and one of my thoracic vertebrae that I had dislocated 

years ago went clunk; it moved itself back into alignment. The numbness in my face that 

had been there for years just disappeared. I scratched my face with my fingernails, and I 

could feel it! It was amazing! I kept going back to my community yoga classes; it was 

always two steps forward, one step back, but it was progress. 

 

Glen kept up with his yoga practice. In 2012 they moved up to Mangawhai. Still working 

on healing the trauma from the accident he searched out a healing modality called 

ConTact Care. He recalls his thoughts at the time: 

 

My damaged upper thoracic area still seemed like a grey space, a deadness, it was 

something other, my shadow self, or something. When I came up here to Mangawhai, I 

thought I am going to solve this, so I got up at 5am before work and did Ashtanga yoga 

every day, for months and months. I was getting physically stronger, and more flexible, but 

the presence in my thoracic spine persisted, and I felt there was something beyond the 

physical that was involved...I sought out someone to help and I found a technique called 

ConTact Care. It is a way of releasing trauma through gentle movement - it is a deep gentle 

treatment. I had three treatments; the last was like a mystical experience. I saw into the 

accident, relived the tumbling and rolling…. and then my awareness shifted, and I had very 

clear visions from various times throughout human history; scenes from ancient ship building 

yards, men in overalls building the empire state building, all very vivid visions. Sometimes 

people from these visions would stop what they were working on and come right up to me 

and start staring at me. Physically I felt sick. After an hour or so my partner bought me in a 

bucket and I started spewing jelly like lumps, they looked like pieces of jellyfish! The accident 

had frozen my diaphragm; I could not really touch that area. I kept bringing up these jelly 

lumps up for over an hour while seeing more visions until one scene became clouded and 

was taken over by a sepia-toned malevolent being, which stayed and stared. I tried to dispel 

the entity by chanting om mani padme hum, the Buddhist mantra of compassion, which had 

no effect until I turned it around and said om mani padme hum, not for me but for the wider 

world and all sentient beings and then the demon cleared out, dissipated like smoke and was 
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gone. This whole experienced had lasted for about four hours. As soon as the entity had 

gone, I felt good, so I got up. Nic was in the next room and asked me how I felt; I said great, I 

feel lighter, and then I moved my arm and realised I had gained probably 20 degrees of 

movement through my shoulder; it had been frozen before the treatment. I felt great! 

 

Glen believes that the mystical experience was: 

 

Undoubtedly beyond my normal understanding. It was through yoga training and 

meditation that allowed me not to have fear about the visions, or fear about the entity. I 

could become an observer, like in yoga, where you observe yourself when you are moving, 

or being in a particular asana, and you go beyond your normal thought patterns, and it 

was through that training that I could watch and become my own observer. That is one of 

the things I really like about yoga, is that you become your own observer, you observe 

yourself, that is what they call in yoga philosophy svadhyaya, the niyama governing self- 

study. After that experience Glen stopped doing Ashtanga yoga and his practice became 

gentler, more nourishing; he also decided to train as a yoga teacher: 

 

After the experience I was not healed, but I had progressed so much that I thought I 

would look into doing a yoga teacher training, not to become a teacher but to deepen my 

own practice. I trained with Contemporary Yoga Teacher Training in Auckland and chose 

them as they have four different but complimentary and amazing teachers: Vincent 

Bolletta, Karla Brodie, Neal Ghoshal and Dyana Wells and they passed on some of the 

ethos and teachings of Donna Farhi. Her style is not dogmatic like Ashtanga or Iyengar. I 

did those styles, but they were, for me, too dogmatic. Ah Ah put your foot here, Ah Ah 

what are you doing. Ah Ah do not use your fingertips, do this, twist your body this way. I 

could not actually move like that, and I later realised I should not have been pushing 

myself into some asana. I had a serious injury to deal with. Same with Iyengar. I once did 

a shoulder stand with an Iyengar instructor who used a dozen blankets; those props felt 

more like a hindrance and a danger and I thought shit, I am going to topple over here. 

Then they were trying to get me up against the wall, so my body was perfectly in 

line…well my body was all twisted, and they were trying to make me get into positions 

where I was straining, they did not allow me to back off and relax into it. I like taking my 
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time and Donna Farhi’s teachings about yoga fitting the person rather than fitting the 

person into yoga really appealed. The course was amazing and helped me heal and grow. 

 

Glen shares that he was put off by the dogma and rigidity of Ashtanga and Iyengar yoga. 

His own approach to yoga, and also to teaching yoga, is a lot more open, flexible, and all 

encompassing. The one class of Glen’s I attended while staying at Tara Retreat was an 

innovative and creative blend of more traditional yoga poses, intertwined with 

calisthenics, free form shaking, animal flow movement, squats, ginastica natural, that 

uses the ground movements of Brazilian jiu-jitsu, followed by a deep relaxation. It might 

sound like a lot to incorporate into one class, yet it is an approach that really appealed to 

me personally. It was playful, challenging, nourishing, fun and it was definitely the best 

yoga class from my North Island road trip. It was a class that showcased Glen’s openness 

to different movement modalities and philosophies, from cutting edge developments in 

functional anatomy and biomechanics, to incorporating the philosophy of Nietzsche and 

Alan Watts into his classes. Glen embraces what yoga academic Theo Wildcroft refers to a 

post lineage style of yoga (see Wildcroft, 2018). Post lineage yoga is about “moving 

beyond one's primary lineage/teacher as the sole reference for authority over practice, 

and in the process a move from orthopraxy as defined by guru or teacher, to orthopraxy 

as defined by the peer network (Theo Wildcroft, pers.comm, 2018). Glen has moved 

beyond the teachings of Donna Farhi as his sole reference of authority, and instead 

embraces a wide variety of movement and spiritual modalities. As a rural man, the 

Internet allows Glen a platform to connect with yoga teachers and practitioners from 

around the world. He also builds a peer network by travelling to attend workshops within 

New Zealand, not just yoga workshops, but workshops on a range of physical practices 

such as Animal Flow, a dynamic ground-based movement practice that aims to increase 

strength and flexibility and a recent handstand workshop with hand- balancing maestro 

Miguel Santana. Glen is part of a growing number of contemporary yoga practitioners 

and teachers who have begun to incorporate other movement modalities into their scope 

of practice. Mesar (2017, p. 1) puts this trend down to “many senior yoga practitioners 

and teachers experiencing physical injuries that could be traced back to movement 

patterns of traditional patterns of yoga that emphasized repetitive movements, linear 

alignment and hyper mobility of joints”. These repetitive, linear patterns of movement 
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Figure 15: Glen in his studio in Mangawhai. Photo by Stephen Parker 

are common in Ashtanga vinyasa yoga, Bikram yoga and Iyengar yoga. The way Glen 

practices highlights a more open way to practice yoga, an evolving form of yoga, one that 

is open to change, which is flexible. It is an approach that highlights the malleable nature 

of modern yoga (Jain, 2014). Alongside this openness Glen returns to the eight limbs of 

yoga, as interpreted by Patanjali as the core of his yoga practice. The Niyamas, and 

Yamas, the ethical guidelines of yogic philosophy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yoga for Glen is also about personal transformation and self-inquiry, about, trying to 

figure it all out. Glen admits he did not train to become a yoga teacher just to teach, but 

instead to deepen his own understanding of yoga It was more to learn more about yoga 

for myself. I live rurally and there was only one local class on a week, so I wanted to learn 

more, to improve my own home yoga practice, to fully heal. The yoga teachers training 
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course pushed Glen out of his comfort zone, made him challenge many of his self-limiting 

thoughts: 

Part of yoga is being seen, and I never used to really like being seen. I never used to like 

big groups and I suffered from a lot of anxiety… when I joined the yoga teacher training, I 

was suffering from depression… there was no way I wanted to go, but something made 

me go and do it. A voice came in loud and clear; sign up and do it!! Other events 

transpired to get me to teach. Halfway through my teacher training, a local yoga teacher 

asked if I wanted to cover her class and teach up to 20 people. I did not even stop to think 

about it, to let the anxiety rise. I did not allow myself to think about that at all. I thought if 

a door like that opens you have to step through it, so I just concentrated on the yoga. I 

probably spent 5 hours working out what I would teach in that first 1½-hour class.Now I 

am a bit more fluid! I have an idea of what I want to teach, such as focusing on hips, 

psoas or strength, and then meditate to calm my default mode network ahead of the 

session and just let the yoga teaching come through me. 

 

The teachers training course was amazing though. Before graduation they asked us 

students to share what our strength in yoga was. Eek! In all the classes I had been to, I 

always felt like I was the worst in the class, because I generally was. I was really, really 

inflexible, and sometimes not able to do any of the asanas or moves being taught…then I 

realised that that was not my weakness, but that was my strength! When I teach, like the 

beginner’s class last night, there is always trepidation for beginners about doing yoga, 

because there is a perception that yoga is supposed to be quite hard, so I tell my story 

how I was the most inflexible person ever and now I can stand on my hands and do arm 

balances and move with fluidity. For me yoga has been better than any chiropractor, 

acupuncturist, or anything like that. I came to realise that yoga was not about being 

perfect at all… one of the sayings that has helped me along is “perfection is paralysis” and 

that always helps me do something rather than achieve something. 

 

After the course, I thought, hey I do want to teach, so I built the yoga studio here! 

 

I ask Glen if many men come to his classes: 



163  

 163 

 

Mostly women, men think it is a feminine thing. I suppose a lot of people think because so 

many women do yoga that it is for women. I think it is a bit different in the city, with 

gyms, with a greater concern for aesthetics. People in the city want to look good, and so it 

goes along with gym culture. It is a bit different in rural areas. I started Broga classes 

here, (yoga just for men), and tried to get men along. I got some builders, they often had 

issues like sore backs, so I did some fun strength stuff like crow poses, one arm balances, 

then went easy on the hip openers and hamstrings and snuck in pranayama in small 

doses. I only got small numbers coming though. The guys that came along were surer of 

themselves I suppose, they did not care if it was seen as feminine, they all wanted to come 

for stress relief or fix themselves physically, help heal their own pained bodies. It is 

definitely different in rural areas, more laddish. There’s a higher percentage of tradies 

(trade workers) here, and some of them seem to think yoga is feminine, that it is a bit of a 

joke, and they would rather go to a gym. I see men around who I used to go to the gym 

with to do boxing training, and it strikes me…and perhaps I see it differently after doing 

my yoga training, but how some of them hold themselves very staunchly as a defence 

mechanism. 

 

Glen’s observations give insights into the gendered character of rural men’s lives, and 

also how hegemonic masculinity confines some rural men to behave in certain ways. The 

way masculinities are performed and embodied, according to leading gender studies 

scholar Raewyn Connell (1995) is dynamic and varies across time and space. Within the 

rural community of Mangawhai, Glen shares that there are specific ways masculinity is 

expected to be performed. Law (2006), a New Zealand sociologist, puts forward a theory 

that rural New Zealand communities still tend to be coded as masculine, with the urban 

portrayed as feminine or effeminate. Glen describes that many of the men in Mangawhai 

think Yoga is a bit of a joke, that it is a feminine thing. 

 

Why is it that many rural men have this perception that yoga is something that is just for 

women? I think back to earlier in the interview when Glen mentions that yoga allows him to 

recognise his social conditioning, how he believes: That most people do not realise they have 
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been conditioned. Glen refers to Nietzsche: most people according to him are camels. People 

carry a burden, shouldering a hump, and this hump is filled with ideas, beliefs and opinions 

that are not their own. 

 

Marx, according to Alian de Botton in Status Anxiety (2004) had similar ideas, believing that 

ideological ideas “are phantoms formed in the human brain that keep prisoners in their cells 

without the need for bars”. Glen on the other hand describes how yoga can make you freer. 

I am all about freedom and authenticity; the freedom to make your own decisions and to be 

your own person and not be at the whims of society, to move away from the molding nature 

of society 

 

Glen’s philosophical goals of becoming freer and also the idea of living authentically have 

close links to the existential philosophy of Jean Paul Sartre. Sartre (1943) describes that if 

you are not living authentically, and are instead, as Glen said, living at the whim of 

society, you are in living in bad faith. Sartre (1943) believed that we are all free but most 

of us choose to live in bad faith, and that we limit ourselves in our beliefs. Sartre reminds 

us to try to be as free as we really are, and to not be limited in our thoughts. Many Rural 

New Zealand men do appear to be limited by thoughts, ideologies and also by social 

conditioning that has them believe that certain activities are either masculine or 

feminine. It is worth delving deeper into what perpetuates these beliefs. 

 

Within rural New Zealand there appears to be many unwritten rules on how masculinity has 

historically, and should continue to be performed; yet according to rural sociologist Hugh 

Campbell, there has been limited ethnographic investigation into the “practices and 

processes that construct masculinity as both rural and within rural spaces” (Campbell et al., 

2006, p. 87). Much of the early academic research exploring masculinity in New Zealand 

narrowed its focus to advertising campaigns, for national beer brands and how these 

campaigns reinforced hegemonic construct of masculinity (see Campbell, 2000; Campbell et 

al., 1999; Law, 1997). Campbell, Law and Honeyfield, (1999, pp. 179-180) suggest that the 

meanings of these campaigns could be interpreted either with “romantic identification or 

ironic amusement”. The Southern Man/Pride of the South campaign (see, Law, 1997) is an 

example that presents the rural man as a staunch and stoic, man, as a farmer, that keeps his 
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emotions close to his chest. In a similar fashion an advertisement for Waikato Draught, a 

provincial beer brand from the North Island, depicts a rural forestry worker, signalling to his 

mates that it is time to come to the pub, by using a chainsaw to call them in. Both 

campaigns present a strong rural imagery, of rural men doing traditional rural work, farming 

and forestry. The men perform a heroic and ‘tough’ type of masculinity. Strate (1992) goes 

as far as saying that beer advertisements can be viewed as “manuals on masculinity”, where 

men are taught to perform their masculinity in a particular way, taught what a ‘real man’ 

looks like, behaves like, what beer a ‘real’ man drinks. In Mangawhai, according to Glens, 

many of the men are staunch, hold themselves in a really tense position, they just give you 

an eyebrow raise as a greeting 

 

What is the effect of this staunch, stoic performance of masculinity? Rural sociologists 

Brandth and Haugen (2016, p. 420) state “hegemonic masculinity has proven 

counterproductive when it comes to men’s health”. Sachs (in Campbell et al., 2006, p. 

x) supports this notions and suggests that the effort to preserve hegemonic constructs of 

masculinity impacts the health of rural men as they continue to engage in unhealthy 

behaviours such as “drinking too much, working too hard, and denying stress as well as 

other emotions”. 

 

Glen is providing a rural space where an alternative resistance pattern of masculinity 

(McKenzie, 2017) can be performed. A resistant pattern of masculinity is described by 

McKenzie (2017, p. 270), as a pattern of masculinity that includes expressing emotions, 

actively seeking help from others, and “taking self-responsibility for managing their own 

mental well-being”. 

 

Glen is offering a leisure space where men can go inward, find suppleness, relax and let 

go. A place where they can engage in their own self-care, without the use of alcohol. “As 

rural societies are changing, new and more flexible representation of rural masculinities 

are emerging” (Brandth and Haugen ,2016, p. 415). Rural communities in New Zealand 

are no longer the sole bastion of the farmer, forestry worker, or the wife that is the 

primary care giver. Rural communities throughout the world are shifting, becoming more 

heterogeneous. “Globalisation, increased mobility, in-migration by people from different 
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educational and ethnic backgrounds, and increased emphasis on the rural as a site of 

leisure and consumption” (Brandth and Haugen, 2016, p. 415). Glen is an example of a 

man that is part of this rural social change; firstly, as an urban migrant to a rural area, and 

secondly by embracing a rural livelihood focused on providing a leisure experience, a 

yoga class, as opposed to the traditional rural role as a farmer or forestry worker. I also 

argue that men from rural New Zealand that attend rural yoga classes, are part of this 

social change; that they are embodying a resistant masculinity, which “can provide 

possibilities for men to flourish and experience a state of mental well- being that 

supports a happy and fulfilled life” (McKenzie (2017, p. 302), and become active agents in 

“their own social practices and can indeed question and resist the dominant pattern of 

masculinity”(ibid). Glen’s work supports rural men that have the courage to move beyond 

the confines of hegemonic masculinity. 

 

Glen notes that the men that come to his yoga classes are surer of themselves, they did 

not care if it was seen as feminine, they all wanted to come for stress relief or fix 

themselves physically, help heal their own pained bodies. The yoga classes at Tara 

Retreat provide space for rural men to perform a different type of masculinity. The 

hegemonic masculinity that persists in rural New Zealand is not going to suddenly 

disappear, but it does appear to be in a state of flux. Brandth and Haugen (2016, p. 

414) suggest that hegemonic masculinity will persist but stress that it is open to change 

and that “it may be easier to add new elements than to remove old ones”. Within New 

Zealand we are currently seeing new elements seep into the hegemonic ideal of 

masculinity, observing ruptures and complexities. Law, Campbell and Dolan (1999, p. 15) 

state that “throughout the western world social changes are unsettling old certainties in 

gender relations “. The current Prime Minister of New Zealand, Jacinda Ardern and her 

partner Clarke Gayford provides an interesting case study. The Prime Minister has just 

announced on Radio New Zealand see (Cardwell, 2018), that she is having her first baby 

and her husband, an ex-DJ, and the host of a fishing show; a show that depicts him 

catching marlin and swimming with sharks, will be now also be the full time care giver, a 

role traditional seen as feminine. The Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern will be the primary 

income earner, a role traditionally seen as masculine. Gender roles are been challenged, 

breached, over turned, and new and more flexible forms of masculinity are emerging. 
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Christensen and Jensen (2014, p. 71) urge masculinity scholars to grasp these “changes, 

complexities, ambivalences, ruptures and resistance”. Glen’s story gives insights into 

these complexities, ambivalences, ruptures and resistances. In his own words, he tells me 

that nothing remains still, the only constant is change. Glen’s story provides thought-

provoking insights into the lived experiences of a rural New Zealand male yoga teacher. 

His story goes on many tangents; perhaps one tangent that really stood out for me was 

how yoga contributes to his own positive health. He shares that I feel like I am becoming 

the best version of myself. It is inspiring hearing such a positive story. McKenzie (2017) 

states that stories are not often told on how New Zealand men experience positive 

mental health; studies typically focus on negative mental health. My hope is that this 

story gives insight into how yoga has contributed to Glen’s positive well-being, that it 

provides insights into not only the malleable nature of not only modern yoga, but also the 

malleable nature of what it means to be a contemporary rural New Zealand man, one 

who is not afraid to live differently, who follows his dreams, who has found solace, with 

his interpretation of yoga. 

 

A vignette as a partial representation of a life 

 

To highlight how a story is only a partial representation of a life, of a moment in time, I 

would like to conclude Glens story with a reflection. It took Glen a while to get back to 

me about making any amendments to this story, if I got his representation right. Not long 

after our interview, Glen left with his family for a three-month trip around the US and 

Mexico. After not hearing from him for six months I contacted him again, his reply: 

Sorry it took so long! Thanks for re-reading it and editing was great for me to do - I come 

off quite positive and it reminded me a lot of why I do yoga. I was slow to get it back as 

have been dealing with depression again this year after getting back from the US and 

Mexico - stopped all alcohol and weed for six months -ate very cleanly -pure vegan - and 

had two beyond amazing ayahuasca journeys, a combination of psychedelic plants from 

the Amazon - they were Mystical Journeys! BUT all turned to shit with San Pedro/ 
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Huachama,, a psychedelic cactus trip -fuck me that was full on and Nic, my wife was not 

impressed to say the least…I am still doing yoga most days, but use the term loosely - 

pretty much every day is some form of esoteric training -either meditation, asana or Wim 

Hof (most days cold shower or sea swim and breathwork). Ayahuasca lessons are so 

banal and obvious but beautiful - all is love! And this can emanate from our core and 

radiate outwards. I got swallowed by serpents to pass through dark tunnels to enter the 

ultraviolet halls of akasha to sit with beings like Shiva with shining fluorescent jaguar and 

glowing cats by our sides and be shown my karma by mother Ayahuasca. These visions 

were unrelenting for about six or seven hours in our time - both times I felt fantastic the 

next day and for weeks -developed psychic abilities- I could know who was going to ring 

the phone or knock on the door before it happened 

- mediation was an easy trip to the source and I would just sit in bliss for up to an hour - 

life felt like Deja vue and all was meant to be - and physically things were easier - I could 

handstand with way more stability, could juggle, could parallel park with surprising ease 

- I reckon I could have done it blindfolded.Then San Pedro/Huachuca smashed me back to 

earth! Eek - I have left it alone but you've inspired me to write about it and get it all down 

-can still remember most of it vividly – 

Cheers Steve -was nice to chat today fella -will keep in touch and meet up in 

November when you're up in Auckland - Namaste! 
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Glen’s reflection here highlights how mental health is like a wave, it has peaks and 

troughs, then moments of peaceful calm. Glen’s email also highlights how a story will 

only ever be a partial presentation of a life. Things change. We change. We face hurdles. 

We face twists and turns in life. What is important is how we deal with these twists and 

turns. Do we turn to esoteric practices like yoga? Do we eat clean, and go vegan? Do we 

turn to self-prescribed psychedelic medicine to push on through, to have insights, to alter 

our perception? Glens story gives insights into using alternative modalities of self-care. 

Some of these modalities like ContactCare, yoga and Ayahuasca have been positive. His 

email also highlights how psychedelic medicine, like San Pedro/ Huachama can push a 

person to their limits, to a breaking point, where the veils of reality thin and one sees 

images of reality beyond what one could ever imagine. For Glen, life is about 

experimentation, it is about pushing boundaries. Life involves inner and outer 

adventures. Trying to figure it all out. 

 

I felt humbled when Glen told me that when he re-read his story it allowed him to reflect 

on how positive yoga has been in his life. This is one of the purposes of this PhD, to share 

stories on how New Zealand men use yoga to cultivate positive well- being and to also 

highlight that this path to positive well-being is not linear. For Glen yoga was something 

tangible, a routine, a touchstone that he could return too, especially in times of crisis, like 

when the black dog of depression raises its head, or to become grounded again after a 

Figure 16:Huachama/San Pedro: 

Photo by Stephen Parker 
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transformative psychedelic experience! For Glen yoga is like an old friend, welcoming you 

back, reliable, there when you need it most 

 

 

Steve Vinyasa: Living the good life 
 

I met the next participant, Steve Vinyasa (a pseudonym) in a busy Café in downtown 

Auckland. Steve is 60 years old, a dedicated yoga practitioner, yoga teacher and one of 

the pioneers of the Waiheke Island wine industry. I am immediately taken by his 

presence; he emanates an aura of self-confidence, of self-belief. We order a latte, then 

begin a discussion about yoga, about life. We chat about New Zealand men, about living 

life to your fullest potential, about the time he taught Richard Branson yoga on a private 

Island in the Caribbean. Steve’s life story is like a whirlwind of adventure, a story of a life 

well lived. He assures me he has not been mucking around! The conversation begins with 

Steve sharing what drew him to yoga. He then shares stories about yoga teachers that 

have inspired him. Then the conversation diverges onto the topic of yoga and money. He 

pulls out a quote that surprises me: 

 

The more yoga I do, the more money I make, absolutely! Yoga allows you make better 

decisions, be more caring to your staff, you are less likely to have emotional reactions to 

adverse business situations… just way calmer. In business you are way more likely to 

create win win situations. 

 

It is a comment that I had not heard spoken of so openly before, but Steve seems to be 

that sort of guy, one not afraid to speak his truth. Steve’s quote allows space to explore 

the intersection of yoga as a timeless ancient tradition, with yoga as a tool to succeed in 

the neo liberal present. This vignette will explore the ways yoga has helped Steve 

‘succeed’ in his business life, it will explore the ways Steve believes yoga can help others 

become more successful, more empathetic, more engaged with life. 

 

To begin with I am interested in what drew Steve to yoga. Steve started yoga when he 

was in High School, in 1974. He was searching for alternative ways to live in the world. 
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After High School he went to the Bay of Islands, North of Auckland, then further North: 

 

… living at communes, living with the hippies, it was 1976, yoga was what hippies did, we 

did yoga and lots of other stuff too! I really related to yoga, enjoyed it. Then I went to 

Lincoln University, kept my practice up there, completed a Diploma in Horticulture. Then 

when sailing around the world. Wherever I was overseas I would go into local yoga 

studios, just kept up the practice. In the 80’s and 90’s Ashtanga yoga really kicked in. I 

usually went to these classes with girlfriends of my friends…in Chile or London, or 

wherever, they would say let’s go to Ashtanga. When I eventually came back to New 

Zealand I maintained my yoga practice, even if was just a few sun salutes. I just found it 

made me calmer and more focused, allowed me to deal with the craziness of life better. 

 

It was during a period of travel that Steve describes a turning point on his yogic path: 

I was in Valencia for the Americas cup, and a friend of mine was up in Greece doing yoga, 

he said to me man you have to meet this woman Shiva Rae, it is your type of yoga! She is 

just incredible, this is you, she practices vinyasa yoga, it is the new Ashtanga. I was 

planning on staying in Valencia, partying, wild parties. I had a decision; do I take the left-

hand door or the right-hand door. I though bugger it, I am going to leave and go to 

Greece and do yoga. All my friends were astounded. I had all my friends, my networks, my 

hotel room. I said no I am going to get right with God. So, I went to Greece and it was a 

life changing experience, I really discovered a style of yoga I loved, really got into it, made 

a lot of amazing friends… It was life changing training with her. 

 

Steve was inspired by the way Shiva ‘embodied’ and performed her yoga, expressed 

through a series of flowing heart opening vinyasa yoga sequences. Steve was also 

inspired by Shiva's joyful, radiant way of being in the world, by her presence, by her 

grace. Steve went on to do multi teacher trainings with her. Mark Whitwell is another 

teacher that Steve holds in high regard. Steve honours Mark as one of his mahagurus 

(great gurus/teachers). Mark Whitwell is a New Zealander with a global reputation as a 

yoga teacher. Mark is one of the few modern yoga teachers to have trained with 

Krishnamacharya, the Father of modern yoga. Mark’s teachings focuses on tailoring the 
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practice of yoga for each individual and he encourages his students to do yoga every day, 

even if it is for just a few minutes. Steve shares that he has stuck to that philosophy: I try 

to do yoga every day. Three times a week I will do an hour or two. It is incredibly 

important. 

 

I ask Steve why yoga is such an important part of his life? He states that yoga is all about 

empowerment, empowerment of self and others. Rappapon (1984) describes 

empowerment as a process in which individuals, organizations or communities gain 

mastery over their lives. This idea of empowerment is intertwined with ideas around self-

determination (Sprague & Hayes, 2000), of how the self or identity is formed by an “act 

of personal choice” (Waterman, 2013, p. 100). Empowerment is also entangled with 

concepts around positive psychology, flourishing and self-realisation (Peterson & 

Seligman, 2004), of seeking to use and develop the best within oneself (Huta & Ryan, 

2010; Waterman, 2013). 

 

For Steve yoga allows him an opportunity to reach his full potential. He describes that 

each individual needs to find out what their true values are, to discover what makes them 

happy, in a deep and meaningful way. Steve shares: 

 

I believe there are three ways to be happy: one is being social; another is having a future 

plan or a dream you're working on - a bucket list idea; and the third way is having 

meaning in your life - some aspect of it where you're giving back and helping others. I've 

always been pretty good on the first two, but yoga has given me that third part. I've found 

the deepest happiness actually comes from helping other people, and yoga teaching gives 

me the platform to do that. 

 

This concept that happiness comes from helping others is one that is supported by 

modern science. A recent paper by Doré, Morris, Burr, Picard, & Ochsner (2017) 

highlighted that by helping others we enhance our own emotional well-being and 

decrease symptoms of depression. The cultivation of positive relationships with others 

has a wide range of emotional, spiritual and physical benefits. Ryff (2013b) adds that 

helping others reduces stress hormones and reduces cardiovascular and inflammatory 



173  

 173 

risk factors. Steve’s description that he has found a deep happiness, fulfillment and 

purpose from teaching yoga highlights a eudaimonic component to his yoga experience. 

Eudaimonia is a philosophical idea promoted by Aristotle; for Aristotle eudaimonia was 

virtue exercised in favourable conditions (Keyes & Annas, 2009). It involves the 

“realisation of one’s true and best nature” (Ryff, 2013b). It is a striving for self-realisation 

and the act of using your unique character strengths for the greater good (Peterson & 

Seligman, 2004). 

 

Steve shares that teaching yoga is his way to give back. He often teaches yoga for free, 

wherever he travels. He describes the time he taught Richard Branson yoga, the founder 

of the Virgin group: 

 

I was on Richard Branson’s private Island in the Caribbean, with a bunch of millionaires, 

one said, you are a yoga teacher, can we do some yoga? I said sure, let’s do some yoga. 

We did a yoga class in the morning and later in the day Richard asked if I was teaching 

yoga, I said yes... I believe yoga makes the world a better place. I then asked if there a 

problem with me teaching on his Island. He said of course not… and then asked if he could 

come along the next morning? I said sure, it is your Island, it would be an honour. The 

next morning, he came down, I taught him yoga. After that I asked him if I could get a 

photo of him and I on the mat, I said it is not about an ego thing, it is more that I believe if 

businessmen see you doing yoga, they will want to do yoga. It could save lives! Stop heart 

attacks, reduce stress! Richard said it would be an honour. 

 

The ripple effect of someone like Richard Branson doing yoga is that it gets yoga even 

further into the public domain, makes yoga more mainstream. Perhaps it also gets more 

people thinking, if Richard Branson does yoga, and he has done well for himself, maybe if 

I do yoga and meditate, I will also succeed in the neo liberal present? It is a theory that 

may be behind a growing tech wellness industry, of online yoga classes and meditation 

apps. There seems to be a growing societal shift and demand from consumers and 

employers for products and experiences that promote and foster mental well-being; for 

products and experiences that promote optimal performance. San Francisco based 

company Calm is one such company. They offer a range of online programs and guided 
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meditations that include practices to cultivate gratitude, meditation sessions to improve 

focus, to build self-esteem and to increase happiness. Calm claims that its programs are 

designed to help “people tackle mental health issues such as anxiety and insomnia” 

(Durden, 2019 p. 1). It seems to be a successful formula, Calm was established as a 

company in 2012, in February 2019 the company was valued at one billion US dollars 

(Durden, 2019). It is one of many similar companies riding the commercialised wellness 

wave. Richard Branson’s, airline Virgin has also joined the commercialized wellness 

movement, offering places for passengers to practice yoga in airport lounges and 

meditation apps now included in their in-flight entertainment. These examples highlight 

how yoga, meditation, well-being, positive psychology and neoliberalism are all 

intertwined in the neo liberal present, 

 

On the business side, the science of well-being is propped up by a massive and lucrative 

industry that seeks to manage consumption and work in an increasingly automated and 

data heavy capitalised economy-workers must be happy at their jobs, no matter what: 

consumers must be happy and unhappy just enough to keep consuming (Alexandrova, 

2017, p. 154). 

 

It is a situation that highlights the malleable nature of modern yoga and meditation, how 

the practices have transformed from an ancient Vedic tradition to transcend materialism 

(Hartsuiker, 2014) to tools used by neo liberal subjects to become more productive, more 

efficient, to tackle mental health issues, to become happier consumers (Godrej, 2016; 

Jain, 2014). 

 

While the tech wellness industry is booming Steve stresses that he does not see teaching 

yoga or meditation as a way for him to make money. Steve has owned and taught at yoga 

studios in the past and his advice to anyone thinking of setting up a yoga studio to make 

money is to own 3 or 4 studios! To really maximise it. 

 

And as for becoming a yoga teacher in Bali, Steve stresses that: 
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We cannot all run away to Bali to become yoga teachers, there is no money, and there 

is already to many yoga teachers up there, plus the Indonesian government does not 

want you to work! Everyone seems wants to run away to Bali to become a yoga 

teacher, there is no room, someone has to earn the money somewhere and New 

Zealand is a pretty wonderful country to do it. In fact, New Zealand is incredible. 

 

So, Steve’s advice for New Zealanders is to incorporate yoga into their everyday lives, to 

do your yoga, even if it is a small amount, every day. Be who you are, be a stockbroker, 

be an accountant, even be a butcher. Steve laughs, maybe being a butcher is going too 

far, or maybe an ethical butcher that only deals in organic and cruelty free meat! But do 

yoga, and watch how things evolve. 

 

Steve believes if everyone did yoga, we would seem a major evolution of society, we 

would see radical social change: 

 

We are all in this together; yoga is about treating others like you treat yourself, no, it is 

actually treating others better than you treat yourself. If you are my brother and she is my 

sister, and we realize this in a yoga class, we are never going to hurt one another, there is 

mutual respect. 

 

Steve shares that as we do more yoga, we become stronger, more focused, more 

observant, more in the present: 

 

… if you are depressed you are often stuck in the past or in the future, you are not in the 

present Most times when we are upset, angry, depressed or dysfunctional in some way it 

means we are obsessed with the past or future. To be in the present, to be in the zone, 

what happens when you are doing yoga or surfing, if you can come off the yoga mat and 

stay in the present, you will be the person that sees the little old lady drop her pursue, you 

will have the balance, agility and speed to get it back to her before someone else sees it 

and steals it. You will be the one who sees the little child wander off from the pram 

towards the road and you will be the one who will notice it and get there fast enough to 

save the child. By staying in the present, we can manifest huge benefits to our society, to 
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people around us, to animals, you will be the person to see that the dog is thirsty because 

the bowl is empty, no one else sees it, because they are worried, perhaps about their 

boyfriend, so that ability to stay in the present, to be focused, to act in a positive and 

supportive way. 

 

Steve believes yoga can make us more aware, more engaged in life. It can make us feel 

more alive, more in tune. I am curious how Steve thinks yoga may benefit the lives of 

other New Zealand men. I ask Steve why he thinks some New Zealand men are put off 

yoga: 

 

I think they are insecure about it. New Zealand men know yoga is hard, even stuff that 

they think they should be good at like holding a chaturanga (a push up like movement), 

some of them cannot… core strength and lean muscles are really way more valuable in 

yoga, a lot of men are insecure about looking like a beginner, looking stupid, looking 

weak. A lot of them come up with the catch phrase I am not flexible, but that is not what 

they mean, what they mean really mean is that I really feel insecure when I am doing 

something new and look like a gimp doing it! So, whenever I hear someone say I am not 

very flexible I roll my eyes and go it is not about flexibility, it is about balance, and 

strength, and focus and the breath. You go and get an hour of complete breath exchange 

when you breath out all of your stale air, and breath in fresh air, it is incredibly 

invigorating, a good source of prana, a good source of solar energy and most people do 

not do it, even sitting here in this conversation we are only using 10% of the air available 

to us to... but once the guys get past that they normally get addicted to it, and there is 

more and more guys doing it…. The tribe that comes from going to a yoga class, you get a 

good teacher and that teacher creates a tribe of likeminded people, there are different 

tribe styles, but once you get a good tribe going, the men really enjoy that… yoga changes 

everyone! 

 

I ask Steve if there are cultural factors that put New Zealand men, Kiwi blokes, off going 

to yoga: 
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Kiwi blokes! They are all different, take the Y gen, like Y gen around the world they are 

high tech, they need purpose. Traditionally kiwi men have been a bit reserved about 

sharing their emotions, but I do not think Y gen and younger are. I think they are really 

good at sharing their emotions. It is hard to know; it has all changed so much. I do not 

think we can generalise about the average kiwi guy; kiwi guys are generally pretty dam 

good people! 

 

Steve’s comment supports the notion that the ways New Zealand men perform their 

masculinity is diverse and changes through time, place and space. Steve is a firm believer 

that more people practices yoga that we can make the world a better place… we could 

make some serious good changes, it would be good for the kiwi guys, good for everyone! 

 

Autoethnographic reflection on Steve’s Vignettes 

 

Steve’s story shares valuable insights into modern yoga. It shares insights into how yoga 

has given him a sense of clarity and focus to succeed in the neo liberal present. I have an 

epiphany about the quote the more yoga I do the more money I make. My epiphany is 

not so much about money, but more around that the more yoga Steve does the more he 

is in a state of mind to manifest a life he truly desires. It is a revelation that is perhaps 

triggered by new age pop psychology, by self-help books from people like Wayne Dyer 

(1989) and Shakti Gawain (2016); authors that urge the reader to visualise and manifest 

the life that they truly want. It is an epiphany intertwined with what Bishop (2015) 

describes as living the good life; the result of an interacting network of positive attributes 

that include positive feelings, moods, and emotions, positive attitudes, positive traits, 

and satisfying accomplishments. I come to the understanding that yoga has allowed Steve 

to attain many of his dreams; Steve’s winery on Waiheke Island is one example of this. 

His winery has a global reputation and has been listed as one of the 10 top must visit 

wineries in the world.” (Joseph, 2007). His Cabernet red wines have been described as 

the finest in New Zealand (Halliday, 1991). It is a dream he has been working on for a long 

time, the vision, sown while sitting under an olive tree in Tuscany, with a glass of red 

wine in his hand, in his early twenties. At 23 he had purchased his dream bit of land and 

was planting the first grapes. He purchased the land after sailing a Whitbread Round the 
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World Yacht race, then working sailing yachts around the Mediterranean. It is a utopian 

story, a romantic story, a story of having a dream, and then fulfilling the dream. It is a 

story that shows stoic determination and self-belief, it is a story that reminds me of the 

attributes of the first settlers to Aotearoa/New Zealand, the Māori. Of a people that also 

had a dream, to discover new lands, of a people not afraid to take on an adventure into 

the unknown, and to then make that dream a reality. They are inspiring stories. 

 

I have not met many New Zealand men that are as confident and as self-assured as Steve. 

I did not ask him if this success comes with costs. New Zealanders tend to have a habit 

knocking high achievers (Kirkwood, 2007), of denigrating or “cutting down” those who 

are successful” (Deverson, 1998, p. 833), labeling those that succeed as tall poppies. A tall 

poppy that needs to be taken down to size. A study by Kirkwood (2007) found that the 

majority of entrepreneurs in New Zealand believe that ‘Tall Poppy Syndrome’ exists in 

New Zealand and that they had experienced it in some way. I am not sure if it is the yoga, 

or again that self-assurance but Steve seems to be beyond all this. He says he is all about 

empowerment, empowerment of self and others “, I think if you can empower people 

that is a good service, give them confidence”. I think a lot of New Zealanders could do 

with being empowered, to dream big, to become the best version of themselves. It is 

inspiring having people like Steve lead the way. I will finish this vignette with a mantra; a 

mantra is a Sanskrit prose. This is one that Steve has incorporated into the values of his 

winery. This mantra shows how he has been influenced by yoga, by the new age 

movement, by all his teachers… 

 

Be here now. The time to be happy is now, the place to be happy is here, the way to be 

happy is to make someone else be happy “…Be yourself. Everyone else is taken…Before 

you speak, think is it true, is it helpful, is it inspiring, is it necessary, is it kind.” 

(Stonyridge, 2019). 

 

Thanks Steve, and if you are slightly perplexed with the combination with yoga and 

wine, Steve is quick to reassure that: Yoga and wine is a fantastic blend, yoga is a 
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great detox, some people drink too much wine, some people do too much yoga, the 

two work well together and calm each other out. 

 

A balanced, flexible approach to life is another take home point from this meeting with 

Steve, of not being too rigid in your views of yoga, of life. As Steve says: enjoy life, none of 

us are getting out of here alive! 

 

 

John: Personal and Planetary Health 

 

 

John is a yoga teacher based in the rural South Island town of Waimate, an area less 

renown for the healing art of yoga but perhaps more as an epicentre of the recent 

Figure 17: John teaching to an IHC group, Oamaru, North Otago. Photo by Stephen Parker 



180  

 180 

industrial dairy-farming boom. John has been teaching yoga since 1992 and teaching 

fulltime for the last 13 years. He currently teaches 10 classes a week, teaching yoga at 

community halls throughout North Otago and South Canterbury. He also teaches yoga in 

rest homes and to members of the IHC New Zealand society, to those with intellectual 

disabilities. He is a firm believer in getting yoga out into the community. 

 

John’s story with yoga takes the reader down many paths. I follow him down three. 

Firstly, he shares how yoga allows him to be an active agent in his own self-care. 

Secondly, I explore how yogic philosophy affects John’s relationship with his external 

environment; of how the yogic principles, of ahimsa, of non-harming, and of saucha of 

cleanliness instigated John to protest against the unsustainable rise of industrial style 

dairy farming in Waimate. John was the only man from his region to actively protest 

against Fonterra, New Zealand’s largest multinational, applying for a coal-fired dairy plant 

expansion. John argues that he was protesting not just for the health of his local 

community, but also for the health of the planet. Thirdly, Johns story gives insights into 

the changing nature of rural masculinity in New Zealand. I finish this vignette with an 

autoethnographic reflection on meeting John, on the power of rural yoga and on the 

socially constructed nature of health. 

 

Yoga and self-care 

 

The first theme I explore is around yoga and self-care. Self-care is defined by Bickley 

(1998) as self-initiated practices and behaviours that promote good health and well- 

being. This theme of yoga and self-care begins for John in India, as a 23-year-old. He was 

on ‘the hippy trail’ and was at a crossroads with his health: 

 

My health had deteriorated so I decided I would learn some yoga…I was a lifelong 

asthmatic, plus I had been smoking too much hash, that was a trigger for my bad health, 

it was all part of a catalyst that I had to do something good for my health. I thought I am 

in India, this is where they do yoga, it might help. 
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John explains that in those days if you wanted to learn yoga you had to register at a 

government office: 

 

They had a list of places you could study yoga. I choose a place in Kerala, in South India, 

The Institute of Yogic Culture…I arrived and said I wanted to learn yoga… The first thing 

they asked me was to meet Guruji. I was not really into ‘Gurus,’ but soon realised Guru 

just meant teacher, it was my western hang up on the word. Guruji was 70 and ran the 

yoga institute from his family home. He asked me if I could breath, I thought that was a 

bit odd. I breathed a normal breath and he said no, no, terrible, terrible! 

 

So, began a four-month intensive of learning yoga, learning how to breathe, learning 

yoga postures, learning kriya, the cleansing practice. The type of yoga taught at The Yogic 

Institute was called Siddha vidya yoga: I understood that to mean powerful healing, they 

worked with a lot of pranayama and medicinal herbs, …so while I was there I did get fit, I 

did get strong, so that really established my yoga practice. I just fell for it, it just somehow 

felt right. 

 

John believes yoga gives him: 

A sense of control over his own health, body and mind…the first thing my yoga teacher 

told me was throw away my inhaler and pills. I learnt to manage my asthma through 

yoga. I went through a stage I wanted to fight asthma, but yoga taught me another way, 

having asthma became my strength, it allowed me to help others with their breathing 

difficulties. 

 

John shares how yoga helps him on a physical level. For many years John and his wife 

owned and operated a biodynamic organic market garden in Waimate. 

 

I have no doubt that with my market garden, it was a very physical job, I managed 

because of yoga. I had two hernias… I did not have an operation, but it was with a yoga 

practice I could get the hernia back in, if it was not for yoga I would not have been able 

to keep on working. 
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John is quick to point out that yoga is more than just a set of physical practices. The 

benefits of yoga extend beyond the physical: 

 

Yoga is spirit really…it is an experience, it is something much deeper than a pure physical 

experience… yoga is about what I can do with the energy of the breath. I am not saying I 

will ever get there but it is about getting to that point in life when it is time to leave this 

earth, I can do it very consciously. 

 

Emmons (2010, p. 180) writes that one of the key aspects of self-care originates in “a 

fundamental curiosity about the self and its relationship with the social and physical 

worlds. It works within circulating discourses to seek opportunities for tactical responses 

to those discourses, responses that bring personally meaningful experiences to 

individuals.” Johns comment above highlights that his self-care regime transcends the 

physical extends beyond the social, and into spiritual realms. Yoga for John is about living 

consciously, living with meaning, with purpose. I ask John what yoga brings to his 

everyday life. He replies: A relative degree of equanimity, calmness, but that does not 

mean I do not get angry…environmental issues get me upset… 

 

 

Yoga and planetary health 

 

I will now explore the theme of yoga and environmental and planetary health. This theme 

highlights a recent environmental issue that angered John and empowered him to act out 

in defiance. This theme explores the interconnection between yoga philosophy and 

environmental activism. 
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Fonterra, New Zealand’s largest multinational company recently proposed an expansion 

of Studholme Milk factory, close to where John lives in Waimate. The Studholme 

expansion included an application to have two new coal powered milk drying plants. 

Drying plants, that according to leading New Zealand environmental scientist Mike Joy 

would certainly increase greenhouse gas emissions (Joy, 2015). The expansion would also 

affect dairy herd numbers. The dairy herd numbers would have to increase, to service the 

increased demand of the plant. Former Green party Member of Parliament Jeanette 

Fitzsimmons described that the rise could mean up to a million more cows, “the 

equivalent of dropping a city the size of Jakarta on South Canterbury without a sewerage 

plan” (Brunton, 2016, p.1). This forecasted rise in dairy cows would be on top of a 

national herd, that according to Dr Mike Joy already needs to be reduced by a third to be 

anywhere near sustainable (Joy, 2015). John said he was the only one from his 

community protesting: In rural areas, not many people are going to protest about the 

dairy industry! 

 

Figure 18: Drone footage of an industrial scale dairy farm in South Canterbury, New 

Zealand, 20th August 2018. Photo by SAFE. 
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The work John is doing here, protesting, would be considered by environmental 

educators, such as Steve van Matre (1990) as the work of an environmental champion, of 

someone that is empowered into action, someone who is not afraid to speak out, to 

speak their truth. John links this environmental activism work back to yoga philosophy, 

yoga philosophy enacted as social change. He believes when people start doing yoga they 

begin to: Become aware of their surroundings, what they eat, how their food is produced, 

the environment where you live. 

 

For John, his activism embraces aspects of the niyamas and the yamas of yogic 

philosophy. The niyamas are “practices that the yogi employs to refine the relationship 

with one’s internal world. Yamas are ethical practices often referred to as restraints, that 

pertain to the way one interacts with the world” (Krasno, 2015, p. 6). There are five 

niyamas and five yamas. John links the niyama of saucha, of cleanliness (Iyengar & Marsh, 

1993), with a need to ensure the rivers are clean, clean from excessive cow faeces and 

urine, free from the excessive run off of nitrogen fertiliser. Additionally, that the air is 

clean and not choked in coal emissions. He links the yama ahimsa, of non-harming 

(Iyengar & Marsh, 1993), of living a conscientious life (Kranso, 2015), to the ethical 

treatment of animals, to the caring for Mother Earth. Through honouring these yogic 

principles John is also protesting against the logic of growth economics, protesting 

Figure 19: John protesting in Waimate. Photo by John Bisset 
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against the paradox of the free market, fighting for “a transgression of an existing state of 

affairs” (Jordan, 2002, p. 11). He is fighting for the health and well-being of mother earth, 

standing up against the status quo; challenging the dominant neoliberal ideology of 

continued growth; growth on a planet with finite resources. 

 

The Studholme proposal was a political moment (Panelli, Little, & Kraack, 2004), one that 

bought media attention to how much coal would actually be required to power the 

proposed milk driers, and the environmental effects this would have. John embraced his 

democratic right to protest against the proposal. Democracy carries a simple and purely 

political claim that, “the people rule themselves, that the whole rather than a part or 

another is politically sovereign” (Brown, 2011, p. 45). John, with his two home-made 

signs, is challenging those who position themselves as politically sovereign, in this case, it 

is the state funded Environment Canterbury, otherwise known as ECan, and New 

Zealand’s largest corporation Fonterra. Fonterra’s decision to expand the Studholme milk 

factory appears to be based purely on a neo liberal growth agenda. By protesting, John is 

challenging the legitimacy of an economic growth at all cost ideology, he is also 

challenging the legitimacy of the Environment Canterbury (Temporary Commissioners 

and Improved Water Management) Act 2010, a policy bought in by the John Key led 

National government in 2010, where 14 elected ECan councillors were fired and replaced 

with seven government appointed commissioners, (see, Brower, 2010). This allowed the 

Minister for the Environment to have the option of avoiding applying sections of 

environmental law in Canterbury (Brower, 2010). The situation highlights the current 

post-political situation in New Zealand; where there is “…a means to manage the 

operations of capitalism in ways whereby there is foreclosure of debates and 

contestations around a neo liberal growth agenda” (Imrie, 2013, p. 349). 

 

John’s peaceful protest, somewhat like a fly buzzing around in a bowl of soup, annoyingly 

challenges the way business is performed in the neoliberal present. The whole situation 

sounded to me like some dystopian novel, reminiscent of eco feminist Starhawk’s novel 

The Fifth Sacred Thing (1994). In this novel “the hideously authoritarian and corporate 

driven state have taken control of most of the land” (Starhawk, 1994, Introduction), but 

in one region, a group had declared themselves independent, “they have created a 
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simple but rich ecotopia, where no one wants, nothing is wasted, culture and 

cooperation are uppermost, and the four sacred things, air, water, earth and fire are 

valued unconditionally.” It is maybe not an independent state that John is striving for, but 

instead a more ethical and environmentally sustainable form of governance, where 

environmental and planetary health is put before the profit margins of multinationals. 

This would be: a place where animals are treated with respect, dignity and kindness; a 

place where cows are not merely referred to as ‘stock units’; a place where the land is 

treated as sacred, not abused, overstocked, over grazed; a place where dairy farming is 

not turned into an industrial system. On a similar vein, in 1949 Aldus Huxley (1949, p. 

199) wrote that: 

 

Industrialisation is the systematic exploitation of wasting assets. In all too many 

cases, the things we call progress is merely acceleration in the rate of that 

exploitation. Such prosperity that we have now up to the present is the 

consequence of rapidly spending the planets irreplaceable capital. Sooner or 

later mankind will be forced by the pressure of circumstance to take concerted 

action against its own destructive suicidal tendencies. 

 

The Studholme proposal did change, one hopes due to the protest. One milk drier is now 

proposed as opposed to the original two, and another change included replacing 20% of 

the coal they were expecting to burn with biomass. There is a lot more to John’s yoga 

story than protesting the use of coal and the expansion of industrial dairy farming on the 

East Coast of the South Island, but I feel this is an important part of his story. It shows 

how he takes his yoga off the mat, and out into the wider world. It shows how he links 

yogic philosophy with the living of life. 

 

It highlights how yoga is intertwined with all of his life. He is protesting not just against 

the burning of coal, but also against unethical behaviour. He encourages others to shift 

their perspectives, to live with a heightened state of awareness, to think ethically. As 
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John says: You have to do the best you can. It is important work John is doing, both on the 

yoga mat and also with his environmental work. It is certainly not the easiest path for a 

man from the rural heartland of the South Island. 

 

The final theme I will briefly explore is around yoga and rural masculinity. I was interested 

in what drew John to live in Waimate, a conservative rural South Canterbury town. John 

credits his desire to live rurally back to his time in India, of being inspired by the self-

reliance of the rural people, of how they survived, by understanding and working with 

nature. 

 

In India, John observed many people growing food, rice in Kerala, growing barley and 

millet in the Himalaya: I thought to myself, one day I have to learn how to grow food… 

gardening, planting fruit trees, it is part of yoga. Yoga developed in rural agrarian 

cultures…it is all part of this idea of union. This desire to grow food became a reality 

when John and his wife bought land to set up a commercial biodynamic farm in Waimate. 

John’s produce quickly became legendary within Otago. A friend of mine from Waitati, a 

small settlement just North of Dunedin, went to one of John’s yoga workshops not just 

because of the yoga, but because she knew John was an amazing organic gardener! She 

said: “I liked his holistic approach to life and the fact that I knew he grew fantastic 

biodynamic vegetables. What made attending the workshop appealing and meaningful 

was that his way of living with, and caring for, the Earth, was in line with my own, beyond 

what he taught us in the yoga session” (Kate, pers.comm, 2018). Kate’s comment 

highlights how different people are drawn to yoga for different reasons. Her comments 

also highlight the perception of John in the community, as someone who lives yoga, lives 

a holistic yogic lifestyle. 

 

I am curious if John has drawn many rural men to his yoga classes? Not really, it is 

mostly women; it is a perception thing, possibly something more common in the 

antipodean culture. John delves further into this. He describes the time he went to a 

yoga class in France, in the village where his mother in law lives: 
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There was a huge amount of men at the class, at least a 1/3, or more. There were men that 

owned vineyards, men that worked on the vineyards, the local barber. I am sure it is an 

antipodean thing, that men do not do yoga. 

 

John describes that when he first came back from India, in the 1970’s and he told people 

he was doing yoga and they thought he was loopy! This suspicion of yoga, as something 

fringe, as something foreign, as something only women in New Zealand do is certainly 

easing in urban parts of New Zealand. John admits that although it is mostly women 

coming to his class’s rural men are waking up: 

 

Some have thought it through a bit more, or had a health crisis…I have men coming, but 

not every class…they come for different reasons, they have come to a stage in life where 

they realise they have lost all flexibility, so stiff or tight, or they are under a lot of stress.  

 

They also come because: More rugby players are doing yoga, the All Blacks…bit by bit 

this filters through…in Waimate the rugby club had a Pilates teacher come. There is 

change, people are changing, their perceptions are changing, it’s all positive! 

 

John believes many rural men would benefit from yoga. In the past he has run workshops 

specifically designed for men: 

 

Men may be more comfortable doing practices for their health with other men, especially 

when it comes to the prostate, things they do not want to talk about. You can take them 

through practises that focus on that aspect of their health, which often later in life 

becomes a big issue. 

 

In these male specific yoga workshops John focused a lot on: Breathing practices, 

isolating the pelvic floor muscles, doing cobra poses, locus, becoming aware of the 

breath, because that is what takes you to the next level.  
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John is not currently running any male specific yoga workshops; the numbers of men 

keen to participate eventually dropped off. I wonder if the time is right to try again? 

Masculinity scholar Connell (in Brandth & Haugen, 2016, p. 412) states that 

“masculinity is dynamic and changes over time; no form of manliness remains fixed”. 

Perhaps the time is right for John for try again? Perhaps a government-supported yoga 

program for rural men would help? Would help in reducing stress, anxiety, and 

depression? 

 

John’s life story with yoga has taken us down many paths. My hope is that this vignette 

provides unique insights into contemporary yoga in rural New Zealand. Perhaps it also 

ignites the reader’s curiosity into how yoga can be an agent for social and environmental 

change. John has shown us that yoga is intertwined with all of life, from the growing of 

organic vegetables to creating spaces where people can meet, move and enhance their 

health and well-being. Perhaps it also highlights the ways in which yoga philosophy 

inspires people like John to act, to challenge the status quo. 

 

As I finish writing this vignette, I watch some news footage on the Radio New Zealand 

site. I watch footage from a hidden camera in a milking shed in Northland, New Zealand. 

There are disturbing images of a man beating cows with a steel bar, with a plastic pipe, 

with a wooden stick. Many cows have permanent limps, large bruises; a pit is found close 

to the shed with multi cow carcasses rotting. The footage cuts me deep; it is sickening 

(Radio New Zealand, heartbreaking footage of cow beating released by animals rights 

group, 2019). I ask myself what is New Zealand coming to? Promoted in the media as this 

fairy-tale travel destination of 100% purity, when hidden away we have this shadow side; 

of industrial style dairy farming, supplying the global market with cheap milk products. 

Somewhere along the line I feel like New Zealand took a wrong turn. I am with Starhawk 

(1994); I want an ecotopia, perhaps a 1970’s inspired, organic, back to the land type 

ecotopia: “Where no one wants, nothing is wasted, culture and cooperation are 

uppermost, and the four sacred things, air, water, earth and fire are valued 

unconditionally” (Starhawk, 1994). A place where the fifth sacred thing, spirit, awakens 

and soars. 
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I feel it is people like John who are showing us what a modern day ecotopia might look 

like, small biodynamic farms, community yoga, people getting together to meet, to 

move, to engage in their own self-care, living simply, living humbly, challenging 

multinationals, challenging the status quo. I finish our interview by asking John what his 

story with yoga is all about; he replies that it is one: …of despair, joy, love and passion. A 

story of understanding and finding those moments of incredibly deep peace…yoga gives 

me a deeper understanding of life! Thanks John! 

 

Autoethnographic reflection on meeting John, rural yoga and health. 

 

I finish this vignette with an autoethnographic reflection. I have some personal 

revelations after meeting John. Revelations on the power of rural community yoga, on 

the importance yoga had on my life as a young rural man, on the potential it has for 

promoting positive mental well-being for other rural men. I also attempt to deconstruct 

notions of health, in relation to yoga. 

 

Autoethnographic reflection: Rural community yoga, Oamaru. 

I head up to meet John on a crisp autumn day; it is one of those days that it feels great to 

be alive, expansive blue skies, vitality in the air. I drive up over Mt Cargill, past remnant 

podocarp forest, views out to rolling brown hills, to the snow covered Kakanui ranges. It 

is a classic New Zealand scene. 
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I drive North to Palmerston. Out to the coast, to the Pacific Ocean. On into limestone 

country, the remains of ancient creatures and shells, exposed. Arriving at my destination, 

Oamaru. 

 

Today John is teaching yoga at the Oamaru St Johns community centre. He is teaching an 

open community class, and then a class to members of the local IHC society, a group with 

intellectual disabilities. My plan is to join the community yoga class, interview John and 

then observe the IHC class. I join the community yoga class, interview John, then he asks 

me if I want to help teach the IHC class. I jump at the opportunity. I have not taught for a 

while and have never taught to a group with intellectual disabilities. It turns out to be one 

of the most meaningful teaching experiences of my life. The IHC group are amazing, so 

passionate about yoga. I am humbled by their focus, by their enthusiasm. I want to do 

this work again in the future. 

Figure 20: View looking to North Otago from Blueskin Bay. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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Teaching next to John I quickly discover there is something special about him and about 

the yoga classes that he teaches. He exudes an overwhelming aura of ease and of 

contentment; a feeling of what in yoga philosophy may be termed Santosha, “…a steady 

state of presence…of balanced attention” (Berila et al., 2016, p. 217). I am curious as to 

how John cultivates these attributes in his everyday life, in his yoga teaching. I begin 

unravelling these questions as I participate in one of John’s community yoga class. 

 

The community yoga class 

 

Walking into the community centre I am greeted by John and a dozen or so yoga 

students; there is the typical gender imbalance. The class is predominately women, a mix 

of middle aged and older women. There is one man, an older gentleman, in his late 60’s, 

tucked away in a corner. The students give me a warm smile and make room for me to 

join their circle. First impressions are that this is the healthiest group of people I have 

seen at a yoga class. Health is a hard term to objectify; the type of health I feel here is a 

Figure 21: John teaching. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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humble, wholesome, serene kind of health. It is a down to earth version of health. I see 

rosy-cheeked women in woolly jerseys. I see wrinkles. I see different shaped bodies. I see 

grey hair. I see people in comfortable tracksuits. I feel warmth, an acceptance. It gets me 

thinking about the diversity of people that are drawn to yoga, but also how this diversity 

is often hidden in the mainstream yoga media, where only certain body types, genders, 

sexual orientation and races are represented. I try to think if I have ever seen someone 

with a disability on the cover of a Westernized yoga lifestyle magazine, or someone 

wearing an old pair of tracksuit trousers! Most images found in contemporary 

Westernised yoga lifestyle magazines are “carefully constructed…generated by 

advertisers to maximise profits by selling desirable lifestyles and identities” (Berila et al., 

2016, p. 125). The images on display typically portray young, hyper flexible, white, able 

bodied, cisgender women (Webb et al., 2017). Intersectional feminists such as Berila et 

al. (2016, p. 91) have been dissecting the modern yoga complex, exploring issues such as 

how modern yoga has been “guided by neoliberal ideology around one’s health and well-

being.” They critique a yoga industry that “relies on consumer culture and the 

commodification of the “ideal” body to profit and reify hegemonic aesthetic ideals.” 

(Berila et al., 2016, p. 91). I find it fascinating how a certain body type is put on a pedestal 

to represent the ideal ‘healthy’ yoga body. Are these thin, lean yoga bodies on the cover 

of most westernised yoga magazines any healthier than the wholesome bodies I see in 

Oamaru? Perhaps it is worth exploring this term health, in more depth. 

 

Health is a concept that has fascinated me for a very long time. I became obsessed with 

health after I contracted Malaria after a surf trip to Indonesia when I was 21. I got sick, 

really sick, and wanted to get better. To deepen my knowledge of health and ‘alternative’ 

forms of health, I began tertiary studies in Herbal Medicine when I was 22. I wanted to 

understand how one could cultivate health naturally. I was fascinated how some people 

seem to glow, to radiate health. Health is a concept that has intrigued me for a long time, 

but what exactly is health? How can yoga contribute to being healthy?  

 

What is health? 

 

The etymology of the word health, according to health psychologist Marks, Murray, Evans 



194  

 194 

and Vida Estacio (2015) can be traced back to its origins as an Anglo Saxton term meaning 

whole, wholeness or holy. The concept of health, as wholeness, is also found in ancient 

China and Greece, where health was “seen as a state of harmony, balance, order, an 

equilibrium with nature” (ibid, p.4). The Roman physician Galen (CE 129-200) had a 

similar view of health; he put forward the notion that when the four bodily ‘humors’ of 

earth, fire, water and air were balanced, a person was healthy. A similar vein of thought 

is found in the Ayurvedic medical tradition, a form of medicine often termed the sister 

science of yoga (Lad, 1985). In Ayurvedic medicine, health is found when the bodily 

humours, of pitta (fire), kapha (water) and vata (air) are in balance and harmony 

(Frawley, 1999). More recent attempts to define health, within an academic biomedical 

context, become more cluttered, more fragmented, less romantic. Health is described by 

Marks, et al (2015, p.5), as “a state of well-being, with satisfaction of physical, cultural, 

psychosocial, economic and spiritual needs, not simply the absence of illness”. This 

definition of health, with a theme of ‘satisfying’ certain basic needs, and an emphasis on 

the satisfaction of spiritual needs has a distinctive humanistic psychology feel to it. 

 

Maslow (1943) one of the first humanistic psychologists, believed that a person is 

healthy: “if all their needs are satisfied, starting with the most basic needs for air, food, 

water, sex, sleep, homeostasis and excretion. Then as need satisfaction moves towards 

the top of the pyramid, the epitome of need satisfaction, a person becomes more and 

more satisfied, and thus physically and mentally healthy, to the point of self- 

actualization” (Marks et al., 2015, p.5). I am not sure if this group of yoga practitioners in 

Oamaru would consider themselves to be ‘self-actualized’, but they were definitely 

emitting a vibration of health and of vitality. A state that I term humble contentedness. It 

is an embodied state that I feel that many people in contemporary society seem to lack, 

perhaps too frazzled, manic or burnt out, by life in the post- colonial, neo liberal present. 

Perhaps this is the side effect of competitive individualism? Where we view ‘others’ as 

competitors in a marketplace of limited opportunities, or perhaps view others merely “as 

a means for personal gain” (May, 2012, p. 45). The yoga group in Oamaru seemed to 

transcend this. For some reason a personal memory is triggered, of when I too felt 

humbly content, felt truly healthy. This memory transports me back in time, back to 

when I use to live rurally, on the West Coast of the South Island. 
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Yoga with Sandi on the West Coast: Autoethnographic interlude 

 

I will now try to follow this trigger, back to its source. Here autoethnography is used as a 

way to display multiple layers of consciousness (Bochner, 2000; Sparkes, 2002). It allows 

space to re live, to re tell. It allows space to situate my yoga experiences in a wider socio-

cultural context (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Sparkes, 2002). I start by writing about yoga and 

health, but then find myself reflecting on my friends suicide, “As tools of exploration, 

autoethnography and yoga require vulnerability that is unsettling” (Berila et al., 2016, p. 

143). The thing that is unsettling about both yoga and autoethnography, is that you can 

find yourself in vulnerable and uncomfortable positions, both physically, in a yoga pose, 

or emotionally, writing about past events, about future dreams, about “revealing 

yourself, not being able to take back what is written or having any control over how 

readers interpret it” (Ellis, 2004, p. 672). 

 

Alongside this feeling of becoming unsettled by writing is also this feeling of making sense 

of past events; of making sense of the present, making sense of life, make sense of my 

culture, of my place within my culture. 

Barrytown, West Coast. 

 

I am transported back to 1998. I am twenty-three, living in a house truck on the West 

Coast. It is a time that I remember feeling healthy, of being content. A time when I was 

regularly attending rural yoga classes with Sandie Matthews 
 

 

Figure 22: My housetruck, rented from 

Bianca, West Coast, South Island. 

Photo by Gus Anning 
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I remember Sandi’s classes like they were yesterday, after surfing isolated reef breaks on 

the Coast Road I would often turn up to the yoga class, at the Barrytown School, 

barefoot, dreadlocks still wet. Going to Sandi’s class was nurturing, it was like stepping 

into a parallel world, a liminal space, away from the thick, heavy rainforest, away from 

the frontier like culture. Sandie would guide us through a series of yoga poses. It was 

gentle yoga, nourishing yoga. A space to nurture the body, to sooth the mind. We would 

move through yoga poses slowly, calmly. The distant roar of wild West Coast waves, 

guiding our movement. 

 
 

 

The last half an hour of the class was spent in stillness. Sandie would light a candle; we 

would do a series of breathing exercise, followed by a guided meditation. Sandie would 

urge us to surround ourselves with loving white light, we were asked to repeat a mantra, 

“I love myself and the universe loves me”. I remember leaving these classes feeling so 

relaxed, so content. I loved Sandi’s classes. Her gentleness. Her voice. She seemed other 

worldly, ethereal, fairy like. She was different to most of the women on the West Coast. 

Women that were, on the whole, a hardy breed, tough, staunch. Women who knew how 

to brew beer, to make blackberry wine, who grew great weed, who could drink you under 

the table, could skin a possum, and could shoot a deer. Many West Coast women 

embody traits of the early pioneers, practical women, tough women, rugged independent 

women that had adapted perfectly to this wild, isolated environment. Sandie was at the 

other end of the spectrum, she had adapted to this place, but tapped into gentleness, 

that only occasionally showed its face. It was gentleness, a beauty that emerged for 

fleeting moments, like at sunset, when colours merged, pink orange, yellow, and green. 

Day and night making gentle love. 

Figure 23: Coast Road. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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As well as nourishing mind and body, Sandi’s yoga class provided me with ‘social contact’. 

I was ‘hermitting’ out at the time, holed up in a house truck on a bit of communal land. I 

was studying herbal medicine and surfing a lot. Reading books by Thoreau (1854), 

imagining that I too was becoming ‘self-reliant’ as Thoreau urged, that I was embracing 

civil disobedience by not conforming to ‘the system’. I had lots of ‘free time’, to work on 

the land, to grow food, to engage with medicinal plants, but perhaps internally I was 

yearning for a little more human contact. The problem was that on the West Coast there 

were few social events that appealed. Most revolved around going to the pub or to the 

odd music gig, at the Barrytown community hall. 

 

Figure 24: Surf sunset. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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I struggled at these social events, places where you would have to carefully tell your 

story, trying not to disturb fragile egos, trying to convince locals I was not another 

Wellington based Forest and Bird greenie, trying to put an end to native forest logging 

and put another Coaster out of a job. Or otherwise try to convince paranoid dope 

growers, that I was not a mufti undercover cop trying to blow their operation and also 

destroy their livelihood. There was a range of characters to negotiate, eclectic characters, 

drawn to this wild isolated part of New Zealand, to find themselves, or possibly run away 

from themselves. I quickly discovered the pub was not a place for someone who looked 

like a ‘hippy surfer’, long dreadlocks, beard, ripped boardshorts, bare feet. The silent 

stares, the lifting of an eyebrow, the uncomfortable smirk. Going to gigs was a bit more 

bearable, but I was sure to leave before 10pm, before the bogans and fisherman came 

from town, looking for a fight, before the loggers and coal miners got drunk, before the 

methamphetamine came out. I would leave before it all got too messy. 

 

The yoga class drew a different crowd, a more accepting crowd, older women, alternative 

lifestylers, less hedonistic, more eudemonic. It was a space I felt comfortable in, felt safe. 

Figure 25: Barrytown hall, West Coast. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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Although I was the only man going to yoga, I felt accepted. I think it was this feeling of 

acceptance, from a social group, that triggered this West Coast memory. Isn’t that what a 

lot of us are searching for, to be accepted for who we are? In an academic context, 

positive psychologists such as Martin Seligman (2012) stress the importance of social 

engagement in enhancing our well-being. Even fleeting relationships like I was 

experiencing at the yoga class, are considered by Seligman to be sources of positive 

emotion and support. Thinking back to those times, what really stands out now is how 

the rural yoga class provided me with a lifeline. It provided a social space that enhanced 

my overall health, especially my mental health. I realize how important simple initiatives, 

such as rural yoga are for individuals who feel socially isolated, that do not feel drawn to 

more traditional forms of rural leisure, such as those found at the rugby club rooms or 

drinking alcohol in the pub. I just wished my good mate, Pete, who use to live just down 

the road, in an old shack, who committed suicide on the West Coast eight years ago, 

could have found the same sort of nourishment and acceptance that I found at Sandi’s 

yoga classes. Peace Pete, see you on the other side mate! Another story of a rural New 

Zealand man lost to suicide. This trigger, of being humbly content strangely bought me to 

this memory, of Pete. I often wonder if an alternative support network, such as a rural 

yoga, may have given him a similar lifeline? 

 

 

 

I am not saying yoga is the answer for rural suicide, to even suggest it shows an ignorance 

Figure 26: Pete surfing on the West Coast. Photo Pete Bell collection 
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that is far too linear, reductionist, one dimensional. What I do believe, is that yoga can 

act as catalyst for positive mental well-being, for some rural men. The movement, the 

meditation, the relaxation, the social connections formed, the sense of belonging, may all 

help men who are struggling with their mental health. For many rural New Zealand men 

going to yoga class seems to be a matter of overcoming the stigma of yoga as something 

feminine (John, pers. comm, 2018). A matter of loosening the ‘emotional fortressing’ 

many men put up, a letting go of “a public persona of emotional self-sufficiency” 

(McKenzie, 2017, p. 143). I believe the rural yoga class has potential to help people like 

Pete, like it helped me, deal with the stresses of everyday life on the West Coast, of 

having a precariat income (Standing, 2015), of periods of unemployment, of the 

geographical isolation, of feeling like an outsider. The yoga class can act as a liminal 

space, a space “beyond social and cultural constraints” (Preston-Whyte, 2004, p. 350), 

one that gives respite from life in the post-colonial neo liberal present, a space that 

allows one to find inner peace, contentment, lightness. 

 

There has been much talk recently about New Zealand’s horrific suicide rates, rates that 

continue to climb, year on year. In 2018 suicide levels were the highest since records 

began (Boyle, 2018). In 2016/17 606 people in New Zealand died by way of suicide, in 

2017/18 that number was up to 668 (Ministry of Health, 2018), with the number of men 

disproportionally represented in the statistics, 2.46 men to1 women (ibid, 2018). 

McKenzie (2017, p.303), a New Zealand mental health researcher suggest there needs to 

be a broader focus on promoting New Zealand men’s mental health, and that men’s 

health is “complex and multifaceted…requires a great deal of further attention from 

health researchers.” Life histories, such as what I am sharing in this PhD highlight how a 

range of New Zealand men use yoga to enhance their health and well-being. It is a 

starting point, highlighting how some New Zealand male yoga practitioners embrace an 

‘alternative masculinity” (McKenzie, 2017, p. 167), where a more open emotional 

practice is embodied, a way of being one that is “beneficial for their mental well-being” 

(ibid, p. 167). I think personal stories can go a long way in highlighting the ways some 

New Zealand men go about enhancing their mental health, how they thrive, in a 

challenging world. 
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Back to Johns yoga class 

 

We began the yoga class somewhat unorthodoxly; John has a new sequence that involves 

walking around in a circle, combining different hand movements, gestures. We walk 

clockwise, and then counterclockwise. It feels pagan like. John suggest we focus on the 

energetics of the movement, we begin incorporating tai chi like movements as we walk, 

changing directions, changing arm movements, walking faster, slower, becoming more 

harmonious, moving as one, connecting with self, with each other. It is a unique 

sequence, a unique class. After the class the students disperse. I join John for lunch; he 

kindly shares with me a homemade soup, prepared with his own home-grown beans and 

delicious sourdough bread. Nourishing simple fare. I listen to his story. I discover that 

some of the students have been coming to his yoga classes for twenty years. I ask John 

what he hopes they get out of the class. He replies: My hope is that they feel well, and 

whole, and comfortable, in who they are…and that they feel good about themselves. 

 

It is a simple, yet profoundly powerful reply. One that highlights for me the power of rural 

yoga in New Zealand. 
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Mike: Ashtanga Yoga 

 
 

Mike is an Ashtanga yoga practitioner and teacher from Wellington. He is one of the most 

positive, enthusiastic men I have ever met. I meet Mike in his yoga studio off Cuba Street; 

he arrives in full motorbike leathers, whips off his helmet and gives me a powerful 

handshake. I am immediately taken by his presence; he radiates an aura of self-

assurance. Over the next couple of hours Mikes shares with me a range of stories. He has 

an inherent skill as a storyteller; each story he tells draws me in, leaves me hanging in 

anticipation. I feel like I am there with him, exploring ancient ruins in Cambodia, meeting 

his yoga guru Pattabhi Jois in India for the first time. I am there with him, surfing at 

sunset in Taranaki. The way he tells a story reminds me of some of New Zealand’s most 

iconic storytellers, men like Barry Crump, Owen Marshall, Taika Waititi. Storytellers that 

link mundane everyday events to classic mythical themes, themes such as overcoming 

Figure 27: Mike. Photo courtesy of Mike 
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adversity, of faith, love, sacrifice and fate. Mikes life story is fascinating. He takes me on 

many tangents, offering deep insights into different stages of his life. I listen to accounts 

of his life as a young unemployed surfer, having spiritual experiences surfing the wild 

waves of Taranaki. Of landing a job working for a farmer at Stent Road, one of New 

Zealand’s premier surf breaks, of life as a farm labourer, living in a caravan, milking cows, 

of jobs picking tobacco in Motueka and then a career as a full-time shearer, travelling the 

world shearing sheep. He tells of a crisis, a turning point, a marriage break up, of finding 

Ashtanga yoga, finding a new path, a new life. He shares recent stories, of travelling to 

South East Asia. I am given insights into his philanthropic nature, of how the profits from 

a yoga retreat he led in Cambodia went to supporting homeless youth. Mike shares that if 

he has any students in New Zealand that cannot afford to pay for a yoga class he will 

offer them work exchanges: Money should never be a deterrent for people not to come to 

yoga, but there does need to be some sort of exchange… 

 

Mike shares stories from the past, of his Father, of the respect he has for him, but also 

how he wants to raise his children differently, without the threat of physical violence. 

There are some major themes that shine through with Mike’s story; the major one for me 

is that Mike is an example of a New Zealand man who is thriving. To thrive is a highly 

subjective term, and also a term that most New Zealand men would be too humble to 

self-proclaim. It is a term intertwined with what positive psychologist Martian Seligman 

(2012) refers to as flourishing, what humanistic psychologists such as Maslow (1954) 

referred to as being self-actualized, as fulfilling your unique potential. I think too of what 

Carl Rogers (1961) termed a fully functioning person, one that strives for optimal 

development, someone who lives the ‘good life’. Rogers (1961, p. 196) said, “This process 

of the good life is not, I am convinced, a life for the faint-hearted. It involves the 

stretching and growing of becoming more and more of one's potentialities. It involves the 

courage to be. It means launching oneself fully into the stream of life”. Rogers outlines a 

number of characteristics of the fully functioning person. This includes a growing 

openness to experience, an increasingly existential lifestyle, trust, freedom of choice, 

creativity, reliability and constructiveness. Perhaps to thrive is to become what Wayne 

Dyer (1989), describes as becoming a no limit person, someone who has inherent self-

belief, one that cultivates a positive mindset. Psychologist Barbara Fredrickson (2009, p. 
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6), in her book Positivity links thriving with embracing positive emotion, “from 

appreciation to love, from amusement to joy, from hope to gratitude, and then some, the 

term is purposely broad”. There is much overlap in all these terms, to thrive, to flourish, 

to be a fully functioning person, to embrace positive emotion. They are, after all, simply 

words to describe a feeling, an experience, a way of being in the world. To thrive seems 

to be at least a bricolage of all these concepts and also possibly more! In this vignette I 

will attempt to share glimpses into a New Zealand man’s life that exhibits positive 

emotion, positive psychological function and also positive social functioning. Mike is 

someone I believe lives an engaged and meaningful life. I will attempt to share how yoga 

has helped him to discover his true nature and helped him to thrive. According to Mike: if 

you really want to change things, first of all you really need to change yourself, and 

become the person you are expecting everyone else to be!!(laughs). 

 

I will begin with the circumstances that first drew Mike to yoga: 

 

It was in 1992, I was 34 years old. I had been a shearer, travelling the world, shearing 

sheep, making good money’ When I was overseas I got the “Dear John” letter, my partner 

back in New Zealand had found someone else. I came back to New Zealand and found 

that my heart was not really into shearing… I was looking for something else, something 

physical, something that would maintain my flexibility…I also wanted to give something 

back to my body after years of shearing. A friend asked me to try yoga, it was at the 

Wainui Beach Tennis club with Wendy Stewart, it was me and 8 or 9 women, I was the 

only man. At that time, I was shearing 3-400 sheep a day, so I thought I was pretty fit, but 

by the 3rd or 4th yoga sun salute, my arms were shaking, sweat was pouring off me! I 

found it extremely difficult, but the teacher was pretty impressed, basically because from 

shearing I had long hamstrings, and was spending 8 or 9 hours a day bent over, so I could 

fold forward easily. So yeah, that was me…. straight away, I liked it, it felt good… so I did a 

couple of classes with her, then they were saying you have to go to a class with Peter, he 

has just got back from India and he will be teaching at Central Intermediate School. That 

was Peter Sanson, he has been my teacher ever since, he comes here twice a year to run 

workshops. Peter was basically a farmer’s son, his Father owns a big station in the back of 
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Gisborne, so he is a farm boy. He and I immediately got on…I think Peter was thinking, 

finally a male student! One that knows about farming! Peter also liked rugby; he was a 

cricketer in his day. He and I kind of hit it off…it really started from there… 

 

That summer, Peter gave a rare yoga demonstration that Mike attended: 

The strength of Peter just blew me away! He also showed me a video of an Australian man, 

Graham Northfield, and he was the same, the strength. Graham had a spinal condition, 

spondylitis, it fuses your vertebrae…he was told he would be in a wheel chair all his life, he 

started to do yoga, unfused the vertebra…so that kind of inspired me!! 

 

The type of yoga that Mike had discovered was called Ashtanga Vinyasa yoga, a very 

physical form of yoga based on the teachings of Sanskrit scholar Pattabhi Jois. Ashtanga 

yoga is typically performed by doing a set series of standing, seating, twisting and 

inverted postures. These movements are linked together as a Vinyasa, a flowing 

movement. Alongside the physical movements the practitioners are taught to link their 

breath with their movements and engage various bandhas or internal body locks and also 

adopt certain gazing points or dristhi. Mike shares that he was initially drawn to Ashtanga 

yoga because of its physicality: 

 

I have always understood, the connection between the physical and the spiritual if you 

like. Surfing is a good example, I use to surf, a lot…and that whole being in the moment 

through the physical…where the mind has to be in sync, where there is no room for 

thought has always appealed to me. 

 

Mike expands on this idea of being in the moment through the physical, with no room for 

thought. He shares a transcendent surfing experience he had in Taranaki, as a young 

twenty-year-old. Transcendence is described by Seligman (2013, p.259) as a state when 

you reach outside and beyond yourself, to connect with something larger and more 

permanent, connecting “to the divine, to the universe”. At the time of this transcendent 

experience Mike was living down the coast, at Stent Road, working on a farm; I remember 

one day sitting out there, alone, it was about 4 foot, glassy, the sun setting, the moon 
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rising, I am sitting there, just going far out! The mountain is right there, it was magical, 

magical. 

 
 

Mike expands that it was not just through surfing that he found access to these altered 

states of awareness, that humanistic psychologists such as Maslow (1968) refer to as 

peak experiences, and Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi (1975) referred to as flow 

states or what Woodward (2016) terms as embodied practices of being in the zone: 

 

Shearing I think was one of the best preparations I could have done for yoga, when you 

get into that zone, is when you share the most sheep, if you let the mind interfere that is 

when it gets tough and goes to custard, I already had that understanding, of a moving 

meditation. 

 

Mike is the first person I have come across in my PhD research that describes how 

intense physical practices such as surfing and shearing function as forms of moving 

meditation. It is something I have always believed in, having had similar experiences to 

what Mike describes surfing and also doing intense physical work, such as picking apples! 

Figure 28: Mt Taranaki. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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I asked Mike if surfing and shearing could also be forms of yoga, of union? 

Surfing and shearing, yes, they are yoga, but that is the experience of yoga, but how can 

you experience it not just for that instance? It is how do you take that and make it an 

enduring or intentional experience...there are other aspects to it. 

 

Shearing and surfing opened Mike’s eyes to how he could access the spiritual through the 

physical. He shares that these heightened states of awareness that occurred shearing and 

surfing, were rare and fleeting. He explains how in some surfs he could experience a 

feeling of oneness, a feeling of union with nature, with all of life, but then at other times 

he found that surfing seemed a bit frivolous, Surrounded by 15 other people in the water, 

scrapping for waves. 

 

Yoga offered Mike a different way to access these heightened states of awareness. Yoga 

offered a path that was more structured, more holistic, a path that had a long spiritual 

tradition. Once Mike found yoga, he turned his back on shearing and also left his 

obsession with surfing behind him. Yoga opened him up to another way of being in the 

world. 

 

After two years of consistent yoga practice in New Zealand, Mike made the decision to 

travel to India to deepen his yoga studies with Pattabhi Jois (Guruji). It was another 

turning point. I went to India in the winter of 1994; …India was a completely new 

experience for me! It blew me away! 

 

Mike describes meeting Pattabhi Jois for the first time. It was an experience that had a 

profound influence on the path he would take in life: 

 

He (Pattabhi Jois) looked at me in the eye, I felt that there was a transfer of energy, Ok I 

thought there is a little bit more to the Ashtanga practice than just the physical, this guy 

is in touch with just a little bit more and he is teaching on a level that is very physical, but 

had something else to it… 
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It was the spiritual aspect of Ashtanga yoga that really intrigued Mike: 

 

The more I do yoga, the more it is a spiritual practice for me…it still has that physical 

element...but it is heading me towards understanding my true nature, that the divine 

exists inside of me, and it is a matter of sorting through the clutter to find that inside you. 

My practice has the nature of ritual, I chant the mantra before the practice, to bring me 

into that space...ok some days I feel like I am a million miles away, but some days I feel 

like I can touch it, it is like I can feel it. It is those moments that it feels really close that 

kind of keeps you going as well, there is no doubt the two things, physical and spiritual 

are intertwined. 

 

Mike delves deeper into this interconnection between the physical and spiritual 

components of his Ashtanga yoga practice: 

 

I look at my yoga practice, of Ashtanga as incorporating all the eight limbs of yoga, so of 

been a meditative process, an experience, of controlling my energy, my breathing, all 

with the goal of clearing away the clutter, of finding clarity, which, is the state that we 

are after, where our true nature, purusha, can reflect itself, and can abide in 

itself…eventually my daughters will leave home and there will be more space in my life, 

more time, once those obligations are fulfilled for me to explore and find these spaces 

more often in my life. 

 

Mike shares that Pattabhi Jois believed there were certain stages in life one on a yogic 

path should follow: 

 

He was a believer in the value of being a householder...you have to fulfil your obligations 

to society, before you withdraw…You do your one and a half hours of Ashtanga yoga a 

day, then you go and perform your household duties, this was preparation for later on in 

life, when you have fulfilled your obligations to maybe withdraw, maybe take the acetic 

path, or like him, become a teacher. 
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Mike has embraced both the role of the householder, raising a family, and has also 

embraced the path of the teacher. He runs the Te Aro Ashtanga studio in Wellington, 

which he established with his wife in 2000. He has been teaching now for close to twenty 

years and has had an Ashtanga yoga practice for over 25 years. 

 

On the physical level, Mike is an inspiring example of a New Zealand male who is aging 

well, of what medical doctor Andrew Weil terms someone that embraces “healthy aging” 

(Weil, 2006). Healthy aging according to Weil is about learning how to live “in appropriate 

ways to maximize health and happiness…to age gracefully means to let nature take its 

course while doing everything in our power to delay the onset of age- related disease, or 

in other words to live as long and as well as possible, then have a rapid decline at the end 

of life” (Weil, 2006, p.5). Mike shares that he is stronger and more flexible now as a 60-

year-old than he was a 34-year-old: 

 

I am still exploring where my body can go, I still feel there are places where my body can 

open up...my body is changing, it is aging…but I think yoga is helping with the ageing 

process… I put my mat down every morning and I say, let’s see how much we get done 

today, let’s see what my body will do today… 

 

Mike believes that Ashtanga yoga has many physical benefits: 

We are all living longer, ageing is part of life, mobility is so important to maintaining a 

quality of life in older age, if you lose that mobility, your self- esteem goes down, you start 

to feel that you are a burden, that you have nothing positive to offer, sitting there 

waiting...that may be in my karma, but I am doing my best to keep my mobility, and keep 

the health, increasing my heart rate each day, sweating a little bit, doing inversions every 

day, it all keeps the immune system strong…yoga is my health insurance, yoga is my 

retirement policy! 

 

The benefits of yoga for Mike go beyond just the physical. I ask him how yoga has helped 

him in other areas of his life: 
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I am a better person. I deal with life in a better way. I am more comfortable, more relaxed 

in who I am, what I do, that makes me function in society a lot better. I was an angry 

young man, with a bit of a chip on my shoulder, about society and authority and stuff like 

that, yoga has made me see that, firstly, you need to deal with the issues yourself…and in 

that process I have learnt that what gives me the right to tell other people how they 

should be living their lives, so for me, I have come to the point where you lead by example, 

you lead the life in the way that you think is moral and is right and that you are 

comfortable with and that hopefully sets an example to other people…but they have to 

make the decisions themselves, you do not really have the right to start preaching, 

 

Mike is definitely leading by example, walking the talk, practicing yoga daily and reaping 

the physical and spiritual benefits of a long time Ashtanga yoga practice. I am curious 

about his diet, if he follows the strict vegetarian diet recommended by Pattabhi Jois 

(Guruji): 

 

Guruji was a vegetarian, he was a Brahman, I am not, I do not eat red meat anymore and 

once the kids leave home, I suspect I will become vegetarian. I have teenage daughters, 

we eat chicken, we have fish and chips every now and then, and I like beer! I like to watch 

a super rugby game with a glass of cold beer in my hand!! I think it is very much up to the 

individual, how much of that has meaning in their eyes. What I do not agree with is when 

people become so staunchly vegan or vegetarian and it becomes a dietary issue, so that it 

become a negative control, controlling others, being zealots, it is a fine line… 

 

It is this relaxed, pragmatic, down to earth attitude of Mike’s that really appeals to me. 

The yoga lifestyle he lives is one informed by the traditions of Ashtanga yoga as taught by 

Pattabhi Jois but performed and embodied in a very iconic kiwi way, adapted to this 

place, to this culture. 

 

I am curious if this approach draws many men to Mike’s yoga classes. He says that the 

numbers are definitely growing; probably around 25% of his students are male. He thinks 

many men are drawn to how physical Ashtanga yoga is. He also describes that although 

New Zealand men on the whole are physically adept, they often struggle with the 
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emotional side of life: 

 

That is what yoga has really helped me with, to be more comfortable about expressing my 

emotions, been more comfortable in my emotions…been challenged…I think a lot of kiwi 

men do not mind been challenged physically, but been challenged emotionally on other 

levels, what for some reason the yoga asana seems to do, it brings up emotional issues, I 

think that is where yoga has real benefit for the average kiwi bloke. 

 

Mike would like to see more NZ men doing yoga but: My whole attitude is I am not a 

salesperson, I am a yoga teacher. It’s up to those who want to do yoga to walk up those 

steps themselves, but it has been good to see more men doing yoga! 

 

Mike shares the effects of yoga on his own life: 

It has made me a better father, a better husband, a better partner….it has given me 

patience, compassion and understanding, one of the biggest things it has actually made 

me like myself a lot more than I did 25 years ago. I am more comfortable with who I am, I 

do not think by any means I am a perfect human being, hahaha, but I understand I still 

have work to do, but for me it feels like that every day I do yoga, yoga is helping me head 

in the right direction, keeping me going in the right direction, or what I feel is the right 

direction for me… 

 

I thank Mike for the interview and come back to join one of his classes the next morning. 

The class is buzzing, around 25 people, lots of experienced practitioners. I sit between an 

extremely fit looking woman in her 60’s and a Māori woman in her late 20’s. The class 

begins with a chant honouring Patanjali, an ancient yogic sage, and then progresses 

through a series of dynamic poses. I have not done an Ashtanga class since 2002, but it 

feels good, moving together, with the group. We finish with a deep relaxation. Mike puts 

on a CD with Gregorian chanting monks. Later I write in my journal: “After an intense 

physical workout the Gregorian chants transport me to another place, it feels angelic, like 

I am floating, up to the heavens, soul opening up, leaving the body…” 
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I leave the class, say goodbye to Mike and find a comfortable bamboo chair outside a 

bookshop off Cuba Mall. I pull out my journal and write: “The last thing Mike said to me 

as I left the studio is, that it should not be difficult Steve. I ask myself what is ‘it’? Life? 

Yoga? The Ashtanga practice? Perhaps all of it! I think he was referring to the Ashtanga 

practice itself. I told Mike how I got injured doing Ashtanga in 2002 and never really went 

back to it as a practice. Mike talked to me about all the injuries he had in the past: 

 

Mate I have hurt everything doing Ashtanga, but it never stopped me. I think it was the 

shearing again, I am use to working with pain in my body, the first three days of shearing 

after a break, working through pain. Doing Ashtanga I have ripped both my hamstrings, 

had my sternum pop doing leg behind head, had my shoulder pop. For the first four or five 

years there was always some little niggle. I never stopped practicing, that was my 

journey. I try to make sure people that come here avoid making those mistakes!! They 

were lessons I had to learn. Peter my teacher was always telling me to go soft, be gentle. I 

consider myself lucky, when something like that happen though, I do not blame anyone 

else, but question what do I need to do to make sure that this does not happen again! 

 

I write in my journal about my experience of the Ashtanga class, “I loved that class, my 

body felt good, my hips and shoulders are really tight, but I feel like I am coming to a 

point in my practice where I feel it is primarily about focusing on my breath, on the 

sensations in my body. I am beyond comparing how I do a pose to someone else. I feel 

clear, I feel like I have everything I need, I feel content!” 

 

I find it fascinating how an intense physical activity, such as Ashtanga yoga can alter your 

mental state, how it can foster this sense of calmness, of contentment. I think back to 

Mike saying how some days practicing Ashtanga he begins to understand his true nature 

that it is a matter of sorting through the clutter. Perhaps Ashtanga yoga is a process of 

stepping outside of the rational mind, into a sense of timelessness? Mike admits that: 

some days I feel like I am a million miles away, but some days I feel like I can touch it. It is 

like I can feel it … 

 

Mike describes how Ashtanga yoga allows him to access the sacred. His stories also 



213  

 213 

highlight how yoga has opened him up to what I interpret as the good life (Rogers, 1961), 

to an engaged life, to a life with purpose; a life in which he can he can thrive. True 

thriving according to psychologist Sheldon (2013, p. 121) depends on “doing things that 

are truly good for us…not just on doing things that feel good in the moment” Rod Stryker 

(2011), author of The Four Desires: Creating a Life Purpose, Happiness, Prosperity and 

Freedom describes that when you are thriving you are serving your higher purpose and 

also serving the greater good. Stryker frames thriving within a yogic context and explains 

that to thrive, one must fulfil the four desires outlined in the Vedic tradition. These are 

Dharma, Ackta, Karma and Moksha. Dharma is tied in with finding the right path, asking 

yourself what am I here to contribute? Ackta has to do with the means of fulfilling this 

purpose; this could be physical, spiritual or even financial health. Karma, according to 

Stryker is intertwined with our greater service. Moksha is intertwined with spiritual 

freedom/liberation. To thrive is a weaving of all these things, Dharma, Ackta, Karma and 

Moksha. Stryker (ibid) explains that the key to thriving is not found outside of you but 

inside, and what helps to find this is a still mind. 

 

My mind does feel still after the Ashtanga class. Meeting Mike has been inspiring, it has 

been refreshing. Many yoga practitioners in today’s world seem to have really rigid views 

on what yoga is, on how it should be performed and views on the dietary and lifestyle 

factors that must be followed. Mike seems to have taken a middle path, a pragmatic 

path; a path that is obviously serving him well. Mike is excited about what is happening in 

the yoga world today: 

 

There is a lot of dross, negativity, about traditional yoga, non-traditional yoga, stand up 

paddle board yoga...but anything that puts that idea into people heads, anything that off 

the couch and doing something, doing conscious movement, is a positive thing. Guruji 

always said that the students that you need will find you and the students that need you 

will find you...I think yoga in New Zealand and everywhere is in a good place, it is strong, 

there is a lot of commercialisation, that is the nature of the times we live in, it is wasted 

energy trying to make it different, you have to stick with what you know, and have 
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some integrity to what you do, so long as you are doing that then it’s all good aye! 

 

Thanks Mike! 

 

 

Mark: Yoga from the Great Tradition 

 
 

 

I interview Mark, a 70-year-old New Zealand yoga teacher, two weeks after a massacre in 

Christchurch, where an Australian white supremacist walked into two mosques opening 

fire and killing 51 people. It is a stark reminder that we live in a world divided, by hatred, 

by anger, by delusion. The massacre is still fresh in our minds as we chat, about yoga, 

about life. The conversation drifts to and from the event. Mark offers wisdom on how 

yoga offers a more receptive, more nurturing way to be in the world. How there is a need 

to heal from years of male patriarchy, of male dominance, of what has been recently 

termed as toxic masculinity (Winton, 2018). What in New Zealand stems from the 

influence of colonial/invader/Victorian masculinity (Cariou et al., 2015; Lehman, 2013), a 

form of hyper masculinity (Phillips, 1987) that maintained power through dominance 

over “Others” (Hokowhitu, 2007b). Mark shares how yoga can invoke a more caring, a 

more receptive form of masculinity. His words have never felt more poignant. 

Figure 29: Mark. Photo courtesy of Mark 
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There are some major themes that emerge in our conversation. There is a theme of 

breaking down patriarchal power structures. These power structures persist in modern 

day society and persists in the practice of modern postural yoga (De Michelis, 2005). 

There is the theme of embracing a more caring, a more receptive form of masculinity, 

one that draws on wisdom from Indigenous and Shamanic traditions, looking towards a 

pre-doctrine means by which people actualise the power of their own life. There is a 

theme about letting go of the mindset of always striving; for enlightenment, to be a 

better person, to be some better version of yourself. 

 

Autoethnographic reflection on meeting Mark in Bali. 

 

To set the scene I will begin with an autoethnographic reflection, on attending a yoga 

workshop with Mark in Bali. 

 

I make my way down the main street of Ubud, past art galleries, past stores selling prayer 

flags, mala beads, and crystals. Past organic restaurants, raw food restaurants, vegan 

restaurants. I smell clove cigarettes. I feel the warmth on my back. I am making my way 

to the Yoga Barn, a purpose-built yoga studio/retreat in Ubud, the cultural centre of Bali. 

The Yoga Barn is a melting pot of wellness tourists (Voigt and Pforr, 2013), of yoga 

tourists, spiritual seekers and travellers. Today the it seems to be overwhelmingly 

represented by fit middle aged women, wearing bright Lycra leggings and mandala 

tattoos. These middle-aged women are perhaps seeking experiences that allow them “to 

contemplate the transcendent mystery of existence and to realise their authentic place in 

it” (Steiner and Reisinger, 2006, p. 12). Academics such as (Cohen, 1996) see the quest to 

find our ‘spiritual centre’ as an integral part of tourism. Moal– Ulvoas and Taylor, 2014, p. 

142) write how the search for spirituality can motivate older adults to travel and “results 

in knowing the self-better, giving global meaning to their lives, better understanding of 

others and connecting more closely with others”. 

 

I make my way down wooden stairs, past beautiful tended gardens, past small palm leaf 

baskets filled with flowers and incense, the daily offerings made by Balinese Hindus to 
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the supreme God Sang Hyang Widhi Wasa, the God of divine order. I arrive at the notice 

board at the Yoga Barn. The notice board is plastered with flyers for upcoming 

workshops. There is a smorgasbord of yoga experiences on offer from sacred cacao 

workshops, to shamanic journeys. The shamanic journey workshop promises to release 

blocks to higher love and wisdom; you will be set free to stand in the truth of your 

authentic being and walk a path with heart. You will journey beyond the limitations of 

ego identity and shape-shift into your sacred soul purpose. A synchronicity (Redfield & 

Adrienne, 1995) occurs. I turn around and see a large group of people listening intently to 

a blond American woman, loudly describing her experiences on the shamanic journey 

workshop. She describes in detail that how she entered a shamanic trance, a sacred 

space, how she was crying, then laughing. How her heart chakra opened up. Of the 

beautiful colours she saw. How she saw into her future, how her shape changed into an 

eagle. Then into an old woman, surrounded by her grandchildren, all playing in a 

beautiful garden; ‘it was amazing’ she explains, in a drawn-out Californian drawl. I smile 

to myself, chuckle, somewhat in awe of the confidence that many American yoga tourists 

seem to possess, how their lives seem like a performance, over the top, intense, vibrant. 

How they are like a hero in their own movie. I am reminded of the work of American 

psychologist McAdams (2006) and his book The Redemptive Self. McAdams (2006) 

proposes that American identity is deeply intertwined with stories of transformation, of 

redemption. Stories that tell of overcoming suffering and pain, from sin to salvation, 

slavery to freedom. What McAdams (2006) terms narratives of ascent. 

 

I see a poster advertising Mark’s workshop, there is a picture of Mark with a 10-day old 

beard, smiling. Mark’s workshop is simply described as for students who wish to develop 

an authentic yoga practice, based on the teachings of T. Krishnamacharya and his son 

T.K.V Desikachar. I like the contrast from the shamanic journey brochure. I like the 

humbleness, the under stated pragmatism, it rings true to the New Zealand psych 

(Phillips, 1987), of being down to earth, unassuming, mellow. 

 

I find my way to the yoga studio. Mark arrives dressed in white flowing cotton clothes. He 

is, tall, with long grey hair. I introduce myself and he gives me a hug and a smile. He 

hands over a copy of his book, The Promise of Love, Sex, and Intimacy: How a Simple 
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Breathing Practice Will Enrich Your Life Forever (Whitwell, 2012). You can have it; it might 

be useful for your studies. I thank him; he seems genuine, friendly, familiar. He has that 

feeling of a New Zealand man that has seen a lot, experienced a lot. Slightly wizened. 

Gandalf like, minus the flowing beard. 

 

Mark sits down at the front of the class, the rain begins to pour down, heavy tropical rain, 

deafening. Mark smiles; it is an omen he says. Mark invites us to come closer, to listen. 

The rain feels like a cocoon, embracing us. There is a feeling of togetherness. There are 

around 20 people in the room. Mostly women, well-toned, well-kept middle-aged 

women; from America, from Europe, from Australia, from New Zealand. There are three 

middle-aged men. Smith and Pucko, (2008) state that the average age for wellness 

tourists is 45, an age where many people experience what is commonly termed a midlife 

crisis, “ the u bend of life…when middle aged people have their lowest level of happiness’ 

(Beaman and Sikka, 2016, p. 142). Robinson and Wright, (2013,p. 408), describe the 

midlife crisis as the presence of strong negative emotions “ not just a time of internal 

crisis but also a time of external transition…it centres on major, tangible changes in life 

structure, as well as challenges and changes to identity…” Shafak (2011, p. 343) writes 

more positively that “little by little, one turns, 40, 50, 60 and with each major decade, 

one feels more complete. You need to keep on walking, though there is no place to arrive 

at”. Enjoy the journey. Relish the challenges that the mid-life brings. Keep on moving, 

growing. 

 

I look around the room and ponder, what drew all these people and middle-aged women 

in particular, to a yoga workshop in Bali? The Bali I knew from surf trips here in the1990’s 

and early 2000’s was a slow-paced place. The majority of tourist back then seemed to be 

Kiwi and Australian surfers or European backpackers. There were a few yoga tourists, but 

nothing like what I see today. Something has shifted, was it that book? That ‘book’ that I 

heard local expats in Ubud talking about in a café yesterday, a book they were claiming 

caused a tsunami of middle-aged women to descend on Ubud, searching, seeking? The 

book they mentioned was Eat, Pray, Love: One Woman's Search for Everything Across 

Italy, India and Indonesia by Elizabeth Gilbert (2006). The book had a section where the 

main character, a 31-year-old woman stays in Ubud, Bali. She is on a journey of self-
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discovery (Williams, 2014), learning to meditate, falling in love. It is a book that sold over 

seven million copies, that was made into a movie starring Julia Roberts. It is a book that 

Williams (2014, p. 615) suggests that on the surface delivers messages of “liberation and 

self-rescue” yet also presents the female neoliberal spiritual subject as “as a consumer 

who expresses her spirituality through spending… who feels the need to buy travel as a 

means for producing spiritualized consciousness.” It is a movie that offers insights into 

the transformative potential of tourism, for what Marston (Marston, 2016, p. 3) terms 

“white middle-aged tourist suffering from a form of urban bourgeois malaise”. Maybe 

this is a bit harsh, maybe. 

 

The rain continues to pour down; we all creep closer to Mark. He begins his yogic 

discourse, it is informally, off the cuff, he chats, he asks questions. He reassures us that 

the yoga teacher is nothing more than a friend, nothing less than a friend. He urges us 

to, stop looking, to stop searching… to embrace life. He critiques the yoga of B.K.S 

Iyengar as heroic yoga. He brings up the subject of body dysmorphia, how one in five 

women suffer from it, how modern yoga plays into this. He tells us yoga does not have 

to look like the cover of yoga journal…it is a self-sustaining illusion. Instead Mark 

presents yoga as a spiritual education, as a way to empower us to be intimate with our 

own lives. He urges us to become agents of transformation. He asks if we want to 

practice some yoga? The room lights up, with smiles and nods. 

 

Mark instructs us to move the body slowly, without force, linking the breath with the 

body movement. He walks around the room as we practice, he listens to our breath, you 

must not strain, make the breath even, the inhale and the exhale, even. The class 

increases in intensity. Mark incorporates some more challenging poses into the 

sequence, chair pose, body upright, arms reaching up, buttocks pushing back make sure 

the inhale and exhale are even he says with a smile. The way he teaches is playful, kind, 

lighthearted. I like the simplicity. It is a practice I could do at home, anywhere. This focus 

on breath work is something I will never forget. I say thanks to Mark after the class, there 

is a line of people wanting to talk to him; I decide I will Skype him later. I walk past the 

cafe, the shamanic group are still there, sipping aecia berry smoothies, drinking turmeric 

lattes, nibbling raw slices. I think back on the class, to what I have learnt. The class was a 
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far cry from the shamanic experience I heard the American women talking about, no 

outer body experiences, meeting totem guides or visions of a future better self. Instead 

what I learnt was a practice of simplicity, a distilled version of yoga that allows you to 

accept where you are in life. A practice that that is about being kind to your body, to your 

mind, that nourishes the spirit. A yoga practice that focuses on self-care. A yoga practice 

that teaches you to be content, where you are right now. 

 

Mark Whitwell 

The next part of this vignette introduces Mark, his views on yoga, on New Zealand men 

and on life. 

 

Who is Mark Whitwell? Mark is a New Zealander, who spent his youth in Palmerston 

North, a small provincial town in New Zealand. He is now one of the world’s most well-

known, well-travelled and widely respected yoga teachers (Krasno, 2015). Today Mark 

makes a humble living travelling the world teaching yoga, running yoga retreats, 

facilitating yoga workshops. I chatted to Mark while he was in Bali, catching him just 

before he left for England, from there Mark was teaching in Spain, then Switzerland, then 

Thailand, then Hong Kong, back to the United States, then to China and Japan; this was all 

in Autumn of 2019. Mid-winter he was heading to Tibet, to lead a 15-day pilgrimage/yoga 

retreat to Mt Kailash. 
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                                                   Figure 30: A poster for Mark's Mt Kailash pilgrimage. 

 

Despite the near constant travel Mark still self identifies as a New Zealander and returns 

‘home’ for extended periods each year, to teach and to visit family. 

 

Mark begins by telling me about his about his childhood, about growing up in the suburbs 

of provincial New Zealand, in the 1950’s and 60’s, about the circumstances that drew him 

to yoga. Mark talks about New Zealand society at that time as having no room for 

difference; he recalls as a teenager, with long hair, been ridiculed: guys on the beach 

would yell things like, “Get a haircut!” or, “What are ‘ya?” That’s just one example. It was 

an aggressive, very tightly policed environment in terms of gender norms. Anyone looking 

or acting a little bit different was seen as a threat. New Zealand society in the 1950’s and 

1960’s is described by Andrews in Daley & Montgomerie (1999) as a country reeling in 

post war prosperity, of growing urbanisation and suburbanisation. It was also a time that 

saw the rise of white-collar masculinity: 

 

At the core of this image was power, the control over people and over production, the 

mastery of financial resources and technology. Importantly masculinity was also defined 

in contrast to femininity. The advertising images of white-collar masculinity were subtle, 

but the nature of man’s control directly over women’s lives was quite clear; wives and 

secretaries were there to serve the needs of business men, and advertisements 

celebrated the mastery these men had over women (Andrews in Daley & Montgomerie 

1999,p. 210). The 1970’s bought change to New Zealand (Taylor, 1972); it saw the 

emergence of a counterculture movement that challenged many societal norms. The 

counterculture challenged patriarchal ideologies, ideologies of male dominance and male 

privilege. It also challenged ideas around heteronormativity, what Goffman in Kimmel, 

(2003, p. 4) refers to as the value ridden stereotypes that restrict expression of the self , 

of conforming to a male ideal that was “…married, white, urban, heterosexual, Protestant 

father, of college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and height, and 

recent record in sport…” The counterculture resisted these stereotypes, they fought for 

gay rights, women’s liberation, held antiwar protests, and fought to preserve areas of 
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National park from ‘development’. Many men at the fore of this counterculture 

movement, like Mark, began to wear their hair long, perhaps as a signifier of rebellion 

and as “a willingness to explore a feminine side of the self” (Daley & Montgomerie, 1999, 

p. 235). Barbara Brookes (1999) writes that for many of the men the long hair was mostly 

just a surface change: 

 

…following the international fashion led by rock musicians, quickly abandoned as 

careers required conformity to older models of masculine appearance. But for 

some…the journey went deeper: it was a commitment (or stumbling block) to 

pursuing an idea of equality and, most of all, to trying to work out what equality 

meant. (Brookes in Daley & Montgomerie 1999, p. 235). 

 

Mark left New Zealand in 1970, and headed to India. He had come to the realisation 

that his sheltered life in the suburbs of New Zealand, what he refers to as a privileged 

white life did not offer much, that there had to be something better than what New 

Zealand society was dishing up. He writes that “I couldn’t shake in my bones that there 

had to be more than the commercialisation I saw around me…and so I took off around 

the world in search of wisdom – or something- among the great traditions that I’d 

heard and read about” (Whitwell, 2012, p. 4). In India Mark quickly discovered that the 

search for spirituality was a major industry, “among the shoddy spiritual goods been 

sold in the market place I found little that was useful. I had to sift through a ton of 

sand before I located any jewels” (Whitwell, 2012, p.5). Mark eventually found a 

trusted teacher in Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, often referred to the father of modern 

yoga and the teacher of the teachers (Kranso, 2015). Krishnamacharya was an Indian 

yoga teacher, a scholar and an Ayurvedic healer. Mark also studied with, and became 

good friends with Krishnamacharya’s son T.K.V Desikachar. T.V.K Desikachar, was a 

leading authority on yoga therapy, of personalising the yoga practice to suit each 

individual. Both of these men, along with a range of others including Jiddu 

Krishnamurti, U.G Krishnamurti and Muktananda would inform Marks understanding 
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of yoga, his understanding of life. Following this first trip to India Mark returned to 

New Zealand, began a career as a college teacher, and then as “a telecommunications 

guru and an information technology consultant” (Whitwell, 2012, p. 9). During this 

time Mark continued to return to India for extended periods of time, to study with 

Krishnamacharya and Desikachar. Mark came to the realisation that his true calling 

was to share what he had learnt from these yoga masters, to share yoga in the lineage 

of Krishnamacharya. He wanted to share an authentic yoga practice, one that focuses 

on “discovering the natural intimacy of body, breath and movement” (Whitwell, 2012, 

p.6). 

 

I ask Mark what his interpretation of yoga is? 

 

Yoga is the primordial, original, religious practice of humanity. Prior to 500BC it was a 

practice that had nothing to do with hierarchal power structures, it was the human 

experience of yogis, and I would include amongst those yogis Christ and Buddha… human 

beings that realized that they were not separate from the power of creation. Their 

utterances, their experiences of their yogic realisation was then turned into spiritual 

doctrines, teachings, hundreds of years after their birth in the case of Christ and Buddha. 

Rome used the written teachings of Christ as a controlling mechanism in their crumbling 

empire and King Askosha within India, used the utterings of Buddha in the same way…. 

and that became a controlling mechanism. So suddenly humanity had spiritual wisdom 

proliferated in society that was stripped of a yogic context, in which wisdom arose in the 

first place, as a shamanic, egalitarian, non-hierarchal practice, mainly by agricultural 

people by which they enjoyed the power, intelligence, and utter beauty of life itself. 

 

Marks statement here traces the origins of yoga back to Shamanism, the first of the 

research participants to do so. Academically Shamanism is a slippery concept, it is a term 

Hutton (2017) describes as been created entirely by western scholarship. Harvey, 2003) 

refers to Shamanism as more of a ‘semantic field’, a field that encompasses a range of 

practices from a variety of geographic locations. Dury (2019, p.1) describes how “true 

shamanism is characterised by access to other realms of   consciousness. In the sense 
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that the shaman acts as an intermediary between the sacred and profane worlds, 

between mankind and the realm of gods and spirits” Indigenous shamanism academics 

such as Fotiou (2016, p. 154) critique academics that either romanticise or demonise 

shamans. Fotiou states that shamans are “not archetypes but real people operating in a 

particular socio-cultural context”. The academic study of Shamanism is complex terrain, 

contested, with many different viewpoints (see Foitou, 2016). 

 

Hultkrantz (1996) categorises shamanism as a complex with four general features: 

 

1.The shaman contacts the supernatural world frequently via the world tree (the 

axis mundi) or, in some cases, the world-river. 

2.The shaman serves as intermediary between humans and the supernatural 

worlds encompassing roles of doctor, diviner, hunting magician and sacrificial 

priest. 

3.His or her helping spirits inspires the shaman. 

4.The shaman experiences states of ecstasy or trance.” (ibid p.4). 

 

For Mark, tracing yoga back to its shamanistic roots seems to be more about tracing the 

roots of yoga back to a somatic experience with the natural world, an experience that 

acknowledges and honours the sacredness of all life. Marks viewpoint is that yoga is not 

about following a doctrine, told by some God like authority, instead it is about your own 

experience of truth, it is about tapping into a source of wisdom that is beyond the written 

word. For Mark Yoga, with a capital Y, is an intimate experience with spirit, with all of life. 

 

Mark goes on: 
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Our body is in perfect harmony that is intrinsic to its reality. You and I have a profound 

relationship with air, with water, with every realm, plant kingdom, and the male and 

female collaboration, which is how life is functioning, as a nurturing power. Male and 

female intrinsic harmony and union is nurturing…that is so powerful, is so intelligent, it 

produces new life. Not that it is needed, but it does. My statement is that this has been 

taken off humanity by the invention of doctrine, and the controlling mechanism of 

doctrine. When you have a model of a perfect person, the perfect Christ, the perfect 

Buddha, the perfect guru, the model of the perfect person implies that everyone else is 

not perfect and this is what humanity is stuck with. It is just an axiom of thought, just an 

assumption we are all operating under, this hoax of enlightenment, the hoax of God 

realization that we are not there yet. It is this denial of the wonder that is life itself. I am 

saying there is a requirement for the intervention of pre- doctrine means by which 

people actualise the power of their own life. 

 

This idea of the hoax, of enlightenment, the myth of enlightenment is one supported by 

Jeevan (2017). She talks how the mind creates this ideal of an enlightened person, how 

they exist beyond the messiness of everyday life, “floating about on a bubble of bliss 

without any personal or worldly desire …enlightenment, the proverbial carrot dangling on 

the end of a stick” (ibid p.66). U.G Krishnamurti also challenged this notion of achieving 

enlightenment, claiming instead that the demand for enlightenment was standing in the 

way of enlightenment, if enlightenment existed at all…that the search for a future 

possibility of enlightenment was the denial of reality itself (Krishnamurti & Millikan, 

1993). 

 

One of Marks key teachings is to embrace life in the here and now, to realise we are 

already in a perfected state: 

 

The world has been seduced by enlightenment. When I say to people you are the power of 

the cosmos, that is a fact... It is a wonder that is profound. You are in a perfected state. 

You are in perfect harmony with the rest of the cosmos right now... People hear this and 

go oh yeah, I see that! But no one is saying that to them, you could say that to New 
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Zealand men, to all men of the planet, so they could see the hope of working in this 

framework, of going beyond this thought structure of not there yet. 

 

This thought structure of not there yet, is one that is engrained in the neo liberal present, 

engrained in modern yoga. Consumers of modern yoga are sold ideals of the perfect yoga 

posture, the perfect yoga body (Godrej, 2017; Jain, 2014). Mark terms it all a 

performative struggle of the patriarchal patterning that has been engrained in the 

public’s mind as being yoga. In a Facebook post on May 7th, 2019 Mark writes that the 

public have been hoodwinked about what yoga is: 

 

What seemed to be a sincere social phenomenon of hope has turned out to be shallow 

and even dangerous. It has been confined to an obsessive privileged demographic, while 

most of the public have been intimidated by yoga or just think it is silly. The whole 

enterprise has been built upon the gymnastic bravado of two men who were students of 

Krishnamacharya as young boys [B.K.S Iyengar and Pattabi Jois]. They left him in their 

youth and had no further yoga education. Yet they claimed to be “knower’s” and became 

celebrity authorities of yoga. They have become well known for their aggressive style, 

including verbal and physical abuse. Determined to build business, product and brand, it 

gave license for similar personalities everywhere to be abusive too. Many involved have 

sincerely questioned this aberration but few have been able to see it as the worldwide 

hoax it is. Social method, even the development of civilization itself is built upon the 

authority of trusted leaders. Once this is set in place it is very hard for even intelligent 

participants to see its limits. Even today the yoga world justifies its duplicity by assuming 

there is something authentic about the systems and leaders. Statements are made such as 

“take what is good and leave the rest,” believing there must be something right about it. 

But these systems are absolutely devoid of the essence and basic principles that make 

actual yoga so powerful for every kind of person. We must finish with this naivety and 

start an actual yoga education, which is there for the public, but harder to find. So far 

popular styles have branded yoga as physical exaggeration, bullying of the body and 

mind, profiteering from selling gymnastics or the meditation techniques of male doctrine 

as struggle toward future idealism. At best it is lifestyle activity fused with fashion and 
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performative comparison and envy. Not the profound practice of care, healing and 

intimacy with the wonder of life that is actual yoga. 

 

Mark has called out B.K.S Iyengar and Pattabi Jois for their verbal and physical abuse. He 

is the first of my research participants to do this. In the past few years many of the old 

guards of modern yoga such as Pattabi Jois (see Remski, 2018, 2019), Bikram Choudary 

(see Maddox & Cooley, 2019) and teachers from the Iyengar tradition like Manouso 

Manos have been accused and some charged for historic sexual abuse (Farhi, 2019). B.K.S 

Iyengar has been called out on physical and verbal abuse (see Farhi, 2019). Matthew 

Remski’s (2018) book Practice and All Is Coming: Abuse, Cult Dynamics, and Healing in 

Yoga and Beyond has begun the process of exposing the toxic dynamics that led to abuse 

in modern yoga. Remski focuses the lens on the female victims of serial abuser Pattabhi 

Jois and explores the psychoanalytic and structural conditions that enabled such abuse. 

There is a PhD to be written on this dark side of yoga, a side of yoga that upholds 

patriarchal ideologies, ideologies “where the male self is defined by its masculine 

‘presence; and ‘force’: its opposition to, and competition …domination over… other men, 

and particularly over women” (Hoch in Murphy, 2004, p. 105). 

 

Mark states that beyond the physical and sexual abuse, the way yoga is taught today, 

this focus on alignment, on the attainment of certain extreme postures is all part of 

patriarchal patterning. Mark is adamant that the whole enterprise and the 

misinformation on which it is based needs to be thrown out. It is more of the same... 

vulgar misogynists, now also in the context of yoga, all originated in doctrinal power. 

 

Mark offers a form of yoga that he believes rejects this patriarchal patterning. It is a Yoga 

practice that is gentle and nurturing. A Yoga practice that focuses on becoming intimate 

with the breath, noticing the breath coming in, receiving, the breath going out, giving. 

Balancing the polarity of feminine and masculine that is within each person. Mark states 

that the breath is the guru; there is no doctrine to follow. It is a practice that returns the 

power back to the student, linking the body movement with the breath movement. The 

practice could be as simple as raising the arms and inhaling, lowering the arms and 

exhaling, with awareness. Marks stresses, “It is not positive thinking or awareness we 
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need, but intimacy. It is not God realization we need, but intimacy…Intimacy gives all 

these” (Whitwell, 2012, p. 155). Intimacy, according to Mark begins with becoming 

intimate with your own breath. Intimacy also includes sexual intimacy. Mark states how 

religious doctrine has repressed the natural, joyful, expression of sex. Sex is seen as 

something that must be repressed to go beyond, to be free of, free of desire, and then 

your sex comes out badly as abuse, and that is the world we live in today. As men begin to 

practice yoga Mark believes that they begin to feel better and feel better, two different 

things. They feel better emotionally. They feel better with their senses. 

 

Yoga reprograms the nervous system to become receptive, rather than controlling, and 

that is the secret, that is the profundity of it. Sex has been disassociated with intimacy and 

sex is something people could do, without it being an intimate act. This lack of intimacy is 

why we have all the environmental problems, why we have terrorism. Men are denied an 

intimacy with life; it is the beginning and the end of our problems, this lack of intimacy 

with life. 

 

Mark retells a story he recently told at a yoga retreat in Christchurch, just before the 

terror attack. I told this story to a group of men. These older men had tears in their eyes 

to hear this story, and it touched me deeply. It is a story about Ray, a New Zealand 

businessman, about his existential crisis. A story about a businessman discovering yoga, 

of discovering intimacy, and then of his death. Ray was a hedge fund manager, a seed 

investor, a man well respected by his peers in the financial sector. He was successful. This 

idea of success in the neo liberal present usually implies one has obtained economic 

success, it implies that to succeed, others must fail, failed to become “self-activating 

subjects” (Clack & Paule, 2019, p. 17). Ray had achieved economic success, but despite 

this also had a feeling of emptiness, a feeling of lack. Ray found himself, in the throes of 

an existential crisis. He began questioning if his life had any real meaning or purpose, he 

found himself in what Dante describes as the dark woods in the middle of the path 

through life (Alighieri, 2003). Ray came across Marks book The Promise of Love, Sex, and 

Intimacy (Whitwell, 2012). He devoured the book, and then signed up for a yoga retreat 

with Mark. He learned Yoga, “forward bends, back arches, gentle twists, and 
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inversions…the lived intimacy of breathing in and out…“(Whitwell, 2012, p. 188). After 

this yoga retreat Ray had an epiphany, he: was coming home from work, back to Waiheke 

Island and noticed a sign he had not seen before. It said SLOW DOWN, YOU ARE HERE. 

Ray took this literally, realizing that his life had been spent striving, while ignoring the 

simple pleasures in life, the beauty of breath, and the beauty of life itself. Mark describes 

Ray as an alpha male, a driven man, he had lived a stressful life, but no one had told him 

to slow down, that you are here. Unfortunately, he died not long after discovering this. 

 

At Ray’s funeral there was a mass of men in suits, 400 plus of them. Ray’s wife gave a 

speech, she said to them to take Ray’s life as a lesson and not to waste their life just 

working. Take time for themselves family and living. She quoted the Waiheke sign. To 

slow down, that you are here. She urged them to embrace life in the here and now. 

 

What is the meaning of this story? Mark states that this story is Ray’s legacy to other New 

Zealand men. To me the story highlights how hegemonic masculine ideals that focus on 

materialism and competitive achievement are firmly entrenched in modern day New 

Zealand society. The moral of the story for me is that although many of these men have 

sound financial health, they are lacking in spiritual and mental health. It seems to be 

difficult for many of these men to step away from cultural beliefs that put financial 

success on a pedestal. Modern men have been sold an image of success that is extremely 

narrow, one that values achievement and success primarily on a man’s salary. A recent 

paper on wealth and subjective well-being,  by Steel, Taras, Uggerslev and Bosco (2018, p. 

139), describes how men who score higher on a masculinity scale make more money but 

also tend to be unhappier, and that “masculinity’s facet of gender inegalitarianism was 

among the best predictors of reduced life satisfaction”. Rarely in late consumer capitalist 

societies are men told to stopping striving for more, to see beyond “the market, 

competition and individualism” (Clack and Paule, 2019). The neoliberal assertion has 

been that “human beings are best understood as economic units, detached from each 

other, which act out of self- interest” (Clack and Paule, 2019. p. 258). That success and 

therefore happiness is grounded in financial success. Rays story highlights that this is not 

always the case. Clack and Paule (2019, p.258) argue, “If neoliberal well-being is 

grounded in narratives of material success, a dominant thread in the last three thousand 
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years of human theorising suggests something far removed from today’s market 

solutions. Humans are the part of the universe…capable of standing back, of grappling 

with what it means to be alive”. 

 

Marks teachings give people like Ray space to do just that, to stand back and to grapple 

with what it means to be alive. It gives space to engage in what Rogers (1961) described 

as a contemplative pause, an opportunity to reconnect to the real self.. It gives space to 

see life as “an adventure in self-discovery and expression, over and above money as the 

major or sole measure of success, the sacred serves as a locus and focus for what cannot 

be measured” (Heelas, 2009, p.220). 

 

I realise we need money to survive, to purchase goods and services, to participate in the 

neo liberal present. I realise how having money allows one to attain a certain degree of 

financial health, financial ‘freedom’, but as James Broad (2012) states in The Science of 

Yoga “A rich man in a bad mood can feel destitute, and a poor man in a good mood rich 

beyond words.”(ibid p. 79). There needs to be a point when people start asking the 

question when is enough, enough. What is enough? What do I really need to feel happy, 

fulfilled, to live with purpose? What am I striving to achieve? 

 

I ask Mark how yoga may help other New Zealand men. Mark is adamant that New 

Zealand men need yoga, but it needs the right sort of yoga. He also returns to this idea of 

looking towards pre-doctrine knowledge, towards indigenous ways of knowing for 

answers. Furthermore, how there is need to heal from the trauma of colonialism in New 

Zealand, how there is a need to seek out alternative models of ‘manhood’ that in the 

words of Pule (2009, p. 1), move beyond “behavioural addictions derived from 

institutionalized oppressions…” 

 

Mark describes how he believes many New Zealand men are repressed by cultural norms, 

how many Pākehā men have inherited many social practices around English restriction, 

how Māori and Pacific Island men have been bought up in a culture of white colonialism. 

Sitting alongside this white colonialism is what indigenous studies academics such as 

Scott Morgensen in (Innes and  Anderson, 2015, pp. 38-39) describe as colonial 



230  

 230 

masculinity, a form of violent control that was used “to replace distinctive gender 

systems among Indigenous peoples”, that facilitated “conquest and sexual violence.” 

Colonial masculinity is described by (Nandy, 1983) as a form of masculinity that 

dehumanizes and objectifies both colonizer and the colonized. In New Zealand colonial 

masculinity bought with it the “repressive nature of nineteenth century bourgeois 

orthodoxy, stoicism, and clear gender divisions.” (Hokowhitu, 2016, p. 88). It functioned 

to “exclude and limit Indigenous men to heteropatriarchal, hyper masculine, stoical, 

staunch and violent discursive formations…” (ibid, p. 94). 

 

Mark states that, New Zealand men all have a lot to get over, and that it is no coincidence 

that New Zealand is a society rife with addiction and alcoholism, has high levels of 

domestic violence, mental illness and high suicide rates. Over 500 people kill themselves a 

year in New Zealand (see Ministry of Social Development, 2018, Mental Health 

Foundation of New Zealand). Māori men in particular have struggled under the 

imposition of colonial masculinity, with much higher levels of incarceration, higher 

suicide rates, and lower life expectancies (Durie, 2005; Workman, 2016). 

 

Mark, talks about teaching Māori men yoga, he describes how receptive they have been: 

 

Because they have a more immediate sense of value of life, the mana of life, they have 

that inbuilt… they come from a spirit culture, where the land and the people are one. Not 

to sentimentalise it, but my view is we need to bring these understandings into modern 

times. 

 

Mark believes that: 

 

Modern economies must serve the well-being of all people while cooperating with the 

ecologies of mother nature, because if we do not do that we are all out of here, and 

that is the economy of the time and I say yoga is the first act of ecology, which is 

looking after the wild of your own condition. My nature is here, it is looking after that 
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and if we look after this, we have a whole framework of how we can look after 

everyone else. 

 

McLeod in Innes & Anderson (2015, p. 283) states, “We need to sound out an ecology 

that will nurture and sustain the Indigenous male spirit”. Mark would take this further; 

that what we need is to sound out an ecology that nurtures the spirit of all humans, that 

nurtures and honours all life forms (Abram, 1996), that honours the sacredness of the 

earth (Taylor, 2010). Furthermore, an ecology, a way of living that moves beyond a 

certain group of men being superior to others, controlling others, dominating others, 

dominating the earth. According to eco masculinity scholars, Adams and  Gruen, (2014) 

there is a need to resist the patriarchal doctrine worldview that we have inherited, these 

intersecting forces of oppression “…beliefs, of separation, of difference, of capitalist 

hetromasculinity, that is one of the central forces destroying the earth and the animals 

that live here” (ibid, introduction). Feminist scholar Marti Kheel in (Clowney and Mosto, 

2009, p. 272) argued that, “What is needed is a reweaving of all the old stories and 

narratives into a multifaceted tapestry”. 

 

People like Mark seems to be the ones re-weaving this multifaceted tapestry, by 

challenging hegemonic masculinity, challenging patriarchal conditioning, challenging the 

ways New Zealand men behave, urging us to embrace intimacy, to embrace vulnerability. 

To look towards pre-doctrine ways of knowing for inspiration. To look towards 

indigenous ways of knowing. To live in a more eco-centric way. To remember to be kind; 

to self, to be kind to others. To stop the struggle. 



232  

 232 

Rhys: Yoga from the Deep South 

 

The last vignette. 

The last re-presentation of a life with yoga. 

A teasing out of meaningful yoga experiences 

Sharing worldviews, personal philosophies, lessons learnt. Drawn back home… to 

Dunedin. 

To the bottom of the South Island I am coming to the end 
 

Figure 31: Lover leap, Otago peninsula. Photo by Danilo Hegg 

 

The End by Janet Frame 

 

At the end 

I have to move my sight up or down. The path stops here. 

Up is heaven, down is ocean 

 or, more simply, sky and sea rivalling 

in welcome, crying Fly (or Drown) in me…. 
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In this vignette Rhys, a genteel 46-year-old Pākehā yoga teacher from Dunedin shares his 

story with yoga. Rhys’s story gives insights how yoga can be used as a tool to nourish the 

mind, body and spirit. Rhys’s story also gives insights into the changing performance of 

masculinity in the deep south of the South Island, giving a different perspective to the 

‘southern man’ archetype. An archetype heavily promoted by advertising agencies that 

portray a ‘real’ Southern man as a reclusive, stoic, stand- alone figure (Gee & Jackson, 

2010b; Phillips, 1987). Rhys’s story presents a completely different image of the southern 

man. Rhys is a man who is comfortable expressing himself through yoga, through dance, 

through performance art. He is creative and emotionally intelligent and a man not afraid 

to perform his masculinity differently. For Rhys, one of the keys to having a yoga practice 

is to cultivate the focus of attention and to be kind to the self, to others, to the 

environment. 

 

I begin this vignette, setting the scene, connecting to place (Wattchow & Brown, 2011), 

sharing my own connection with the Dunedin Yoga Studio. 

 

 

Figure 32: Rhys. Photo courtesy of Rhys 
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Autoethnographic reflection: Returning to the Dunedin Yoga Studio 

 

I make my way up the stairs to the Dunedin Yoga Studio; it has been at least five years 

since I have been here. Twenty years since my first visit, to do a drop-in yoga class. I 

remember that first class well. The class was overflowing with Native Forest Action 

environmental activists; eco warriors just back a summer, protesting against native forest 

logging on the West Coast of the South Island. There were guys with baggy Thai pants, 

long dreadlocks, scraggly beards and Celtic tattoos. There were wild looking women, with 

hairy armpits and colourful clothes, an eclectic bunch, lively, feral. I remember others in 

the class, more subdued. Men and women wearing rugby shorts, gold and blue, the 

colours of the local rugby team. I remember a guy in the back of the class, an American, 

with a tie-dyed rainbow shirt, shaking his head back and forth, clicking bones in his neck; 

he would later say it was the result of kundalini energy arising up the spine. Svoboda 

(1992, p. 314) describes the kundalini as a sleeping energy that resides at the base of the 

spine, awakening its energy involves “disengaging it from its external identification” and 

merging with pure consciousness. In the changing room, conversations drifted from 

dance parties to the philosophy of Sartre and Foucault, with each conversation somehow 

spiraling back to a mutual hatred for Jenny Shipley, the leader of the right-wing New 

Zealand National party.Shipley was viewed as instigator of the native forest logging, she 

was seen as an environmental vandal, a neo liberal subject more interested in profit than 

protecting native rainforest. It was a brief insight into life in a university town, into an 

urban yoga scene. It was a different world from my quiet life on the West Coast, isolated, 

living in a shack. I was intrigued by Dunedin. It was my first time visiting this heritage city, 

at the bottom of the South Island. A city with Gothic architecture, with wide-open 

streets, hills covered in yellow gorse and tussock. Hills that seemed naked compared to 

the thick rainforest of the West Coast. That first yoga class was taught by Ken, a muscular 

man who taught a strength focused class. We did a lot of handstands; crow poses and 

planks. He was a teacher who drew heavily on the teachings of B.K.S Iyengar, a lineage 

that emphasised alignment, on holding poses for extended periods of time. We did 

angular standing poses, forward bends. We used bolsters, props, blocks and chairs. There 

were ropes hanging off walls, to practice Karunta, the restorative poses that Iyengar was 

famous for. Ropes that allowed you to hang upside down, to ease yourself into 
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backbends, into bodily positions that relaxed, restored, that gave you a different 

perspective on life. I enjoyed that class, enjoyed meeting the eclectic bunch of people, 

but I was only in Dunedin for one day, so it was my only class with Ken. It would be 

another 10 years before I returned to the Dunedin Yoga Studio. The next time I visited, an 

earthy woman owned it from the seaside town of Aramoana. She led flowy vinyasa style 

classes. She urged the students to move their bodies organically, to feel their way into 

the pose. Her classes were gentle, intuitive, organic, nurturing, then all of a sudden, she 

left, she disappeared, to go and live in an intentional community in Golden Bay, seeking 

warmth, to heal rheumatoid arthritis. 

 

Rhys and Jessica are the latest teachers of Dunedin Yoga Studio. Their ‘style’ of yoga is a 

happy medium between the two previous owners, combining the precision and detail in 

the alignment of Ken with his Iyengar foundations, with a spirituality inspired by the 

teachings of Krishnamacharya and his vinyasa style of yoga. Their teaching style also 

highlights a postmodern component to yoga, highlighting how modern yoga adapts and 

borrows from a range of influences to serve it’s communities (Newcombe, 2019). Rhys 

and Jessica subtly incorporate undertones of Māori spirituality into their classes, ideas 

around the interconnectedness of all life, the sacredness of life, of manaakitanga, of 

kindness, generosity and care for others. Their teaching style has a sense of structure, yet 

at the same time a sense of malleability, the ying and the yang, in a constant dance. 

 

Alongside teaching yoga, Rhys and Jessica are also accomplished performance artists. 

They run community dance projects, choreography and perform in plays. You will see 

them stilt walking in the Dunedin winter festival, choreographing dance performances; a 

recent performance saw them celebrate the rising of Matariki, a start cluster sacred to 

Māori, the signifier of the Māori New Year. They are a couple who thrive on serving the 

community, who have a passion for movement, for yoga, for mindful living. 

 

Today Rhys is teaching a foundational yoga class. I continue up the stairs. In the foyer I 

see well-worn leather shoes, lined up, in neat rows. I open the door and feel a sense of 

warmth and of welcome. Prayer flags hang from the ceiling; colourful yoga bolsters are 

stacked in neat piles on the wooden floor. There are freshly picked apples, from Rhys and 
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Jessica’s garden, with a handwritten sign to help yourself. Rhys smiles as I walk in; he 

hops up, with a youthful vigor, and gives me a handshake. I walk into the studio; the class 

is full. Around 15 women, young, middle aged, elderly. There is a relaxed atmosphere in 

the room, a soothing casualness. I see sensible clothing. No dreadlocks, Thai pants or 

Celtic arm tattoos. I see familiar faces, a woman from the health food store in town, a 

woman that use to work at the St Clair Saltwater Pool. Rhys walks in; unrolls his yoga 

mat, smiles. Should we begin? We start with gentle movements, cat cow pose, to warm 

and loosen the spine, creating space between the vertebrae. Then we move on to sun 

salutations, a series of poses that are done in a continuous flow, harnessing the positive 

energy of the sun, harnessing the energy of the self (Leibler & Moss, 2009). Then onto 

standing poses, warrior, infusing the self with strength to overcome fear. Then the 

triangle pose, that “allows us to experience the state of equanimity that is possible when 

we connect the three aspects of our being, body, mind and spirit (ibid, p 164). Then 

cobra, bringing alertness. We pair up and practice handstands, arm balances, then move 

onto crow pose, planks and finish with a guided relaxation. The class reminds me a lot of 

Kens Iyengar classes. Precise, ordered, a lot of strength poses. At the end I feel a sense of 

clarity, of ease. It is quite a different feeling from what I experience at the end of a 

Bikram classes, where I leave with a feeling of exhaustion, intertwined with a spacey, but 

somewhat addictive yoga high. I enjoyed Rhys's class. I feel poised. My body is not sore. I 

feel good, clear-headed, and ready for the day ahead. Looking around the room I realise 

that Rhys and I are the only men in the room. It is this gender imbalance, of men to 

women, in Dunedin yoga studios that originally sparked my interest to study men’s yoga 

experiences. What puts men in the Deep South off yoga? Why are some men drawn to 

yoga? 

 

Rhys puts it down to a multitude of factors but believes it starts in New Zealand when 

you are a boy, a lot of activity: is all about the end game, the goal, and not about the 

aesthetic pleasure of the journey…so right from boyhood, you do a physical activity 

because it is serving a tribal group purpose, you are a team and you are winning, you are 

part of team. 

 

According to Rhys, activities like yoga cultivate a sense of belonging, without the 
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competitive aspect. Time spent practising yoga practice is about cultivating a sense of 

tenderness for the self. Rhys believes that once men begin to really care for themselves, 

they can begin to show tenderness for others in the community and this ripples out to 

manifest as a tenderness and kindness to the earth. He hands me a nugget of wisdom, it 

comes in the form of a reinterpretation of a Māori whakatoa, a proverb, about an iconic 

New Zealand native plant, the Harekeke: 

 

there is that Māori proverb, He aha te mea nui o te ao. He tāngata, he tāngata, he 

tāngata, a wise matua said to me that the interpretation is not what a lot of people think; 

it has a range of interpretations. Most people describe the translation of the proverb as 

what is the most important thing? It is people, it is people it is people. He said that is a 

great way of emphasizing the answer, but the more esoteric version of the proverb is 

about the first sentence that not many people quote about a bellbird on a flax flower. The 

flax is important symbolism, because you learn when you harvest the flax that you only 

harvest the grandma shoots and the parent shoot, because if you harvest the central 

shoot, the rinto, the child, that will kill off that flax. So the proverb talks about the centre 

shoot as the first tangata, as you, this needs support and nourishment, then the next shot, 

the awhi rito level is your family, you can support them, because you are established, 

supported, then you can go further out into the world to the other shoots, the third and 

fourth, and support and care for your community and care for the environment, but if this 

central shoot is not getting any support, then you are over stretching and nothing is 

getting support and you cannot put the oxygen mask on the person beside you…. 

 

The reinterpretation highlights how important it is to support and nourish the self, to 

engage in self-care. Civil rights activist Audre Lorde (1988) wrote that self-care is not self-

indulgent, it is about self-preservation. The French philosopher (Foucault, 1987) wrote 

that to care for oneself was an act of freedom, that the pursuit of self-care was 

intrinsically linked with the pursuit of self-knowledge. Self-care is defined in health care 

literature as under individual control, it is about nourishing the self, creating a life you 

desire (Weiss, 2010). 
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I ask Rhys what benefit New Zealand men would get from incorporating yoga into their 

lives? 

 

Straight away the body would benefit, like tradesmen, they have been on the tools all day, 

so they could go to a gentle yoga class, they have been working there bodies enough, then a 

lot of men are in desk jobs, sitting a lot, so spine and hips need to be moved, to get the juices 

going, and that is not just body work, it is body mind and spirit, so as soon as you do that 

you get all those benefits, but sometimes it touches in on things that men do not want to 

acknowledge. I guess around emotional connection, a spiritual connection, New Zealand 

men are used to being quite strong and getting on with it, for some of my extended family, 

that phrases comes up a lot, just get on with it, there is never let’s assess this moment, let’s 

find the way…When you assess, or explore the moment that keeps you in good stead to 

evolve… 

 

To evolve, to grow, to embrace change. These are important characteristic of what 

McKenzie (2017b) terms resistant forms of masculinity; a form of masculinity where 

openness and emotional expression are encouraged, a form of masculinity that is 

beneficial for New Zealand men’s mental well-being. 

 

Coming to a yoga class in Dunedin appears to allow space for men to slow down, to 

pause, to connect with the emotional and spiritual aspects of the self. New Zealand 

psychologist and poet Leibrich (2002, p. 156), puts forward the notion that there is an 

agonizing emptiness within New Zealand] society, “ that reflects a desperate need for 

meaning, relevance, something deeper in life. Lineham in Harvey (2003, p. 1) states that 

many New Zealanders are seeking out forms of spirituality beyond more traditional 

forms of organised religion. Rhys states that many men are first drawn to yoga to heal 

broken bodies, but it is the spiritual aspect of yoga that keeps them coming back: If men 

feel like they can start to get a bit more movement in their body after doing yoga, it can 

become a bit of a spiritual thing… people are like I can actually do this thing now, that I 

could not do before! It is liberating. 
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Liberating the body physically, then liberating the mind. Despite these benefits Rhys 

shares that he believes many Dunedin men still see yoga as a self-indulgent thing, as a 

waste of time. I see: 

 

Fathers rushing around, doing the strong support person role, being the person that is 

reliable…even in the modern age when we are trying to be more sensitive to gender roles, 

it still feels like it is hard for men to say, and sometimes for women to hear “I need help, I 

cannot always be reliable, be the rock (Rhys pauses). 

 

Reflecting on others comments it seems to be that many men in Dunedin are constrained 

by hegemonic forms of masculinity, defined by Connell (2005, p. 77) as “… the 

configuration of practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem 

of the legitimacy of patriarchy which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant 

position of men and the subordination of women”. There also seem to be expectation 

imposed on New Zealand men to always appear strong, to be the stable bread winner, to 

be the reliable father, the perfect lover, the sportsman. The pressure leads many New 

Zealand men to adopt maladaptive” or “avoidant” coping strategies such as abusing 

alcohol and drugs, sex addiction and a compulsive focus on paid work. Hoy (2012, p. 214) 

urges more research into the experience of men that seek out “adaptive” coping 

strategies to manage their distress and depression effectively. Adaptive coping strategies 

include engaging in physical activity and being socially engaged (Hoy, 2012). I will argue in 

the discussion that yoga is an adaptive coping strategy that has a range of positive health 

benefits. Sarah McKenzie (2017) states that cultural ideals of masculinity in New Zealand 

need to be addressed and that that there needs to be more research on New Zealand 

men that are thriving, a concept that even she admits is difficult to define: “The closest 

concept to thriving I’ve read about would be “flourishing”, a term commonly used by the 

Mental Health Foundation. However, I question how relevant this term is for men, even I 

struggle with it and certainly none of the New Zealand men I interviewed identified with 

the term” (McKenzie, 2019, pers comm). Thriving, flourishing, complete mental health, it 

is tricky terrain, subjective, multifaceted. 

 

Sharing the life histories of men like Rhys, men that invest a lot of time in their own self-
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care and encouraging other men to practice adaptive coping strategies is a starting point. 

 

I finish with asking Rhys how yoga has contributed to his life? 

 

On a physical aspect I feel healthy, I feel like I can use my body, it is a thing as you age, it 

becomes a bit of a spiritual thing that you can use your body…I do not get sick often, yoga 

helps my mobility but really yoga is all about connection, about developing a focus of 

attention. This starts in a yoga posture but you can also give this focus of attention to 

your neighbor, to your relationship with places, with a beach, and the way that you get 

rid of your rubbish… it all comes back to interconnectedness…In a Te Ao Māori worldview 

we are disconnected, if we are disconnected to the land, so in a way yoga is about 

discovering, or rediscovering your turangewaewae, your standing place, it is a dance, 

between the tapu, the sacred and the noa, the ordinary. The goal of yoga is to constantly 

connect and reconnect… 

 

This chapter has gone on many tangents; it has provided unique insights into the 

everyday lives of New Zealand male yoga teachers; into the men’s belief systems, ways of 

being in the world. It has shared pragmatic wisdom, on living a life with meaning and 

purpose, informed by yogic principle. The next chapter discusses the themes that arose in 

the vignettes.
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 

 

Our stories, we store them where moth and rust destroy…we are precious 

about them… not because we treasure them at all, but because it is safer to 

hold them close (Winton 2018, p. 82). 

 

This chapter reports on the findings of my research and seeks to make sense of the New 

Zealand men’s yoga experiences and the yogic principles that guide their lives. It is an 

attempt to make sense of the stories I have been told. In a Facebook post in March 2019 I 

reflected on the challenging task ahead of me, of writing the discussion. I had just had a 

mini sabbatical from the PhD and spent two months in the Japanese Alps working as a 

backcountry snowboard guide and avalanche educator. It was a dream job, but back 

home I knew I had another mountain to climb, to finish my PhD! 

 

I wrote: 

 

Last day guiding in Japan yesterday, super fun snowboard descent off a mellow 2500m 

peak!! Now heading home to crank out my PhD on New Zealand men’s experiences with 

yoga, hopefully by December 2019! Been working on this PhD for 2 ½ years now, so on the 

home stretch! The PhD explores the changing performance of masculinity in NZ, rural 

masculinity, social change, neo liberal resistance, deep ecology, active aging, a Te Ao 

Māori perspective on modern yoga, positive psychology, positive mental health. The 

challenge this year will be crafting the PhD into an acceptable cohesive whole that ticks 

the all the boxes academia requires… but in saying that I argue that people’s lives are not 

something that can be codified and ticked off into neat boxes but instead lives are messy, 

a bricolage of diverse personal experiences, of ups and downs, twist and turns… 

 

I admit that exploring and representing lives through a storied form is rife with 

challenges. As one participant said concepts change over time, there is always another 
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take on things. Goffman (2002) had similar beliefs. He theorised in his dramaturgical 

account of human interaction that humans display a series of masks, enacting roles and 

staging how we appear. Goffman believed that life is like a performance and people 

constantly try to cast themselves in the best light, that people adapt who they are 

depending on the situation and who they are interacting with. He termed these 

performances as front and backstage behaviours. As the terms imply front stage 

behaviours are what the participants willingly share and are visible to the audience: they 

are behaviours that are managed, seeking to leave a favourable impression. Whereas 

backstage behaviours are performed where no audience is present, or at least they 

believe no one is present. 

 

Goffman (2002) stressed that there is no singular true self, no identifiable performer 

behind the roles. He challenged the idea that each of us has a fixed character, a 

psychological identity. We are constantly changing, from birth to death. The issue of 

representing personal identities is far trickier than I first assumed. If this is the case, what 

do stories such as these I share offer? How do I know that the stories I was told are true? 

What is truth? Is truth to be found in stories? Frank (2012) states that stories may or may 

not be truthful, but they do help us understand what makes the world meaningful for 

people. Acknowledging this tension, I will do my best to discuss the shared meanings of 

the New Zealand men’s yoga experiences, the common threads, the unifying beliefs, and 

the meaningful experiences. I will also focus the lens on the unique stories. The unique 

stories give a voice to those that exist on the fringe of New Zealand society and also from 

the fringe of the New Zealand yoga community, those that practice beyond urban yoga 

studios, beyond the industrial yoga complex, people like BJ, Glen, John, M, John G. This 

thesis gives a platform for these ‘fringe’ voices to be heard, voices that are rarely heard in 

the modern yoga discourse. 

 

The discussion will also explore themes around cultural and social change in New 

Zealand. Themes of challenging hegemonic masculinity, challenging social conditioning 

around what it means to be a man in New Zealand. It will include men’s stories around 

yoga and personal transformation. Uplifting stories, stories of hope, stories of using yoga 

to heal broken bodies, stories of using yogic techniques to cultivate a positive mindset. 
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Stories are not often told on how New Zealand men experience positive health 

(McKenzie, 2017). My hope is that this discussion begins this much needed conversation, 

around how New Zealand men cultivate positive well- being. My hope is that this thesis 

complements the work done by New Zealand yoga scholars that have gone before me, 

Lloyld (1997), Bailey (2014) and Tiley (2017). 

 

Picking out the emergent themes to discuss is somewhat of a subjective task. Deep 

narrative indwelling (Smith, 2016) in the narrative analysis stage led to a range of themes 

emerging and being discussed within the vignettes. Themes emerged around 

contemporary yoga; about the wide range of ways yoga is performed and experienced in 

New Zealand society. Themes emerged on postmodern masculinities; alternative 

masculinities and resistant masculinities. Stories about men challenging hegemonic 

constructs of how New Zealand men have traditionally behaved. There were shared 

themes on living simply and sustainably. In addition themes on health and positive well-

being. This section is a coming together of the stories, a search for some sort of cohesion, 

some sort of framework, a bridge, between the stories, linking them, joining them in 

some sort of unity. 

 

My last participant Rhys gifted this framework. It came in the form of an interpretation of 

a Māori proverb, a whakataukī, that was told to him by a Māori elder about an iconic 

New Zealand native plant, the Harekeke, In Rhys’s words the whakataukī, the proverb 

links the growth patterns of the Harekeke, with the healthy growth of a person. The first 

shoot, the central shoot is the: 

 

First tangata… you, this needs support and nourishment, then the next shot, the awhi rito 

level is your family, you can support them, because you are established, supported, then 

you can go further out into the world to the other shoots, the third and fourth, and 

support and care for your community and care for the environment, but if this central 

shoot is not getting any support, then you are over stretching and nothing is getting 

support and you cannot put the oxygen mask on the person beside you 
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The interpretation resonated with me; I could see this in all the men’s stories; of yoga as 

a way to care for the self, to care for their families/communities, their whanau. In 

addition, was how yoga philosophy influenced the way the men cared for the land, the 

whenua. So my discussion will follow this framework. Firstly yoga as a way to care for 

self, mind, body and spirit; then yoga as a way to care for family/community/whanau. 

This is followed by yoga as a way to care for the environment/land/whenua. Finally I will 

conclude this section discussing postmodern yoga and postmodern masculinities in New 

Zealand. 

 

In the photo above, is the Harekeke plant. They are usually a lot messier looking than this 

one that has been manicured back to highlight the distinct growth patterns. The central 

shoot, what was termed the self, by the elder, is visible in the centre of the photo. 

Surrounding the central shoot are the shoots described as family/community/whanau. 

Surrounding these shoots are more shoots that will represent the whenua, the land that 

holds the self, the family and community, as one. This harakeke framework ties in with 

Duries (1994, 2005) te whare tapa whā model of well being, in the way that well being is 

collective, that it also includes the well being of the family/community/whanau, as 

Figure 33: Harekeke/New Zealand flax. Photo by Mark Parker 
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opposed to Seligmans PERMA model of well being, an Amercian based framework that 

seems to be  more focused on the well being of the individual. For all the men in this 

study, their yoga practice was about a collective well being,  that included the well being 

of self, family, their yoga community, also the well being of the earth.  

 

I will begin this discussion with a quote the opening verse of the Yoga Sutra Atha Yoga 

Nushasanam, translated from Kranso (2015, p.15) as, “now the exposition of yoga 

begins”. 

 

Care for the self-theme 

 

What does self-care mean, for the New Zealand men that practice and teach yoga in this 

study? The men in this study have been active agents in their own health and well-being. 

It meant doing a range of practices that made them feel good about 

themselves and that made them feel self-empowered. Self-care was about recognising 

the need to change behaviours if they were feeling down, low in energy, feeling 

depressed or lacking in confidence. Self-care also meant for many of the men to strive to 

become the best version of the self. Becoming the best version of the self was unique to 

each individual. For some self-care meant achieving financial well-being to live 

comfortably. For others self-care meant having just enough money to get by, to live 

simply. Self-care was about care of the mind, body and spirit. Many of the participants 

would say it is impossible to separate these aspects, mind, body and spirit, that yoga is 

recognising a oneness and unity. This is true, but it is also true that many parts make up 

the whole. 

 

I will now highlight how yoga affected the lives of New Zealand men by focusing on their 

experiences of self-care of mind, body and spirit. Each participant provided unique 

insights into how yoga could be viewed, as a form of self-care, how yoga affected the 

mind, so will be discussed from each person’s perspective
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Care for the self: Care for the mind 

 

This section shares stories of how New Zealand men have used yoga and yogic philosophy 

as a tool to elevate their mental well-being and to increase mental resilience. Building 

mental resilience on the most basic level involves mindfully changing thought patterns 

and behaviours, (Padesky & Mooney, 2012). It is a process of bouncing back in the face of 

adversity (Bonanno, 2004). 

 

I begin by reflecting on John’s story. It gives insights into how yogic philosophy allowed 

him to cultivate a sense of mental resilience, to find solace and be at peace when he was 

ordered by the Tasman District council to vacate and demolish his home that was on road 

reserve land. At 70 years of age John found himself homeless and drew on yogic 

philosophy to draw strength from the situation. He shared that there was no use in 

fighting unnecessarily, that yoga allowed him to view the situation differently, that one 

had to remain flexible in both mind and body, and not be rigid. In yoga, John urges one 

cannot afford to be too comfortable; there is a certain alertness/awareness that is 

required, remaining present to the moment. John saw the situation of losing his home as 

an opportunity to be free of attachments. It allowed him time to go deeper into his yoga 

practice, to embrace a simpler life. It is a different way to be a man in New Zealand, to 

reject the social conditioning around how one acts in the latter years of their life, in 

retirement. In John’s words this is to just get comfortable, have a nice place, and then 

there becomes no inquiry, because the mind is too comfortable. If one is too comfortable, 

then there is no awakening, no realisation of something new. As societal boundaries 

begin to crumble in late capitalism, people are beginning to embrace different ways of 

living, different ways of being in the world, rejecting that one must work 30 years at a 9 

to 5 job, just to buy a house. People are embracing van life, building tiny homes, buying 

land communally (Copper, 2019). John realised he could house sit holiday homes in 

Golden Bay, he could stay with friends, travel and go on extended hikes. He already had 

an abundant wild vegetable patch at the Golden Bay community gardens; he knew where 

a wide range of wild food could be gathered. He felt supported by the people in his 

community and also supported by the Earth. It was a simple change of mindset, of 
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reframing the situation, of losing his house, and reframing what could have been a 

negative reaction, one intertwined with loss and being a victim, with a positive mindset, 

viewing the situation as an opportunity for growth. It was about rejecting social norms 

that all 70 year old’s must be in their own home, rejecting social norms of the neo liberal 

present, that if you are successful you go into retirement with a nice little nest egg, 

secure, safe. Humanistic psychologists such as Jahoda (1958), acknowledge that each 

individual will face challenges in life, but how they deal with challenges depends on each 

person’s level of self-development. Jahoda (1958) was one of the first to define mental 

health in positive terms; that positive mental health could be found by investing in 

personal growth and aiming towards self-actualisation (Waterman, 2013). John’s 

considered, mindful and optimistic response to what for many would be distressing life 

event highlight yoga’s potential to foster resilient, evolved citizens. It highlights how his 

yoga practice and his understanding of yoga philosophy, allows him to view life’s 

challenges with a sense of equanimity and mental clarity. Confronting challenging 

situations is something that often arises during a yoga practice. Yoga trains the mind to 

deal with adversity, with challenges, from forward bends, stretching a muscle in an 

uncomfortable way, to the challenge of trying to be steady and equanimeous in a 

meditation practice, to resist scratching that itch, that will inevitable dissolve. Yoga is 

about becoming aware of how you act, how you react. John shared how his yoga practice 

allows a space for deep inner listening. That it allowed him to become conscious of his 

emotional state, a way to find clarity. 

 

There is a growing body of scientific research on yoga and mental well-being, how yoga is 

a way to lifts moods, to increases gamma aminobutyric acid, a strong natural 

antidepressant (Broad, 2012), moods are “central to the meaning of life…because they 

effect happiness…more important than money, status and even personal relationships” 

(Broad, 2012, p. 32). John’s positive, optimistic outlook on life highlights how “moods 

define our being” (Broad, 2012, p. 32), as opposed to our material possessions. John’s 

story highlights how we have the power to decide how we will reaction to situations. We 

have the power to choose if we will act as a victim, or instead to view the world 

optimistically, to view life as being full of opportunities, of challenges, that allow us to 

evolve. John’s background, of yoga, intertwined with deep ecology gave him a sense of 
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belonging to something more than just the material world. He believed yoga was about 

tuning into a sense of oneness and unity with the world, a world that is naturally 

abundant. As a gardener, he was aware that all plants are in a constant state of change, 

of growth and decay. He saw this mirrored in life. John urges people to remember that 

we are in an inter relationship with all living beings. That life is about tuning into this 

unity. These are ideas that correspond with yogic teaching around non dualism and also 

Kashmir Shaivism, a traditional form of yoga from that regards the world and everything 

in it as a manifestation of divine energy, that our “…suffering results from a perception of 

ourselves as separate from this divinity and this magnificence” (Macneill, 2011, p. 192). 

This connection to something higher, to yoga, contributes to John’s resilient identity. A 

resilient identity includes having a set of strategies to manage adversity (Manning & 

Bouchard, 2019). For John, this set of strategies, revolves around his personal yoga 

practice , around serving his yoga community, around yoga philosophy and  deep 

ecology. 

 

John’s story was one that I found inspirational. He shared with me practical and applied 

wisdom, on living well in the face of precarity (van Ommen, 2017). He was a man with a 

resilient identity, a positive optimistic mindset. Someone that reminded me to trust, that 

everything happens for a reason. This is one story on how yoga positively affects the 

mind of a New Zealand male yoga teacher. 

 

Mike was another teacher who stood out, who had a positive mindset. Mike believed 

that you need to become the person you are expecting everyone else to be. Mike 

admitted that as a young man he had anger issues and had a chip on his shoulder about 

society and authority. Yoga allowed him space to go inward, to reflect, and to look at 

issues differently. Through yoga he came to the realisation that firstly he needed to deal 

with issues himself, instead of blaming others. Part of this process was the realisation 

about what gives him the right to tell others how they should be living their lives. It was a 

change from externalising problems, to dealing with the problems internally. It was a 

change around belief systems and perceptions. Mike shared how yoga allowed him to 

evolve, to become a better father, a better husband, and a better partner. He described 

how it has given him more patience, compassion and understanding. That it has actually 
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made him like himself as a person, a lot more than I did 25 years ago. The way Mike 

parents his children illustrates this desire to evolve. 

 

Mike compared the parenting ‘styles’ of his father to how he parents. Mikes father was a 

disciplinarian, a New Zealand man who believed in corporal punishment. Mike shared 

that his father was the product of his upbringing, of cultural norms of New Zealand of 

that time, just as Mike is the product of the cultural norms of New Zealand today. Mike 

admits that he would never hit his children, like his Father hit him, but instead he 

performs a “more communicative and gentle masculinity” (Hokowhitu, 2007a, p. 65); 

perhaps a more evolved form of masculinity, one that does not weld power over others 

through physical violence. The way he parents highlights how individuals can change 

cycles of behaviour, changing belief system and perceptions that are based on past 

experiences. Yoga has been a catalyst for this realisation for Mike. He has moved on from 

the young man with a chip on his shoulder, to a dedicated Ashtanga yoga practitioner. 

Mike shared that his Ashtanga yoga practice was the fire that burned away his old habits 

the fire of the phoenix that birthed a new me. I had burned away my impatience and my 

anger. Mike is the first to admit that he is far from perfect, but each day he did yoga he 

felt like he was heading in the right direction, or what I feel the right direction for me is! 

 

Glen was another participant who shared how yoga helped him mentally to evolve and 

grow as a person. For Glen, practicing yoga allowed a time and space for him to feel good 

about himself, to feel like he was progressing in life, like he was on an upward spiral… 

was becoming the best version of himself. Glen shared that in the past he had suffered 

from anxiety and depression; even when he started his yoga teacher training he was 

having doubts if he could be a teacher I always felt like I was the worse in the class, really 

inflexible, not able to do anything, then I realised this was not my weakness but my 

strength…I realised that yoga was not about being perfect at all. 

 

For Glen yoga is about accepting where you are in life, yet also acknowledging that 

people have the power within themselves to make change, to evolve, to grow. Glen 

thought that most people in society had been conditioned to think and behave in certain 

ways, that people carry burdens and their ideals are often not their own but have been 
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enforced on them through the media and social conditioning. Glen believed yoga was a 

way to break away from this herd mentality, to challenge social norms, to see life from a 

different perspective. 

 

Glen’s comments highlight notions of self-empowerment. Self-empowerment according 

to (Shah, 2015, p. 1) is about “taking control of our own life, setting goals, and making 

positive choices. Basically, it means that we have to understand our strengths and 

weaknesses and have belief in ourselves”. Glens comment also highlights how individuals 

“have the ability to choose or create environments that foster positive mental health” 

(Ryff, 2013a). For Glen, this meant leaving city life behind and seeking a simpler life in 

rural New Zealand. He followed through with this his urge to break away from the herd 

mentality and established a yoga retreat center with his family in Northland. It is a place 

where he can practice yoga, were his partner can work as a naturopath, a place where 

Glen can share his progressive yoga and movement techniques with others. Being a yoga 

teacher in rural New Zealand is an unorthodox career, an unorthodox way of being a rural 

man. It is a way of being a man that masculinity scholars might term embracing a 

resistant form of masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), a form of masculinity that 

“can provide possibilities for men to flourish and experience a state of mental well-being 

that supports a happy and fulfilled life” (McKenzie, 2017, p. 302). At the end of Glens 

vignette I shared that he was re-emerging from a depressive episode. Caring for the mind 

with yogic practices is not a linear path, like mental health in general it has ups and 

downs, twist and turns. Yoga provides Glen with a touchstone, a space he can return too; 

a space where he can engage in self-care. 

 

Steve Vinyasa provided insights into how yoga allowed him to create a positive mindset, 

how yoga allowed him to succeed in his business life. The more yoga he did the more 

money he made. He believed yoga was all about empowerment of self and others. 

 

Jase had similar thoughts, that yoga is transformational, that the effects on the mind 

allowed one to access deep states of calm, focusing on the mind, focusing on the breath, 

then everything in the outside world dissolves. Jase believed that yoga had made him a 

better person; it enables him to make wiser decisions. On a mental level it allows time for 
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a check in assessment about where he is at in life, of how to deal with any limiting core 

beliefs that arise. Jase also believed that yoga allowed him to discover his true self; it has 

allowed him to peel all the layers back of what society says I should be and I have 

discovered who I really am. His story gave rich  insights into how yoga can be a form of 

self-discovery. 

 

For Mark, the theme of yoga, self-care and the mind is getting the message across to 

others that they need to go beyond the thought structure of ‘not there yet’. His main 

message is that we are already perfect, that we need to stop striving to become this 

idealised version of the self. Mark urges his students to resist social conditioning, to resist 

media representations of yoga that are intertwined with late capitalism and consumer 

culture, that bombard modern consumers with images of idealised yoga bodies, of 

perfect lives. These are mere media representations that push the belief that 

consumption of commodities leads to happiness. Mark urges his students to embrace life 

in the here and now, to be utterly thankful for the basic essence of life, the breath. To 

have complete gratitude for the breath; to be content, where you are right now. Mark 

also challenges his students to reject social conditioning that normalise patriarchy, the 

taken for granted cultural assumptions encoded in custom and language (Bowers, 2001), 

that position man as dominant (Laurie et al., 1997). He urges his students to reject and 

resist toxic forms of masculinity. He wants people to awaken, to reject doctrine and 

hierarchy that persists in modern day society, to also reject doctrine and hierarchy that 

exists within yoga communities. Yoga for Mark is about treating yourself with kindness 

and treating others with kindness. He finds that when people start caring for themselves 

with a simple yoga practice spontaneously they come kinder to others. He believes that 

Yoga is an act of kindness to your own life. Yoga is the love of life, the love of self. He 

believes Yoga has profound implications in treating social disorders, like hardheartedness, 

it brings kindness as the principle of social life. 

 

Yoga affects the minds of New Zealand men in a range of positive ways. It is an embodied 

personal experience. It is about being an active agent in your own self-care. It is about 

self-empowerment. The way yoga is performed and embodied differed for each 

individual. Maybe it makes sense to view yoga as a “flexible and multifaceted group of 
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related traditions” (Suzanne Newcombe, 2019), a statement that is in line with yoga 

scholar White (2012, p. 2): “Yoga, has a wider range of meanings than nearly any other 

word in the entire Sanskrit lexicon”. For the New Zealand men in this study yoga certainly 

did have a wide range of different meanings and practices. From Mikes disciplined 

practice of Ashtanga yoga, to Glens eclectic bricolage of esoteric training practices that 

incorporate asana, meditation and Wim Hoff breathing; to Marks slow, simple routine 

linking the body movement with the breath, tuning into the rhythm of life within, tuning 

to the rhythm of life externally, tuning into moon and sun, into female and male polarity. 

What was common with all the participants’ yoga practices is that they involve some sort 

of movement sequence that calms and settles the mind. The ways yoga is performed is 

different, but the way yoga has become a central thread in each of the participant’s lives 

was constant. It is a practice that connects each participant to something more than the 

material world. It gives time for the mind to settle, to reach a place of serenity, of 

oneness. New Zealand mental health researcher McKenzie (2017) writes how stories are 

not often told on how New Zealand men experience positive mental health. This thesis 

has begun this task, highlighting a range of ways New Zealand men cultivate positive 

mental health, by engaging in self-care. 

 

Care for the self: Care for the body 

 

This section explores yoga as a form of self-care for the body. Many of the participants 

mentioned how they first came to yoga for its physical benefits, to heal broken bodies, to 

recover from injuries, and to gain a sense of control over their own physical health. They 

also talked about how yoga was beneficial for the people who came to their yoga classes. 

When reviewing the interviews and vignettes, although the health and well- being of the 

body was important, one thing that really stood out was how the participants talked less 

about the benefits of yoga on the body compared to the effect’s yoga had on the mind 

and spirit. Why was this? Was it because of the age group and gender of the participants, 

New Zealand men aged 45 to 70? Is the importance of the body less as men age 

compared to their thoughts, their beliefs, their mental well-being, and their feelings of 

connecting to some higher power? Are there fewer social pressures on middle aged and 
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older men to fulfil social and cultural norms on what a body looks like? Is it about how an 

older body functions? Would this be different if this study was on New Zealand women 

yoga practitioners? Or younger New Zealand male yoga practitioners? It is difficult to 

generalise, and with little research into how this manifest within a New Zealand context, 

this is an area worthy of further investigation. 

 

Research on modern yoga from North America, from an intersectional feminist 

perspective, implies that there are more pressures on American women to conform to 

social and culture norms of an idealised yoga body. Kauer in Berila, (2016, p.91-92) states, 

“the yoga industry relies on consumer culture and the commodification of the ‘ideal’ 

body to profit and subsequently reify hegemonic aesthetic ideals”. Kauer traces changes 

in how yoga is represented in America by reviewing images in a popular America yoga 

magazine, Yoga Journal. In the 1960’s Yoga Journal was “devoted to women’s concerns 

and women’s spirituality, as well as political and feminist issues. Over the last two 

decades there has been a sizeable shift from women’s issues to neo liberal branding of 

women’s health”. Neo liberal branding commodifies yoga and yoga bodies. This 

neoliberal branding of yoga was touched upon by some of the men in this study. Mark 

talked how yoga has become mixed up with an insidious fashion and fitness industry that 

plays on the fact that one in five women suffer from body dysmorphia; they hate their 

body because it does not look like the cover of Yoga Journal. Mark mentions men also 

suffer from this body dysmorphia, historically to a lesser extent, but even this seems to 

be changing, he said. Exploring New Zealand women’s and younger men’s experiences of 

yoga and body image, is an area ripe for academic investigation. 

 

For the men in this study, the theme of yoga and the body was primarily about feeling 

good in the body, having mobility, strength, balance and flexibility. 

 

Glen shared how he used yoga to recover from a near death mountaineering accident in 

the Southern Alps. It was an accident that occurred in his early twenties, an accident that 

left him with a dislocated back and neck. Glen described the pain after the accident as 

chronic, as always there, from the moment he woke up until he slept. He wanted relief. 

He instinctively knew he had to do yoga. He described that when he started yoga, he 
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could not touch his knees, let alone his toes. He had bad kyphosis and very limited 

movement. He started by joining a yoga class at the local community hall, and after two 

years he describes a break through. He had his feet up the wall, lying on his back, and his 

whole spine re aligned. Immediately after this he regained feeling in the side of his body 

that he had lost. This gave him hope. He persevered with yoga. It was a long slow 

journey, two steps forward, one step back, but it was progress. 

 

Doing a yoga class with Glen now it hard to believe how far he has come as his strength, 

flexibility and range of motion are phenomenal. His progress highlights how yoga has the 

potential to aid in physical recovery. Doing yoga correctly for Glen meant starting slowly 

and gently, it meant following his on intuition and not following ridged guidelines that 

those he described in going to an Iyengar yoga teacher. For Glen, caring for his body 

meant listening intuitively to what his body needed, of not pushing himself into poses, of 

not being told by an outside expert what would heal him, but instead softly exploring 

movement, exploring the breath. He was inspired by teachers like Donna Farhi, who 

encourages students to foster a deep self-inquiry. Glen’s story gives hope to other men 

with serious physical injuries, that yoga can be a powerful form of physical therapy. I am 

not saying yoga will heal all serious injuries. I am highlighting how Glen used yoga to heal 

his injuries and how he used yoga as a form of physical therapy to overcome chronic pain 

and find more movement. His story highlights that yoga techniques need to be tailored 

towards the needs of each individual (Desikachar, 1999) and also include listening to 

one’s intuition. There is definitely a place for gentle soothing forms of physical yoga, the 

yin, to the more dynamic, yang forms of yoga. For Glen, the gentle, slow approach was 

the foundation of his healing journey. 

 

John G was another participant who utilised yoga to heal physically. John discovered yoga 

in his early twenties, while travelling through India. He learnt breathing and movement 

techniques to increase his well-being, to increase vitality and to naturally manage asthma, 

a condition he had since childhood. Later while back in New Zealand and working as a 

fulltime biodynamic gardener John treated two hernias with yoga. Yoga has been a tool 

that has allowed him to live an active and engaged life well into his 60’s. John currently 

teaches 10 yoga classes a week through North Otago and South Canterbury. He admits 
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that the majority of his students are women, but some rural men are coming around to 

yoga. A lot of these rural men come to yoga after having a health crisis or are stiff, tight 

and also under a lot of stress. In the past John has run workshops on men’s health, 

focusing on things like the prostrate, things that men do not want to talk about which 

often, later in life become a big issue. He believes many New Zealand men would benefit, 

both physically and mentally from incorporating yoga into their lives. 

 

Jase was another teacher who believed New Zealand men could get huge physical 

benefits from practicing yoga. He saw yoga as an important tool for getting men more 

mobile, for opening the joints, getting into the fascia, connective tissue, opening energy 

lines. Jase shard a story about one of his yoga students, a man that was 76, he was so 

mobile, so open, in his eyes, in his body, in his energy, in his being, present. 

alert. Is yoga healing? Hell yes! 

 

John M who is in his 70’s credited yoga with keeping his body supple, flexible and strong. 

John like many of the participants found it difficult to separate the effects of yoga on the 

mind and body. He referred to the yoga practice as a meditation, about being in a 

relationship with the body, about being attentive to the needs of the body. He urged that 

the yoga practice is really about simplicity. About a deep inner listening, of discovering 

how much do I need to do to find equanimity in my body and mind? 

John’s daily yoga practice was about tuning into what his 70-year-old body needed that 

day, and this varied each day. Yoga for John M was about moving away from rigidity, in 

body, thought and practice. 

 

BJ, another rural yoga teacher was a firm believer in yoga as a form of health and healing. 

He commented that he could barely remember a flu or a cold in 20 years. According to BJ 

one of the main way’s yoga increased his physical health was by practising deep yogic 

breathing. It gives you an extra step in your life…the deeper breathing gets all your energy 

flowing, you are massaging the abdominals. Massaging your deeper digestive organs. 

Breath is everything. As a 60 -year old BJ was certainly ageing well. He looked like an 

athlete half his age, strong, muscular, fit. He was still working a day job as a labourer. For 

BJ, Yoga keeps the grease in the wheels; yoga is a lubricant for body and soul. 
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For Mike, another 60-year-old, yoga was a way to give back to his body after years of 

shearing sheep. Yoga was an activity that allowed him to stay strong and flexible. He 

stated that although he was 60, he felt stronger and more flexible than when he was in 

his thirties. He maintains he now has better balance, and I am still exploring where my 

body can go, I still feel there are places where my body can open up...my body is 

changing, it is aging…but I think yoga is helping with the ageing process. The style of yoga 

that Mikes practices, Ashtanga vinyasa, is a dynamic, aerobic form of yoga. When he first 

began practicing, he was inspired by the strength and flexibility of other male Ashtanga 

yoga practitioners, people like Pete Sanson and Graham Northfield. Mike described how 

Graham Northfield had healed a spinal condition through Ashtanga yoga. Graham was 

told that he would be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, but eventually unfused the 

vertebrae in his spine through Ashtanga yoga. Mike shared how he was inspired by the 

way yoga could reverse physical ailments and views his own daily Ashtanga practice as his 

health insurance policy, as his retirement plan, a way to stay active and mobile as he 

aged. 

 

I share these examples of the physical benefits of yoga, not to put these ageing men on a 

pedestal, or to highlight what Van Dyk, Lessenich, Denninger, and Richter (2013,p. 99) 

describe as a “prototypical best ager who serves as a role model within the active ageing 

imagery”. I share these stories  to highlight what is possible, to share examples of New 

Zealand men that use yoga as a way to increase and maintain their mobility, balance, 

flexibility and strength and to highlight how some New Zealand men use physical yoga 

postures to “delay the onset of age-related disease” (Weil, 2006, p. 5). 

 

As many men become to feel more alienated from their bodies with age or by sitting for 

eight hours a day in front of a computer screen, yoga seems to offer a way for men to 

develop a more embodied relationship with their bodies. These are opportunities to feel 

connected to the body, to move the body, to feel the stretch of a muscle, to feel 

expansive, to feel alive. Rhys stated that many men are first drawn to yoga to heal broken 

bodies, but it is the spiritual aspect of yoga that keeps them coming back. If men feel like 

they can start to get a bit more movement in their body after doing yoga, it can become a 
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bit of a spiritual thing… people are like I can actually do this thing now, that I could not do 

before! It is liberating 

 

The next section explores how yoga connected the men to a more spiritual aspect of life, 

to something deeper, beyond the material realm. 

 

 

Care for the self: Care and nourishment of the spirit 

 

The men all talked about how yoga connected them with the spiritual. They have 

referred to this ‘spirit’, this source of connection, with numerous names, from a unity 

with oneness to Wairua; from connecting to a graceful part of the self, to a deep sense 

of peace; from Mauri, a Māori term for life-force, to Prana. Jase quoted a Māori 

proverb that we have to always remember that we are that connection to something 

beyond the physical. A te Rangi, heke e maunga a te tata. 

 

Definitions of spirit and spirituality from an academic perspective are controversial (Egan, 

MacLeod, Jay, McGee, Baxter, 2011). Spirituality includes universal human experiences; it 

touches on the sacred aspects of life, of transcendent experiences. Spirituality may 

include a search for ones “ultimate beliefs and values; a sense of meaning and purpose in 

life; a sense of connectedness; identity and awareness; and for some people, religion. It 

may be understood at an individual or population level.” (Egan, MacLeod, Jay, McGee, 

Baxter, 2011, p.321). Lipsey, (1998, p. 16) describes spirituality as the transient 

experience of intensity, of a larger world, a larger self”. Leibrich (2010, p. 146) describes 

spirituality as “as space where I find meaning and peace…an experience… beyond 

doctrine, beyond difference”. Spirituality is a broad concept, with a variety of 

interpretations. In general spirituality includes a sense of connection to some higher 

power, something bigger than ourselves. Egan (2019, p. 1031) writes simply that 

“Spirituality is about what is of utmost value; it is a values lens that asks, “What really 

matters most to me, my family, our community, our country, and our world”. All the men 

in this study talked in some way how yoga connected them to the spiritual. This section 
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will include a range of examples of how the men accessed spiritual realms through yoga. I 

begin with Mike’s description: 

 

The more I do yoga, the more it is a spiritual practice for me…it still has that physical 

element...but it is heading me towards understanding my true nature, that the divine 

exists inside of me, and it is a matter of sorting through the clutter to find that inside 

you…ok some days I feel like I am a million miles away, but some days I feel like I can 

touch it, it is like I can feel it. It is those moments that it feels really close that kind of 

keeps you going as well, there are no doubt the two things, physical and spiritual are 

intertwined. 

 

John M described how yoga is a broad spectrum of consciousness and the practice of 

yoga was to be in, or know that inter relationship, that unity. He believed that a lot of the 

struggle’s humans face is because they have become separated from that idea of 

belonging, of being an essential part of that oneness. He put a lot of this separation down 

to people adopting an anthropocentric worldview, where they view themselves as 

dominant over other lifeforms, separate, superior (Abrams, 1995). Yoga, for John, was 

about embracing an ecocentric worldview. He believed: 

 

We are in one world, one earth, one universe and the struggle with human beings is that 

we have separated ourselves from that, in our minds and our philosophy, but if we step 

away from that, and really think about it, everything is one…So yoga is really 

acknowledging that, despite the fluctuations, wants and needs, the fighting and 

everything that is going on, it is all part of the unity. And it is coming to understand that 

is just how it is. Yoga is about finding harmony and equanimity. 

 

Rhys talked about how yoga was a daily practice that connected him to who he was. It 

was a way to connect with a graceful part of his self, this quite self, an inner self. John G 

simply referred to yoga as spirit, as an experience, something deeper than a pure physical 

experience. Yoga, for John G was about getting to a point in life that when it was time to 

leave this earth he could do it very consciously. This might sound somewhat morbid, but 

it highlights an acceptance that there is more to life than the material plane. Death is a 
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chance to merge with spirit; to merge with a oneness that is often experienced in a deep 

meditational state. John’s yoga and meditation practice allows him to prepare for death 

consciously, with awareness, free from fear. It allows him to realise that life is 

impermanent, that life is precious. Leary (1964, p.12) said a man “must die to his past, 

and to his old ego, before he can take his place in the new spiritual life into which he has 

been initiated”. For John, yoga seemed to offer a technique in which he could die to his 

past, enter a state of transcendence, where he could develop as a spiritual being. 

 

BJ’s story highlighted how he used a combination of cannabis and yoga to access spiritual 

states. Becoming intoxicated with cannabis and practicing yoga allowed BJ to enter into a 

flow state (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997), becoming one with Lord Shiva, the Adi Guru, the first 

yogi, “the lord whose dance is the universe (Campbell & Moyers, 2011). BJ follows a long 

tradition of spiritual seekers and yogis, such as the Shavai Sadhus, the holy ascetics of 

India (Hartsuiker, 2014) that honour cannabis as a vehicle to higher states of being. It is 

not just Sadhus that have used cannabis to access the divine. Cannabis usage has been 

traced back over 10,000 years, to the Jomon-era in Japan (Backes, 2014). To China, 4,700 

years ago, where the ‘fruits of hemp…if taken over a long term, lightens one body” (Li, 

1973). Sufi mystics have embraced cannabis since at least the 16th century, including an 

account of the poet Fuzuli, who “belonged to an elite group of Sufis that found hashish to 

be the master teacher” (Ferrara, 2016, p.48). For BJ, the combination of yoga and 

cannabis transported him from the mundane, to the profane; a place where he felt he 

could tune into a higher state of consciousness; a state of transcendence, a state of bliss  

In writing about BJ’s spiritual Cannabis experiences I am not saying that Cannabis is the 

right path for everyone,  abuse of Cannabis as with any other  substance, such as alcohol, 

or even white sugar, or white flour can cause harm (Kulvinskas, 1973),  it is all about 

becoming educated and  limiting the possible negative effects of these substances. 

For BJ, he limited the negative effects of Cannabis by ingesting it, as opposed to 

smoking. But again Cannabis may not be the right type of medicine or recreational 

drug for everyone. New Zealand cannabis activist Rose Renton (2019) states that some 

people can experience negative side effects from different strains of Cannabis. Side 

effects from Cannabis sativa can include increased anxiety and paranoia, an increased 

heartbeat, it may also cause hyperactivity and decreased focus. Positive benefits of 
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Cannabis sativa however include an increased sense of well-being, the stimulation of 

creativity, elevation of moods, the reduction of depression, relief from headaches and 

nausea and an increase in appetite.  Negative side effects of Cannabis indica can include 

feelings of tiredness, can cause one to feel sluggish or heavy, can cause overeating and 

decrease motivation. Positive benefits are the relief of body pain, the promotion of sleep, 

the relief of spasms, reduction in seizure duration and severity, reduction of anxiety and 

stress, and an increased appetite. I believe that when choosing to use Cannabis as 

medicine one has to be aware of strain and dosage, this is something that has been 

extremely difficult with prohibition in New Zealand, as people rarely know what strain 

they have. BJ stated that he did not smoke cannabis anymore, as he felt like a hypocrite 

telling people to breathe deeply then go outside and smoke a joint, instead he now only 

ingests Cannabis, as a medicinal food, as a holy sacrament . This is part of BJ’s yoga 

experience. 

 

For Mark, yoga was a way to connect with the power of the cosmos, arising as pure 

intelligence and utter beauty, in perfect harmony with everything. Mark describes to 

inhale is to be with God. The exhale is to give yourself to God. 

 

For Jase, connecting to spirit and caring for the self meant embracing the deep 

interconnections between the spiritual and mythological teachings found in Māori culture 

and those found within yogic philosophy. Jase talked about the concept of Mauri within 

Māori culture, described by (Henare, 2001, p. 208) as “a unique power, a life essence, a 

life force…”. Jase compared Mauri, with Prana, described in yogic text in similar ways, as 

a life-force as an all-pervasive energy (Feuerstein & Wilber, 2002). For Jase his yoga 

practice was about connecting with these energies, these life forces, connecting to his 

culture, connecting to the oneness. It is a connection that bought him a deep sense of 

peace, of love, of belonging. 

 

The men’s spiritual yoga experiences were embodied and experienced in unique and deeply 

personal ways, from tuning into oneness through deep meditational states or through a 

dynamic Ashtanga practice, through mindfully connecting to the breath or to using cannabis 

to access the divine. Although the men’s spiritual experiences were diverse, they had a 
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similar thread, a connection to something unseen, a higher power, an unseen energy. This 

connection bought  the men  a sense of  solace, was deeply nourishing and meaningful. 

Yoga allow the men to connect with a socially embedded system of meaning beyond what 

orthodox religion had offered them, it allowed them to feel like they had  a personal and 

active choice in finding a form of spirituality that resonated with them, that felt authentic. It 

was not a form of spirituality imposed on them,  it was a form of spirituality that they felt 

drawn to. Many of the men in this study found yoga through being drawn to counterculture 

movement in New Zealand in the 1970’s and early 1980’s, a movement that accepted 

alternative ways of knowing, that challenged orthodox religion, that embraced New Age 

spiritualities and alternative belief systems such as positive thinking, natural health and 

modalities such as yoga.  
 

In summary yoga provides the men in this study with a range of ways that they cared for 

themselves. These include a journey inward, discovering their best selves, to healing 

broken bodies and caring for the body as it ages. It also includes connecting to some 

higher state of consciousness and experiences of unity. Practices of self-care informed by 

yoga were unique to each individual, but all revolved around a set of meditational and 

movement practices that were meaningful.. The practices made them feel good about 

themselves, made them feel connected, healthy. 

 

 

Care for whanau: Care for family and for community 

 

Moving the yoga experience beyond the self and serving whanau/family/ community was 

another major theme. This section explores how the men in this study serve their 

whanau/families and community through teaching yoga. 

 

Just to clarify, the word whanau is a Māori word that has traditionally been used to refer 

to family members but can also include kaupapa whanau, this includes friends and others 

in the community, those with shared interests (Cram & Kennedy, 2010). This section 

explores how yoga allows a way for the men to care for their families and also those in 

their yoga communities and beyond. 
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From donation-based yoga classes in Golden Bay, to more commercially orientated 

classes in central Wellington, the men in this study served their yoga communities in a 

range of ways. The primary way was by offering a space where people could come to 

practice yoga. The yoga classes could be seen as ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger, 

1998). These were places where people meet, to participate in a communal activity, 

where people could explore movement, find clarity and find calmness. Some teachers 

talked about the tribe that emerged from a good yoga studio. This idea of neo tribalism is 

one supported by French sociologist Maffesoli (2012) who argued that as post-modern 

cultures and institutions break down groups of people will begin to create neo-tribes, 

creating new communities based on a tribal aesthetic of shared meanings and emotions. 

The emblematic figure within a tribe could be seen as the yoga teacher, the person who 

inspires and offers guidance. 

 

So, what were the New Zealand male yoga teacher’s experiences of caring for 

whanau/family/community? One participant spoke of how yoga had made him feel like 

he was a more caring father and how yoga had given him more patience, compassion and 

understanding. Other teachers talked of caring for people within their yoga community. I 

will begin with the experience of two teachers from Golden Bay who served isolated 

communities by offering donation-based yoga classes. 

 

In Johns work as a rural yoga teacher he described how he likes to care for those on the 

fringes of society, those living on the edge, those that tend to be forgotten about. John 

stated that in Golden Bay there are many local people who struggle with their physical 

and mental health. He cares for these people by offering them donation- based yoga 

classes because he wants to make yoga accessible to all people in society. John embraces 

concepts around the gifting economy, a term Eisenstein (2011) describes as helping your 

neighbour, helping somebody in the community. In the gifting economy you give 

something to somebody and they do not necessarily pay you with money, they feel 

gratitude towards you, so they want to take care of you, or other people in the 

community want to take care of you because they acknowledge the service you are 

providing. For John this idea of caring for others in the community and embracing a 

gifting economy is intertwined with traditional yogic philosophy. It is about embracing 
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the yamas the ethical practices of yoga that defines how one should treat others and the 

self. The yamas include principles such as acting with compassion and with kindness 

(Kranso, 2015). 

 

Caring for others in the community is also intertwined with John’s interpretation of deep 

ecology, the belief that we are all one, that to be healthy we need to support one 

another, as we do not become healthy in isolation. Berkman and Glass (2000, p. 

137) state that “the degree to which an individual is interconnected and imbedded in 

community-is vital to an individual’s health and well-being, as well as the health of entire 

populations”. This caring for others in the community is a reciprocal relationship, as by 

caring for others John also gets cared for by the community. He gets to feel like he has 

purpose, that he has a sense of belonging. He is treated with respect and reverence by 

those within the yoga community. 

 

Johns yoga classes are filling a gap, perhaps created by a neo liberal agenda that aims at 

reducing dependence on the state, an agenda that inversely creates a system where 

people fall through the cracks (May, 2012). By offering donation-based yoga classes John 

is serving those who live in precarity (van Ommen, 2017), those that may not have the 

means to pay $20 for an hour-long yoga class. Johns approach to yoga is one of 

inclusivity. This approach welcomes all members of the community, whether they can 

afford to pay for a yoga class or not. John states that for a lot of people it is a big deal just 

to turn up, to make it to a class. John story offers “new ways of envisioning the practice 

and culture of yoga, that has so much potential in raising consciousness and promoting 

both individual transformation as well as social and political change” (Berila et al, 2016, 

p.324). Yoga with John in Golden Bay is about challenging the commodification of yoga, it 

is about serving those on the edge. It is about embracing the gifting economy. It is about 

a group of rural people getting together, to talk, to move, to sit together in silence and to 

support one another. 

 

BJ was another rural yoga teacher from Golden Bay who cared for his community by 

offering donation-based yoga classes, by embracing the gifting economy. For BJ, a single, 

childless, 60-year-old man, who lives in an isolated rural area of the South Island, 
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teaching yoga provides him with a valuable source of social connection. Seligman (2013) 

states how humans thrive on social interactions that promote joy and intimacy. This 

regular social interaction was an important part of BJ’s weekly routine. 

 

BJ has been teaching donation-based classes in Collingwood three times a week for over 

30 years. In the gifting economy Eisenstein (2011) states that the more you give, the 

richer your life. BJ has given a lot, but to him teaching yoga is a pleasure, not something 

he does for the money. It is an activity that he enjoys; it is a time he can interact with 

others in his community in a positive way, it is a time when he can be himself, where he 

can let his dreadlocks down and resist the social norms about what it means to be a ‘real 

rural man’, one that drinks, hunts (Sachs, 2006), watches rugby and farms (Phillips, 1987). 

The yoga class is a space where BJ can move his body expressively and where others in 

the community can come to move their bodies expressively. It is a place local and others 

can come, and for a gold coin donation enter into a liminal space. A liminal space where 

they can find “moments of freedom and an escape from the daily grind of social 

responsibilities” (Preston-Whyte, 2004, p.350). A space where they can slow down, meet 

and chat with friends and fellow yoga practitioners and where they meet and chat with 

BJ. Alongside practicing yoga, the group serves as an informal social support network. 

This can be seen in the way that people from the yoga group cared for BJ after he was 

beaten up on multiple occasions by different locals. BJ shared how some of the yoga 

group come to him for advice. He laughed: I cannot believe they come to me for advice! 

One asked for help with her son, who was struggling. BJ said tell your son to imagine he 

was a tree and the more shit people threw at him the better he would grow! 

 

BJ’s rural yoga group is more than people doing yoga, it is about a group of people getting 

together because they enjoy each other’s company and they enjoy the way BJ teaches 

yoga. It is a time to connect, to be physically active, yet also a time to go inwards. BJ said 

that the group communally builds the practice together, that everyone brings something 

special to the group; this is what keeps the group energy strong. The yoga group in 

Collingwood is about creating a rural yoga community. A community where people 

support each other, cares for each other and look out for each other. In addition it is one 

of the most beautiful, isolated parts of New Zealand. 
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BJ and John were the only men in this study who offered all their classes on a donation 

basis. BJ hated how yoga had become bastardised for money and how commercial it had 

become. He believed that a lot of people who could reap the benefits from yoga were 

discouraged by the price. This does not mean that the other yoga teachers in this study 

do not serve or care for their community because they charge money. It simply highlights 

the fact that we live in a society where monetary exchange is the most accepted form of 

exchange. Most of the teachers that charge for their classes mentioned if someone could 

not afford to come to a class, they would never turn them away. Teachers like Mike 

mentioned there does needs to be some sort of exchange between student and teacher 

but if students could not afford to pay, Mike offered them a work exchange of delivering 

pamphlets in exchange for yoga classes. Rhys in Dunedin was the same, saying that he 

could appreciate that some people want to be free of the whole commercial side of yoga 

and that money should not be a barrier, but again some sort of transaction was needed: 

there is the whole idea of karma and that you need to give something to fully take on 

board what you are getting. Even John M with his donation-based classes agreed with 

this, he offered donation-based classes but not free classes: 

 

We live in a society where people honour you for what they pay, and well I am on 

superannuation now, so it is not a big issue now. I just put a basket out and people put in 

what they want. I can do that because I do not have to make a business out of it. People 

like a suggestion, what is an OK amount, some pay more than that suggestion, but I really 

do not care, I am not bothered, I accept it gracefully, but I can only say that for myself, I 

do not have to make a living out of it. Because we are learning about dana and koha, 

people do not really know if they have not got a figure they do not know. I am going to a 

Feldenkrais workshop next week, and the teacher payment is by koha/donation. It brings 

up the question how much to give. Some say the more you give the more open you are to 

the teaching, and the whole aspect of generosity, it all begins to follow. I could give all my 

money, but I still have to live, there is a real balance, to honour the teacher to honour one 

self. 

 

Donation based yoga classes were one way that some of the teachers served and cared 
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for their communities. Beyond donation-based classes the yoga teachers served their 

communities in a range of other ways. 

 

For Jase, he served an urban yoga community by creating a marae like yoga studio in 

downtown Wellington. A marae is the traditional meeting place, that serves religious and 

social purposes in Māori society (Kawharu, 2010). Jase's studio mirrored a marae in the 

way it was a liminal space, a sacred space, a haven of peace, yet was slightly different in 

the way that it was intertwined with the world of capitalism.  People pay to come to 

Jase’s classes. They pay to practice yoga; to become the best versions of themselves. He 

has created a space that primarily serves urban professionals; women, men, Māori, 

Pākehā, all races and religions. It is a space that also serves urban tradesman, labourers, 

sports people, and students. Some of Jase’s students are top New Zealand rugby players. 

Jase’s goal was to create a community of like-minded people. For urban men it is a place 

they can come to stretch, it is a place they can come to get out of their busy minds, where 

they can find mental health. Jase also wanted to give something back to the children in 

his community. Jase recently set up a Mindfulness program, called M3 that combines 

Māori stories, with mindfulness and movement. Jase was inspired to share the benefits of 

mindfulness with as many people in his community as possible. He wanted to address the 

high rates of stress, bullying, depression and anxiety among children and youth in New 

Zealand. He wants kids to feel calmer, to have the space to make wiser decisions. He 

wants them to become more resilient. Jase has created an online digital platform where 

schools can subscribe to the M3 program and participate in his classes online. With the 

help of this digital technology Jase’s community is expanding out from his urban Marae 

like studio to schools and early childhood education centres throughout New Zealand. 

The way Jase serves his community is through putting his own spin on yoga. It is about 

combining modern yoga with Māori mythology; it is about making yoga accessible to 

urban people, Māori people to schoolchildren. To anyone interested in understanding 

how a Māori worldview is intertwined with yoga and with holistic health. 

 

Steve Vinyasa was another yoga teacher who was all about inspiring people in his 

community. Steve said Teaching yoga is the way I give back. Steve used the yoga class as 

a medium to encourage students to really challenge themselves and to attempt yoga 



267  

 267 

poses that they believed were beyond their capabilities. His aim is for the students to 

take these beliefs out into their everyday lives. Steve’s aim is to uplift people, to 

encourage them to become stronger, more focused, and more observant, to live more in 

the present moment. He believes if you can empower a person, it gives them confidence. 

If you encourage them to do something that they thought was impossible, and they then 

do it, it can be life changing. Steve also talked about the tribe that can emerge from a 

good yoga studio, a tribe of like-minded people and how the tribe supports and 

encourages each other. Being part of a yoga tribe was something that Steve said a lot of 

men really enjoyed. They enjoy been a member of a group, the shared experiences, this 

sense of connection and community. 

 

For Rhys from Dunedin, yoga was also about connection, about connecting to the self, 

then connecting further out with his family, his neighbours, his yoga community, the 

wider community. The day after I chatted with Rhys, he was running a class where all the 

proceeds would go to the local mosque, in response to the terror attack in Christchurch. 

Rhys believed in ideas around manaakitanga, a Māori term that refers to being kind to 

others, of generosity, of support, of caring for others. For John G, he served the rural 

communities of South Canterbury and North Otago by offering yoga classes to the 

elderly, to those with disabilities, to those living in remote farming communities and 

provincial towns. He serves communities that do not typically have access to yoga 

classes. He was a firm believer in getting yoga out into rural communities in New Zealand. 

 

Mike serves the Ashtanga vinyasa community of New Zealand. As senior Ashtanga 

teacher Mikes has also been put into the position to provide guidance on how the 

Ashtanga community moves forward after recent revelations of historical sexual abuse 

allegations surrounding the founder of the Ashtanga movement, Pattabhi Jois. Around 

the world some Ashtanga practitioners have abandoned the Ashtanga practice 

completely; other teachers have taken down pictures of Jois in their studio, others are 

trying make sense of the situation and how to move forward with this dark cloud hanging 

over the practice (Remski, 2018). In a blog post, dated August 5th, 2019, Mike questions if 

Jois can still be his guru? Mike condones the actions of Jois, that touching any person 

inappropriately while adjusting them is totally unacceptable in any circumstances, but 
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also admits that Jois never claimed to be an enlightened being, and that Mikes own 

experience with Jois were only ever about learning a yoga method. Mike still practices 

Ashtanga yoga, has a picture of Jois up in his yoga studio. Mike believes we need to take 

the positive out of the situation. The positive is the Ashtanga practice, the sequence of 

poses and the way it is practiced, in the dynamic vinyasa style. Serving the Ashtanga 

community for Mike means answering the tough questions, acknowledging the abuse Jois 

inflicted, acknowledging the wrong doings, but also about trying to find the best way 

forward. 

 

The yoga teachers in this study care for their communities in a range of ways. People like 

John M, BJ, John G and Glen serve and care for rural communities. Jase, Mike, Steve and 

Rhys serve urban communities. Mark serves an international yoga community, travelling 

the world sharing the teachings of Krishnamacharya 

 

It became clear doing this PhD that one of the main reasons these men teach yoga is 

because they care. They care about their own health and mental, physical and spiritual 

well-being. They also care about others health and well-being. They care about others 

mental, physical and spiritual well-being.  This highlighted how concepts of well being in 

this study were more aligned more with the te whare tapa whā model of well being , a 

model of well being that includes taha wairua (the spiritual side), taha hinengaro 

(thoughts and feelings), taha tinana (the physical side), yet also includes taha whanau 

(family). “All four dimensions are necessary for strength and symmetry” (Durie, 1994, p. 

70).The men in this study, alongside caring for the self and others  in their community also 

cared deeply about the Earth, because as Mark said if we do not look after Mother Earth, 

Gaia, then we are all out of here! 

 

Care for whenua. Care for the land 

 

And through living in it, the landscape becomes part of us, just as we are part of it (Tim 

Ingold, 2000, p.191). 
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What has yoga got to do with caring for the land/the whenua? This finding, on yoga and 

caring for the land was a little unexpected, but time and time again this theme arose, of 

yoga being about looking after the earth, caring for the earth. How the land was seen 

through an ecocentric lens, as a living being and how the men’s interpretation of yogic 

philosophy, aligned with taking care of the land. This interpretation aligns with the yogic 

philosophy of the Vedas, that sees the divine in all of nature (Frawley, 2006).  

 

Many of the men did see the divine in all of  nature, this could be seen in the way they 

embraced an ecological consciousness; a way of being that felt a deeply connection to 

the natural world, that viewed the natural environment as part and parcel of their 

humanity (Session, 1995, Naess, 2005. For many, especially those yoga teachers from 

rural areas of Aoteroa New Zealand living a life informed by an ecological consciousness 

involved living a life of  voluntary simply. This  included adopting a range of pragmatic 

practices, from living in simple dwellings, to not spending money on frivolous 

commodities like branded clothing, or owning expensive vehicles. For  many living 

simply  also included growing their own food, gardening organically and following 

permaculture principles. Themes of deep ecology also emerged. John M simply stated 

Yoga is deep ecology,  a form of  environmental philosophy that promotes  the inherent 

worth of living beings regardless of their instrumental utility to human needs. Yoga, for 

many of the men was  intertwined with a deep love for  the Earth, a deep sense of 

connectedness with the Earth, a deep sense of concern for the ways modern 

technocratic industrial societies treat nature. Some like John, G, took this to the next 

level becoming environmental activists, challenging societal norms that see the land and 

also livestock, such as dairy cows as solely a means to make money, with no inherent, or 

spiritual value. All but one of the men in the study were vegetarian or vegan. Many 

embracing a plant based diet because they believed it was a way they could live more 

lightly on the planet, it was about doing their bit to reduce climate change. According to 

Hawken (2017, p. 39), “The most conservative estimates suggest that raising livestock 

accounts for nearly 15 percent of global greenhouse gases emitted each year, the most 

comprehensive assessments of direct and in direct emissions say more than 50 

percent”. A change to a plant based diet is one of the most impactful actions an 

individual can make to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Hawken, 2017). Being 
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vegeterain also aligned with yogic philosophy. In traditional yogic philosophy those on a 

yogic path followed a yogic, sattvic diet (Frawley, 1999, 2006; Morningstar, 1995). A 

sattvic diet includes eating  a vegetarian diet that includes foods with a ‘high life force’ 

(Frawley, 1999), this includes fresh fruits and vegetables, unprocessed dairy products, 

wild herbs and grains. Embracing a sattvic diet including avoidance of meat, of spicy, 

‘rajasic’ foods and heavy ‘tamasic’ food, like alcohol, fast foods, fried food and left 

over’s. Frawley (1999) states that those eating a sattvic diet should avoid all foods 

produced by harming living beings. These dietary principles are also intertwined with 

the yogic principle of Ahimsa, of non-harming. This one act, of being vegetarian was a 

conscious act, one that revolved around  ecological consciousness , eco justice and yogic 

philosophy  

 

For John G, a former commercial biodynamic gardener, growing his own food was an act 

of karma yoga, of compassion in action. The type of gardening John G practices, 

biodynamic, views the land, the farm and the garden as a living organism (Proctor, 

2012).The gardener uses spiritual and scientific knowledge to build healthy soil and 

pasture, planting and harvesting on specific moon and astrological phases. (Proctor, 

2012). John M was another devoted gardener, a self-described radical permaculturist. 

He has been involved in teaching organic gardening and permaculture in Golden Bay for 

decades, and currently tends a wild allotment of vegetables and herbs at the Golden 

Bay Community Gardens. For John M, like John G, being a gardener was all about 

growing the soil, caring for the soil. This is what John M terms applied environmental 

activism. Environmental activism was also about having gratitude for what the 

environment provides, knowing where to forage food, where to harvest medicinal 

plants, about encouraging other people to became more in tune with the environment. 

John stated that: There is so much to know…it is the same as knowing about the body, 

we have to have the same sort of inquiry to know about the environment and to really 

pay attention…observation of everything around us, that is the practice of yoga. 

 

Caring for the earth for John meant being in a reciprocal relationship with the earth. He 

cared for the earth by feeding and building the soil. The earth cared for him by providing 



271  

 271 

fruit, vegetables and wild herbs. Other participants in this study had similar relationships 

with the earth, caring for it, and then been cared for by it. Glen, from Northland, grew a 

range of organic subtropical fruit trees and vegetables, following permaculture principles. 

feijoas, bananas and citrus grew in abundance. Steve grew grapes on Waiheke, a lot of 

grapes! BJ grew organic fruit and vegetables in Golden Bay; apples, peaches, plums. Rhys 

grew fruit and vegetables in the Deep South, in Dunedin. The act of growing food was 

about connecting and reconnecting to a more basic way of life, of connecting to the 

seasons, of caring for and been cared for by the earth; a harmonious interaction between 

person, plant and planet. John G talked about how yoga evolved in agrarian societies, so 

part of yoga was growing food. 

 

As a radical environmental activist, John G took this caring for the environment to the 

next level, linking the yogic principle of Ahimsa, of non-harming to not harming the land. 

John G strongly opposed the expansion of the industrial dairy farming complex close to 

where he lived, and all the environmental degradation that comes with such rapid 

expansion. He was opposed to the expansion of coal-powered plants to dry milk from the 

industrial dairy farms that would pollute the air that would contribute to greenhouse gas 

emissions. He did not agree with the excessive use of artificial nitrogen fertilisers or the 

use of palm kernel as a feed. Palm kernel sourced from South East Asia, that contributes 

to the clearance of tropical rainforest and habitat destruction of native fauna, including 

the iconic orang-utans (Meijaard & Wich, 2014). John’s outlook on the land and of life 

was holistic. His views are in line with what Martin (2008) terms an ecologically literate 

person, as someone who understands and values the interrelatedness between humans 

and nature; someone who has a deeply felt concern, even love for the well-being of the 

earth and all living things (Martin, 2008).Māori refer to these concepts as 

kaitiakitanga/stewardship and Frawley (2006) terms them yogic ecology. John G’s beliefs 

and practices are informed by principles of yoga, of ecology, of critical thought, of direct 

action. He was the only man from this rural part of New Zealand who was actively 

protesting against the expansion of industrial dairy farming, of the proposed expansion of 

the coal powered milk driers. He took his yoga off the mat and out into the world. 

 

Another way many of the men cared for the land was by living simply. People like BJ, John 
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G and John M are prime examples of this. Living ‘simply’ meant living on a minimal 

income and thus spending less on consumer products, like new clothes, new cars and 

limiting or avoiding overseas travel. Living simply meant living in simple homes, in 

caravans, basic huts, or being nomadic, ‘homeless’. Living simply meant eating simple 

food. The meal I shared with John G was homemade sourdough bread, with a bean soup, 

from beans he had grown himself. The meal I had with John M was some foraged plums. 

The meal with BJ was some apples and tahini that we shared! The meal with Glen, 

vegetables from his garden and a salad. Living simply meant living humbly. These men did 

not seem to see the need to strive for fame, for excess amounts of money, for frivolous 

consumer goods. They seemed content, a principle that in yoga is termed Santosha 

(Iyengar, 2007). 

 

Living simply was a path that they had consciously chosen. It was a decision that meant 

challenging the norms of how one lives in modern day New Zealand society, in the neo 

liberal present. Living simply was intertwined with doing their part to counter climate 

change. Many academics argue that climate change has been caused predominately by 

the rise of consumer culture (Fritsche, Barth, Jugert, Masson, & Reese, 2018; Klein, 2015; 

McVitie, 2018). That, “our economic system and our planetary system are now at war” 

(Klein, 2015, p. 21), leaving us with “a stark choice: allow climate disruption to change 

everything about our world, or change pretty much everything about our economy to 

avoid the fate”(ibid p. 22). 

 

McVite (2018) writes how consumerism is often overlooked as an environmental 

problem: “presumably because it is the most difficult to change. However, small changes 

can lead to bigger changes, and there is a growing movement of those who are 

embracing minimalism and rejecting consumerism” (McVite, 2018). Living simply, for 

many of the men in this study did mean embracing minimalism and rejecting 

consumerism. It meant rejecting that happiness and success equate to material 

possessions (Gabriel & Lang, 2008). These were ideas that certainly arose in Mark’s story, 

how he has urged many of his students to stop striving for more. To instead, to be 

content, with the simple pleasures in life, to love your life, in the here and now. Mark, 

like John, had no fixed abode, and at seventy years was dedicating the later years of his 
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life to travelling and teaching yoga, living with minimal possessions. He urges his students 

to also reduce consumerism, that through yoga we can unravel the urge to hoard, to 

continually acquire possessions. Yet there was also a contradiction in Mark’s story, he 

spent a huge amount of time on planes; travelling the world, consuming air travel. I did 

not ask him about his carbon footprint, but it was one aspect of his life that seemed at 

odds to a lot of what he preached. Perhaps he saw air travel as a way to reach people, to 

change lives, to awaken them, to inspire them. What original led to Mark leaving New 

Zealand was the feeling of restriction, so he left for India, and has been travelling off and 

on ever since. Perhaps it is time for him to come home, the restrictions of 1970’s New 

Zealand are certainly dissolving and the return of a  yoga elder to the Aotearoa New 

Zealand yoga community would certainly add depth and insight to the current pool of 

male yoga teachers. 

 

Another participant that chose to live simply was Glen. This can be seen in the way he 

made the change from a well-paid, yet high stress job in the city to become a rural yoga 

teacher. He is fulfilling a dream, to raise his kids in a rural area and to have a low cost eco 

yoga retreat centre. The accommodation of the retreat centre is based out of caravans, 

housetrucks, tents and a communally built earth building. His yoga studio is a converted 

garage. People like Glen are showcasing how New Zealanders can be content, living on 

less; how they can thrive living on less. For Glen living simply was not about living a life of 

misery, or not realising your potential. It was about living ethically, with purpose. It was 

about living life in ways that he believed were in harmony with planetary limits. This 

included being vegan and growing his own food. 

 

John M stated that living a simple life was a way of changing society. Many people would 

like to do it but do not know how. So part of being a yoga teacher for John, and for many 

of the other men in this study was living a lifestyle that showcased how to live ethically, 

to embrace concepts like degrowth: “an advanced reincarnation of the radical 

environmentalism of the 1970s” (Kallis & March, 2015, p. 360), a “radical socioecological 

transformation calling for decolonizing the social imaginary from capitalism's pursuit of 

endless growth… a collective self-limitation, premised on sharing the commons…” (Kallis 

& March, 2015, p. 368). In the context of yogic philosophy, degrowth and concepts like 
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collective self-limitation have similarities to the moral principles of yoga, such as 

Aparigraha, freedom from desire, about Asteya, freedom from greed (Iyengar, 2007). 

 

By living simply, many of the men in this study are challenging capitalism, challenging a 

system that relies on endless economic growth, of mass consumerism. They are showing 

pragmatic ways to live simply, to care for the earth, by simply growing food, through 

buying less ‘stuff’, by becoming social and environmental activists. If overconsumption is 

putting the planet and society at risk (Hickel, 2017), what is needed are new models and 

stories of living well. Also ways of living well that honour the earth as a living being, as at 

least an equal, but preferable as a wiser elder; as Mother Goddess, as Gaia, as 

Papatuanuku. These are living entities that we show deep love, deep reverence and deep 

respect for. 

 

Instead of seeing many of these men as radicals, living alternative lifestyles, they need to 

be seen as early adapters, as positive social and environmental pioneers, seekers of a 

fairer, more resilient, sustainable future. We need a shift in consciousness, to embrace 

more ecocentric ways of being in the world; to shift from an anthropocentric worldview, 

to an ecocentric worldview. Many of the men in this study are the ones leading the way, 

showing us pragmatic ways to live lightly on the earth, by living simply, by living humbly. I 

hope this section, on caring for the earth, provides insights into how these men honour 

and respect the earth; working with nature, instead of against nature, honouring the 

earth as a living being. 

 

Postmodern New Zealand Masculinities 

 

This thesis has explored the lived experiences of New Zealand male yoga teachers and 

what yoga brings to their lives. One of the key findings has been around how yoga can be 

a way for New Zealand male yoga teachers to challenge hegemonic constructs of 

masculinity, and more specifically challenge outdated stereotypes of what it means to be 

a rural New Zealand man. This thesis has highlighted the experiences of a number of rural 

male yoga teachers, men that embrace alternative and resistant forms of masculinity 

(McKenzie, 2017). Stories from BJ, John M, John G and Glen highlighted some of the 
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challenges these men face as they challenge the notion that a ‘real’ rural New Zealand 

man, is one that “hunts in the wilderness, operates large machinery, gets dirty, drinks 

beer” (Sachs 2006, ix). Instead their stories highlighted how their experiences of being 

rural New Zealand men include doing yoga, meditating, by caring for others, by growing 

organic vegetables and some by growing cannabis. These men find a sense of meaning, 

purpose and belonging by serving their communities, by being there to listen, to 

encourage, uplifting people. Their stories highlighted how rural communities are 

becoming more heterogeneous; certainties around traditional gender roles and the 

performance of gender are shifting, becoming more fluid (Law, Campbell and Dolan, 

1999). In addition, opportunities to develop social capital are evolving. There have been 

several calls to explore emerging and more flexible forms of rural masculinities (see 

Brandth and Haugen, 2016). This work does this and one of the major outputs from this 

thesis to date is a chapter in a Routledge book edited by Glover and Sharpe (2020) that 

draws on insights from this thesis around the yoga experiences of the two rural yoga 

teachers from Golden Bay, B.J and John, M.I highlight how in the rural community of 

Golden Bay the traditional real man concept is still alive and well but is increasingly 

contested and comes with a price-tag, historical hegemonic constructs of masculinity in 

New Zealand have impacted the health of rural men in the way many continue to engage 

in unhealthy behaviours such as excessive alcohol intake, social isolation, working too 

hard and suppressing emotions. Preserving these hegemonic ideals come with costs, 

perhaps mirrored in the way New Zealand rural men have some of the highest rates of 

suicide in the OECD, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 

Many concerns are expressed about the emotional health of rural New Zealand men (see 

Walker, 2012). In the farming fraternity, workloads can be seasonally heavy and other 

pressures such as animal health, isolation, weather and financial viability are tangible. 

These can lead to fatigue and work related stress and trigger feelings of helplessness and 

depression (ibid). In Walker’s review, 43% of men reported some form of emotional 

unwellness and many farmers said they were okay emotionally while they were not, and 

one in every two farmers did not seek help when they needed to (ibid p.19). Many rural 

men go underground and stop communicating, not helped by the lack of social networks. 

Strategies moving forward are at the very heart of evolving masculinity encouraging men 

to be more self-aware and to speak up about their mental health. Community awareness 
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and encouragement is an important component of successful change. Is yoga a solution? 

Maybe! The stories in this thesis have highlighted the benefits male yoga teachers 

acquire from a long-term sustained yoga practice. The stories in this thesis have given a 

glimpse into rural areas of New Zealand, into the” changes, complexities, ambivalences, 

ruptures and resistance” occurring in society (Christensen & Jensen, 2014, p. 71). Yoga 

can be a way to challenge hegemonic constructs of rural masculinity in New Zealand, a 

way for men to engage in social practices that do not revolve around the consumption of 

alcohol, a way they can care for the self; mind, body and spirit. However I have also 

highlighted how there is still resistance from rural men of coming to a yoga class. Glen 

shared how many men in his area still see yoga as something feminine, as too easy, as a 

bit of a joke. How might this change? Maybe more All Blacks, like Beauden Barrett, 

promoting that he practices yoga, to share how yoga improves his physical performances 

and also calms his mind. Ex All Blacks like John Kirwan have done a lot to normalise help 

seeking if one is depressed. So perhaps someone like Beauden prompting yoga 

techniques, as an adaptive coping strategy (Hoy, 2012), that offer a scientifically proven 

method to manage anxiety and depression has merit (Broad, 2012). Or perhaps people 

like Mike, the ex-shearer, now Ashtanga yoga teacher, could make his story more public, 

get his story out there to the general public, to rural communities, sharing how yoga has 

contributed to his own life? Perhaps it is up to me to share these stories! There is still a 

long way to go to get more men into yoga in New Zealand. In urban areas, teachers like 

Jase and Mike have described how the percentage of men coming to their classes 

increases each year. In rural areas the uptake of yoga by men is slower, stunted by 

hegemonic masculinity and advertising campaigns that play on outdated constructs of 

New Zealand masculinity. But times are changing. Brandth and Haugen (2016, p. 414) 

suggest that hegemonic masculinity will persist but stress that it is open to change and 

that “it may be easier to add new elements than to remove old ones”. Yoga is one of the 

new elements been added to the rural New Zealand cultural landscape. This can be seen 

in the way yoga retreat centres are popping up in rural areas like Golden Bay, with Glen’s 

eco yoga retreat centre in Northland, with John G teaching yoga and men’s health 

workshops in North Otago. BJ, John M, John G and Glen present a different image of the 

rural New Zealand man. They are rural New Zealand men that are not beer drinking, 

rugby playing farmers, but instead are social and environmental activist, vegetarians, 
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men who walk around bare footed, who forage and grow their own food. They are men 

that live a life in accordance with the natural world, they embrace  an ecological 

consciousness ( Naess, 2005), they engage in creative and purposeful work. They are men 

who sits in a deep meditational state after a yoga session. They are part of the changing 

face of rural New Zealand, an evolving cultural landscape.  

 

 

The Performance of Modern Yoga in New Zealand  

 

Another theme of this thesis has been to explore how yoga is performed and how yoga is 

embodied in New Zealand. The way yoga was performed, was in one word, diverse. 

Everyone’s physical practice of yoga was different. Different movement sequences, 

intensity of practice, the length of time a pose was held for and duration of practice. 

There was no set way that all the men practiced their interpretation of yoga. This would 

be in contrast to studying people experiences, of say playing international soccer, that 

has certain rules, regulations, timeframes on how soccer is performed and practiced. The 

practices of yoga, by New Zealand male yoga teachers supports Jain’s (2014) statement 

that modern yoga is contextual and malleable. Modern yoga mirrors many aspects of 

post modernism in the way that both exist within a state of fluidity, of contested realities, 

challenging norms and expanding boundaries (Edwards, 1994; Jain, 2014). 

 

I will now briefly highlight the core principles of how yoga was physically practiced by the 

men in this study, highlighting this diversity of practice. John’s yoga practice drew on 

what he termed classic hatha yoga, a slow meditative practice, of mindful movement and 

breathing techniques. BJ’s practice was influenced by Iyengar yoga, learnt in Christchurch 

in the mid 1980’s, and also influenced by Ashtanga yoga, as taught by Pattabhi Jois. These 

two ‘styles’ were combined and embodied as a set of flowing movements that may, or 

may not change with each yoga session, with the seasons. For instance, sometimes BJ 

taught yoga outside on the grass in summer, sometimes he taught inside, sometimes the 

yoga class went for an hour, sometimes three hours! BJ’s practice had become 

individualized and after 30 years in Golden Bay quite unique! He incorporated  hand 

gestures into his practice that I had not come across before, moving the hands in circular 
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motion, three times before beginning his sun salutation sequence, cultivating energy, 

getting into the zone, into a flow state. Jase had a more dynamic practice. A challenging, 

modern, vinyasa style of yoga, a practice that made you sweat, that made you move into 

a range of forward bends, extensions. He also taught yin yoga, a calmer practice, where 

the students hold the poses for five minutes. Mike had a traditional Ashtanga practice, a 

set sequence of movements, a very dynamic and aerobic practice. Steve V practiced 

vinyasa yoga, influenced by the heart opening fluid practice of his teacher Shiva Rae. Glen 

practiced an eclectic mix of vinyasa yoga mixed with animal flow, with crawling, with 

shaking, with rolling, with strength work, with meditation. John G, from Waimate, 

practiced a form of hatha yoga he learnt in India in the 1970’s, mindful movement, 

incorporating Qi Gong, energy enhancing movements into the practice. Mark practiced 

yoga, in the lineage of T.V.K Desikachar, but also influenced by a range of other spiritual 

teachers he has studied with over the last 50 years. His physical yoga practice included 

mindful movement, linking the breath with the body movement, not forcing the body 

into a pose. Rhys practiced a precise form of yoga, of meditative like movement, not 

strong, not soft; a practice informed by his teacher Nicky Knoff, who in turn was 

influenced by the teachings of Iyengar, Pattabhi Jois and Bikram. 

 

The common theme that linked these men together as yoga teachers is that they offered 

movement-based yoga practices, physical yoga practices. Movement was not always the 

main the focus of the class, but every yoga class I attended had a physical component, of 

moving the body. The physical yoga practices ranged from dynamic aerobic classes 

involving arm balances and jumping back and forward into various poses to restorative 

yin classes that bought a deep sense of peace. Furthermore, from yoga adapted to suit 

the needs and desires of yoga students, including students with physical and mental 

disabilities, to yoga classes where the focus was primarily on becoming intimate with the 

breath, becoming aware of the breath, linking the body movement with the breath. 

Movement was the common theme, but the effect of the practice went beyond a form of 

body conditioning, it became a way to calm the mind, settle the mind, reach a state of 

inner stillness. This diversity of  yoga practiced by the men in this study confirms Lloyd’s  

(1997) hunch that yoga in New Zealand will hybridise. This  thesis gives rich insights into 

the ways yoga has  hybridised over the last 23 years, since Lloyd’s foundational study.   
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This thesis provides unique insights into how people like Jase have braided yoga with 

indigenous spirituality, creating unique Aotearoa / New Zealand forms of yoga. Yoga in 

Aoteraoa/New Zealand looks set to continue to evolve, to provide New Zealand men with  

systems of meaning beyond what more orthodox religious and spiritual traditions have 

offered. This thesis also supports Tilley’s (2017) claim that modern yoga in New Zealand is  

spatially and temporally sensitive,  that modern yoga in New Zealand is  “a collective 

expression of people in a particular time, place, and social climate. Therefore, since yoga 

reflects the cultural knowledge of teachers, and adapts to students’ imagined ideals, it 

will undoubtedly be subject to continued change within diverse communities of practice” 

(p. 83). Yoga in New Zealand will in no doubt continue to morph, to hybridise, to suit the 

needs and desires of modern-day people. If I had to forecast what yoga may look like in 

New Zealand twenty years from now, I would predict more splintering of lineages and the 

growth of new yoga practices that combine and blend a range of other new age and 

health and fitness practices with yoga. I imagine more online yoga communities, more 

yoga therapists that are skilled in the individualised treatment of a range of mental and 

physical conditions. 

 

This chapter has explored New Zealand male yoga teacher’s experiences. I have shared 

how yoga, for New Zealand male yoga teachers, is a holistic lifestyle; it is a way to care for 

self, for whanau and whenua. I have highlighted that New Zealand male yoga teachers 

are challenging hegemonic construct of masculinity and are creating new stories on how 

New Zealand men perform their masculinity. I have shared the different ways yoga is 

performed and practiced in contemporary New Zealand, how the practice of yoga is 

diverse, but still has the physical component as the anchor point. It is a physical practice 

of linking the body movement with the breath movement, creating a sense of oneness 

and of union, union with all of life.  

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

This study has explored New Zealand yoga teacher’s experiences with yoga, and it has 

explored my experiences with yoga. It has highlighted the diverse ways yoga is practiced, 
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understood and embodied by New Zealand men. The study was guided by two research 

questions: what are the lived experiences of New Zealand male yoga teachers and what 

does yoga bring to the lives of New Zealand men? 

 

The participant’s yoga experiences were diverse and multifaceted. Their experiences 

were locally embedded, connected to place, New Zealand/Aotearoa, yet also connected 

to yogic philosophy from the Indian sub-continent. Central to their experiences were 

physical movement, meditation and breathwork practices; practices that connected the 

men to mind body and spirit. Beyond yoga as a set of movement, meditation and 

breathwork practices the men drew on yogic philosophy for guidance in their everyday 

lives. They drew on the moral principles of yogic philosophy for direction in life. Yogic 

philosophy encouraged the men to engage in self-inquiry. It encouraged the men to seek 

answers to the bigger questions in life, around the meaning of existence, the purpose of 

life. Yogic philosophy, specifically writings found in the Yoga Sutras was widely embraced 

as guidelines for living a conscientious life, a moral life, an ethical life. The Yoga Sutras 

were repeatedly mentioned as sources of inspiration and wisdom. Key principles from the 

Yoga Sutras were embodied and could be seen in the way the men challenged hegemonic 

masculinity in New Zealand by embracing principles found in the Yoga Sutras, such as 

Ahimsa, of non-violence, of kindness to self, to others and to the earth. 

 

Yoga offers New Zealand men a different way to be in the world, an ethical and moral 

way to be in the world, embracing concepts such as kindness. Yoga gave the men an 

opportunity to embrace and embody alternative/resistant forms of masculinity and to 

challenge many outdated constructs of traditional New Zealand masculinity, such as the 

concealment of emotions. Yoga can be a way for men to challenge misogyny, bigotry, 

racism, and patriarchy. We have heard many of these themes repeated in the men’s 

vignettes. This thesis has presented a healthy form of masculinity, one based around men 

who embody and project notions of emotional intelligence, men in touch with their 

feelings. Men who are mindful of the feelings of others, human and non-human. 

 

In modern day New Zealand, being a kind man is not without challenges. This was 

highlighted in a number of the men’s vignettes. The neoliberal age, late capitalism, 
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consumer culture, a world in which New Zealand men are imbedded, is a world that 

thrives on competitiveness and individualism. There appears to be an undercurrent in 

New Zealand society of what many yogis term base chakra energy (Kranso, 2015); a focus 

on money, on material security. There is a suspicion of difference, of change. 

Kind men, like many of the men in this study are sometimes stigmatised, seen as weak 

links, as odd, as peculiar, as out of line. Kindness can sometimes be misinterpreted as 

weakness. Those that challenge traditional ways of being are sometimes seen as a threat. 

 

We see this clearly in BJ’s story. BJ’s story highlighted some of the challenges he has 

faced from living life ‘differently’, in rural New Zealand. BJ was identified by some 

members of his community as displaying “a suspect form of manliness” (Phillips, 1987, 

p.35). The practice of yoga was pigeon-holed by some rural men as a feminine activity. 

BJ’s story highlighted that masculinities that threaten hegemonic masculinity in rural New 

Zealand often provoke exclusion and violence (Sachs, 2006). This is indicative of the 

ruptures and contestation between competing forms of social discourse where 

challenges to the hegemonic are passionately resisted. BJ’s story highlighted how 

contested concepts of masculinity are playing out in rural New Zealand, highlighting the 

complexities and resistance to alternative/resistant masculinity. The chilling incidents of 

violence against BJ illustrate how deeply held the entrenched beliefs of hegemonic 

masculinity are within rural New Zealand. BJ’s story gave insights into the life of a rural 

man who had the courage to live a life true to himself, not the life expected of him from 

more traditional social norms. BJ, and perhaps all of the men in this study are New 

Zealand men who are not afraid to live differently, who challenge the more commonly 

held beliefs around what it is to be a real ‘kiwi bloke’, a ‘real man’. Their stories give 

insights into the pluralism of masculinity in modern New Zealand society. They give 

insights into what Willis (2005) called a changing performance of masculinity, where men 

challenge traditional role models. In this thesis we see examples of the new man, one 

who is gentle, caring and expressive and accepting of more diverse ways of living and 

relating. 

 

So this is one of the major contributions of this thesis. A window into the new man, into 

healthy forms of masculinity, as embodied by New Zealand male yoga teachers, aged 
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from 45 to 70. It is a niche subculture, yet their yoga experiences, their stories, their 

vignettes give deep insights into the personal lives of men who reject unhelpful 

stereotypes, stereotypes that seem to be doing little to lower suicide rates in New 

Zealand, to halt rising rates of depression and anxiety. What has been presented in this 

thesis are examples of healthy New Zealand masculinities, forms of masculinity that are 

based around cultivating positive relationships, respectful relationships, with self, with 

others and with the environment. 

 

Another theoretical contribution is insights into how modern yoga is performed in New 

Zealand/Aotearoa, highlighting the malleable nature of modern yoga and examining how 

modern yoga morphs and adapts in time, place and space. We have seen that in rural 

New Zealand, people like John M refer to yoga as a form of deep ecology, linking 

principles of ecological consciousness with yoga practice. For Jase, an urban Māori yoga 

teacher, Hindu deities became Māori Gods. For Rhys, concepts like Ahimsa became 

intertwined with a Te Ao Māori worldview, of manakitanga, of kindness and hospitality. 

The Ashtanga yoga class I went to with Mike in Wellington finished with a guided 

relaxation to Gregorian chants. These concepts highlight a post- modern dimension of 

modern yoga, a breakdown of grand narratives of how yoga should be practiced. It 

highlights modern yoga’s evolving nature in New Zealand. 

 

This postmodern approach to yoga was amplified in Glen’s vignette. Glen, like a growing 

number of modern yoga practitioners had become suspicious and disillusioned with the 

established modern yoga lineages, such as Ashtanga yoga and Iyengar yoga and of the 

sexual and physical abuse that senior members of these lineages have inflicted on 

people. Glen’s yoga practice embraced what Wildcroft (2018) terms post-lineage yoga, a 

term she uses to describe how many yoga practitioners and teachers are moving beyond 

a singular lineage or teacher as sole authority, and instead turn to peer networks and 

others within their yoga communities. For Glen, his peer networks include a range of 

teachers from yoga and also from other esoteric traditions and also personal fitness 

programs, from vinyasa style yoga to Wim Hof techniques of cold showers, ocean swims 

and breathwork. These vary from animal flow movement of crawling and dynamic floor 

work, to vigorously shaking the body. He also incorporates aspect of Brazilian jiu-jitsu into 
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his yogic practice and consumes psychedelic plant medicine to increase his awareness 

and to raise his consciousness. Glen’s practice was broad, and perhaps highlight the 

direction modern yoga is going in New Zealand towards the emergence of more 

persoanlised, individualized yoga practices. The emergence of hybrid forms of yoga, 

combining yoga with a range of other esoteric traditions and functional movement and 

breathing modalities. Yoga becomes intertwined with place, with culture. Modern yoga, 

borrowing from ancient yogic traditions, adapts to suit the needs of modern individuals. 

Modern yoga in New Zealand is changing, morphing, like it always has, and always will. A 

study such as this maps this change. 

 

Other theoretical contributions from this research have to do with the methodology and 

presenting research in literal and evocative ways. The methodology I used in this study is 

what I termed hybrid realist tales. I employed the use of extended narrative vignettes, by 

combining narrative inquiry with evocative autoethnography to share thick descriptions 

of the participants and my yoga experience This work contributes to the growing field of 

autoethnographic academic writing, and some of the first autoethnographic writing on 

male’s yoga experiences. There are plenty more stories to tell. This thesis allowed space 

to tell my story, the yoga experiences of a surfing herbalist, of someone who embraces 

an alternative and resistant form of masculinity. It gives insights into the lived experience 

of a middle aged, Pākehā, male, immersed in the neo liberal present. Embracing narrative 

research, and the creation of what I termed hybrid realist tales was a creative, and 

slightly unusual way to do a PhD, but it was a way that worked for me, deeply immersing 

myself into each story, into each of the participants worlds, trying to understand what 

yoga meant to them, then representing their stories in a written form. I hope the 

vignettes highlighted the strength of narrative research in representing lived experiences, 

in representing yoga experiences, in sharing meaning making. 

 

 

I now move to considering some future areas of research around modern yoga and 

around New Zealand men? There is much to explore. Areas that I see ripe for academic 

exploration include New Zealand female yoga teachers’ experiences. What could their 

experiences tell us about New Zealand society, about the evolution of yoga? Do their 
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experiences have a similar thread of environmental activism, of deep ecology, of Māori 

spirituality or are their yoga experiences more intertwined with the body, with embodied 

social change, with challenging patriarchal power structures that exist in yoga, that exist 

in New Zealand society? 

 

Exploring the growing phenomena of Yoga in prisons in New Zealand could be another 

fascinating area of future research. How does yoga affect the lives of New Zealand 

prisoners? 

 

There is also more scope to explore yoga student’s experiences of yoga. This could 

include a range of men and women, of different ages and ethnic backgrounds exploring 

the transformational potential of yoga. It could also include exploring the experiences of 

children doing yoga and meditation in schools in New Zealand. It might include students 

with physical and intellectual disabilities, like the group I helped out teaching a class with 

John in Oamaru. Exploring yoga injuries could be another fascinating study. How healthy 

is it for people to do repetitive, linear movements long term? Are there better, more 

nourishing ways to practice yoga? As Mark said, there is a right yoga for everybody. 

 

In regard to more research on New Zealand men, an exploration into ways New Zealand 

men foster positive mental well-being, beyond yoga would be a fascinating topic. A study 

such as this would provide insights into the diverse ways men find joy and happiness. 

What brings New Zealand men meaning and purpose? From a public health perspective 

such a study would highlight how, as a culture, as a society, more can be done to 

promote these states of positive mental well-being. In addition, maybe lowering the 

suicide rates by actively encouraging New Zealand men to engage in health promoting 

activities? The possibilities of future research into yoga and New Zealand masculinities is 

really only limited by the imagination of future researchers. 

 

What are the limitations of this research? Only certain voices within the New Zealand 

male yoga community were heard. There are many more voices that could add a further 

depth and diversity to this study. This could include the voices of the yoga experiences of 

New Zealand Indian men, New Zealand Pacific Island men, New Zealand Chinese men, 
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more from the LGBT community. I would have loved to explore more New Zealand men’s 

stories with yoga, but a limitation was the time it takes to craft a vignette; the time it 

takes to do justice to a life. Is it better to go deep into a handful of lives or be broader 

with more participants? I choose to go deep. Would more voices simply confirm that New 

Zealand male’s yoga experiences are diverse? Quite possibly, but I also acknowledge that 

each story is unique, and provides a fascinating window into an individual’s life. 

 

Another limitation could be questions of validity and credibility around the vignettes. 

Why did I leave certain things out? Why did I put certain things in? In one word, I 

embraced subjectivity. Another person doing this thesis may have come up with different 

conclusions. This is okay. Narrative research aims to highlight the multiple realties that 

exist in the world, to create new knowledge. I believe this research does this well, it 

highlights multiple realities about being a New Zealand man, about modern yoga; it 

creates insights into lives that had not been explored by a social scientist before. It shares 

new knowledge into the lives of many New Zealand men that exist on the fringe of 

society, who challenge out dated discourses on what it means to be a New Zealand man. 

 

Are the stories true? Frank (2012) states that stories may or may not be truthful, but 

what they do help us understand is what makes life meaningful for people. The stories do 

share what is meaningful for each participant and how their yoga experiences are infused 

with meaning making activities and experiences. True? Hard to say, but I can say that I 

have aimed to be as truthful as possible, in representing these stories. In a post truth era 

(Lewandowsky, Ecker & Cook 2017). I have done my best. I personally believe the stories! 

 

I have aimed to have academic rigour by following guidelines set out by Smith (2016), 

described in the methods section. He urges the researcher to treat narrative analysis as a 

cyclical process, to immerse oneself in the data, to dwell with the data. I dwelt for a long 

time, seeking out the core stories, sharing yoga stories that were meaningful for the 

participants. Credibility and validity in regard to the vignettes can be seen in the way I 

followed the process of narrative indwelling and of careful representing lives. 

Also how I engaged in member checking (Janesick, 2016) and let the participants have the 

last say. In regard to academic rigour in autoethnography, Le Roux (2014) states that 
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rigour comes if the researcher embraces subjectivity, self-reflexivity, creates resonance. 

Rigour comes from making a credible contribution. I have embraced subjectivity and self-

reflexivity. I hope I have created resonance. I believe I have made a contribution to the 

academic debate around New Zealand masculinities, on modern day New Zealand society 

and on modern yoga. In regard to credibility, I have attempted to be as honest as 

possible, as truthful as possible. I can honestly say I have done my best.  

 

My hope is that this thesis has provided an opportunity to understand a particular way of 

life, a way of life informed by yoga. That it has illuminated the diverse ways yoga is 

understood and practiced in New Zealand. That it has allowed insights into New Zealand 

men’s changing and contradictory social practices by providing a contrast to hegemonic 

forms of masculinity. Sparks (2020)  writes that in evaluating an autoethnogrpahy he 

wants to read personal stories, one that shows a believable journey from who the author 

was to who they are now, and how a life course can be reimagined or transformed by the 

experiences they have encountered along the way. To conclude, I would like to make one 

last autoethnographic reflection, a reflection that shares some of these insights that 

Sparks (2020) seeks, a last reflection on how a life course can be re imagined, 

transformed by the experiences one encounters on a research journey 

 

 

Last Words: Autoethnographic Reflection. Summer 2019, St Clair, Dunedin, New 
Zealand. 
 

Writing autoethnography changes you, doing a PhD changes you. The men’s stories have 

changed me. I feel humbled, exposed, imperfect, but that is okay. I am still a recluse, an 

urban hermit, finding my way.  

 

I stare out on the veranda of our new house in Dunedin, St Clair; a 110-year villa, with 

peeling paint and wonky beams. Medicinal plants are sprouting in pots on the deck, 

newly planted grape vines are slowly climbing up sunny walls. My wife and I have just 

planted twenty fruit trees, the beginnings of a vision to create an urban food forest, a 

wild medicinal herb garden. This is a dream, to create a sustainable utopia, a 
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permaculture paradise of edible and medicinal plants, somewhere where I can teach 

courses on herbalism, practice as a herbalist, one day have a surfer’s bed and breakfast, a 

place for the kids to call home. After years of living in remote rural areas I have found a 

place I love, in the deep south of the South Island, a short walk to my favourite surf 

break! I am content here, this contentment has been influenced by the men I have met 

on this journey. I was inspired by people like Mark, telling people to stop always striving, 

to stop chasing ‘enlightenment’, to stop striving for more, for improvement, trying to be 

a better version of yourself. To instead to enjoy this life, now, as it is. 

 

I cultivate contentment and daily gratitude, that cringy word over used by many a 

modern yoga teacher, for this reality, for this comfortable life, but I also realise its 

Figure 34: St Clair home. Photo by Stephen Parker 

Figure 36: West Coast home with 

Ursula. Photo by Paul McCabe 

Figure 35: Okarito, homebuilt shack with 

Ursula. Photo by Andris Apse 
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impermanence. I am reminded of John M’s story, of the transitory nature of life, of John 

losing his home at 70, and the way he approached the situation with yogic calm and 

acceptance. His story gives me reassurance; maybe I too will become a Sannyasa one day, 

like him, releasing attachments from materialism? I imagine myself wandering around 

the Himalaya, or Southern Alps, with grey dreadlocks, lost in reverie, like Thoreau, lost in 

deep contemplation, with a snowboard on my back; living in a tipi, a housetruck or a 

shack again. Thinking about John also reminds me to relish the opportunity I have in front 

of me now, to create a permaculture paradise, much like what he created in Golden Bay. 

 

Thinking about John reminds me of the potential yoga has to build mental resilience, to 

build a positive mindset. I still wonder if yoga could have helped my mate Pete on the 

West Coast, if being part of a supportive yoga community may have prevented Pete from 

being another statistic, another rural New Zealand man lost to suicide. I will never know 

but teaching rural yoga classes is something I have been inspired to do. I would also like 

to serve lower socio-economic communities in Dunedin with yoga, by running herbalism 

workshops, connection people to themselves, with others, connecting people with 

medicinal plants and with yoga. John M was a real inspiration for me on this journey, with 

his yogic lifestyle that embraced deep ecology and herbalism. I have learnt that when you 

serve selflessly, you will be supported. I have learnt that when you lose what you think is 

everything; the universe has your back. 

Trust, but do not be apathetic, fight for what you believe in. Do your best. Do not give up. 

 

I am grateful to all the men who shared their stories with me. Every participant offered 

gems of wisdom. Each story bought new realisations, bought clarity, bought 

understanding. I will leave you with a quote from BJ. I asked him what is yoga? It is a 

quote I remember every time I see a sunrise. 

 

Yoga is just a seat on the train, you just enjoy the journey, it helps on the journey, that is 

everything. You do not know when the train stops, but it will stop, and it will be time to 

get off, so as long as you have had a good look out of the window and not worried looking 

out the window hoping that it is not your stop coming up, you will never enjoy the journey 

at all. Yoga keeps the grease in the wheels, yoga is a lubricant for body and soul, it keeps 
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the energy fluid. The goal of yoga could be always to improve, no, no, or maybe best to 

say to do your best. Don’t expect improvement every time, do your best and know that 

some days are shittier than others! Some days you wake up and burn your porridge, you 

do not cut down a tree on that day, if you wake up and you just happen to catch the sun 

popping out of the sea and everything is in flow, then they are good days… 

 
 

 

 

Namaste! I bow to the divine in you.

Figure 37; St Clair sunrise. Photo by Stephen Parker 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Thematic Narrative Analysis. An Example. 

 

The analysis was guided by the work of Frank (2010), Riessman, (2008) and Smith (2016). 

I adopted a form of thematic analysis that allowed space to follow themes, embracing what 

Frank (2010) describes as a form of narrative analysis that allows movement of thought. 

What does this mean? It means being open, on moving with the story, focusing on the 

content of the story, on what occurs repeatedly in the story (Frank, 2010). The way I did this 

was to highlight key sentences, phrases and word in different colours. In a margin I noted 

the manifest (apparent) and latent(underlying) themes. I then described and interpreted the 

theme. I choose not to use the typical form of coding that usually means coding line by line. 

I agreed with Smith (2016) who identified that one is left with a set of codes, not a story. My 

aim was to look at each story holistically, to dwell with each story and to search out the 

participant’s core narrative. I used a system of narrative indwelling (Smith, 2016), that 

included listening to the recorded interview over and over again. Often this was done on 
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long drives to isolated surf breaks, listening to the interview in the car, dwelling on the 

themes while surfing, re listening to the interview in the car on the drive home, then coding 

when I got home. The time in the ocean gave clarity to the interview, gave me time to focus 

on the manifest theme, then to ponder the latent themes. Each interview, each vignette 

had three or four main themes that I focused on.  

 

To support validity, I worked alongside a supervisor, who analysed the first interpretation of 

an interview thereby conducting an audit trail (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). We compared 

notes and themes and I then shared how I would represent these themes in storied form. 

Our analysis of the data was similar, but not identical and this highlights the subjective 

nature of narrative research. In the example below I include examples of how I analysesd 

the theme of mindfulness.   
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In the first example  here I used yellow to highlight themes on yoga and the mind. The green 

was used to highlight another theme on yoga and the counterculture movement. 

 

 The latent theme I highlight in yellow is yoga as a form of mindfulness. The underlying 

theme is the way mindfulness is achieved, that it does not matter how advanced your yoga 

pose is, or how long you meditate, mindfulness is about being aware, of all your actions. I  

found many more themes on yoga and mindfulness through the interview, these were quite 

diverse, and included insights on how this mindfulness extends beyond the yoga and 
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meditaion practice. One example of tis was how  John M had  lost his house, and how his 

long practice of yoga and meditation allowed him to approach this ‘real world’ situation 

with the same sort of mindfulness that he approaches yoga and meditation, with calm, 

patience and acceptance. In the vignette I braid this theme of mindfulness into his story. I 

use some autoethnography in this example , questioning cultural norms, letting the reader 

understand how I feel about the situation of John losing his house, but also how I am 

impressed how he applies this mindfulness to all of his life, how he lives yoga. I use an 

extended quote, to keep Johns voice strong and clear, not fragmented.  This is what I 

included in the final vignettes. 

 

John finishes up by reminding me that he has said a lot of words but reminds me that: 

Yoga is really mindfulness. 

 

Just before we finish the interview John shows me where his old house used to be, right 

by the beach where we have been talking! He lived in a Bach here, a simple cottage for 

27 years. The cottage was on council land, road reserve land and throughout New 

Zealand he has known of people who had lived in such places, now having to move so the 

land could be returned for the wider public use. John created a permaculture paradise on 

this bit of ‘council’ land. We walk around this now abandoned property admiring the 

avocado trees, black walnut, and pears, citrus, figs, olives and medicinal plants. He shows 

me where the house use to be, he explains that he took the house apart by hand, and 

with help from friends. so as to not destroy the plantings and gardens and so pieces of 

the house could be utilised by people in the community. So now in his 70’s John is 

without a home, he house sits in Golden Bay, between stints of traveling or on retreat. At 

first, I am shocked that the council did not let him live out his life here, but John shows a 

yogic calm about the whole situation. 

But now it is time to move on, to have other life experiences. There is no point in fighting 

something unnecessarily. I am moving on to what the next moment offers. Yoga 

emphasizes on some levels, being flexible in body and mind. Not being too rigid . In Yoga 

one can't afford to be too comfortable, there is a certain alertness/awareness that is 

required, remaining present to the moment, and the next moment. Hopefully I have 
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learned well from my years of practicing and teaching yoga. Looks like there is still more 

to learn. I have no regrets at all, life is about having new experiences, and… it’s an 

interesting thing, people want to be content, like in yoga people want to have ease and 

be content and comfortable, but that is not always a good thing. Laziness and an 

inability to move can 'set in' if one is too content, then when life moves on, (as it surely 

will) there is a danger in that contentedness, of being 'stuck'. People often aspire to, 

'being comfortable', having a nice place in body and mind. It can be a danger, because 

the mind and body become too comfortable. If one is too comfortable, then there is no 

opportunity for awakening, no realisation of something new on the horizon. Alertness 

and an inquiring mind are the antithesis of being comfortable. Deep relaxation or 

savasana is a great yoga practice but it is not the same as being comfortable. In 

savasana the body is aiming to be totally relaxed but the mind needs to stay very aware
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Appendix B: Ethics, Consent Forms and Semi Structured Interview Questions 

 

 

Form Updated: May 2016 

UNIVERSITY OF OTAGO HUMAN ETHICS COMMITTEE 

APPLICATION FORM: CATEGORY B 

(Departmental Approval) 

 

1. University of Otago staff member responsible for project:  

Parker, Stephen Edward, Mr 

 

2. Department/School: Department of Tourism 

 

3. Contact details of staff member responsible: sebastian.filep@otago.ac.nz and 

anna.carr@otago.ac.nz 

 

4. Title of project: Yoga Experience: A New Zealand Males Perspective 

 

5. Indicate type of project and names of other investigators and students:  

Staff Research    Names  

 

Student Research         Names   

Level of Study (e.g. PhD, Masters, Hons)    

 

 External Research/  Names 

Collaboration 

  Institute/Company 

 

 

# 

 

Stephen Parker 

PhD 
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6. When will recruitment and data collection commence? Feb 2017 

 

When will data collection be completed? Feb 2018 

 

7. Brief description in lay terms of the aim of the project, and outline of the research 

questions that will be answered (approx. 200 words): 

Yoga is a leisure activity that is intertwined with notions of transformation, personal growth 

and the enhancement of the mind and body complex.  Sparked by the growing number of 

men doing yoga and also by significant gaps in the academic literature into men’s yoga 

experiences, this thesis aims to shed light on how yoga is experienced by New Zealand men. 

My research overlaps and intercepts with the academic fields of wellness tourism and 

gender studies. This research aims to fill a gap in the wellness tourism literature by 

describing the subjective physical, emotional and spiritual health benefits of yoga tourism 

for men. According to Filep and Pearce (2013), emic perspectives into the health benefits of 

tourism are under represented in the tourism literature. I am also interested if New Zealand 

men that practice yoga, are attempting to shift their experiences of embodiment into some 

modality, less confined by more traditional notions of masculinity Are we seeing what Willis 

(2005) calls a changing performance of masculinity, what Jackson (1991), Clare (2000), 

Hokowhitu (2007)  and Keppel (2012) refer to as the ‘new man’. The ‘new man’ is“ gentle, 

caring, and self-confident in his masculinity and embraces new emerging gender 

performances” (Keppel, 2012 p.2). Who are these New Zealand men that practice yoga, 

what are their lived experiences with yoga? 

 

8. Brief description of the method. Include a description of who the participants are, how the 

participants will be recruited, and what they will be asked to do and how the data will be used and 

stored. My plan is to conduct semi structured, in-depth interviews with approximately ten New 

Zealand male yoga practitioners. Participants will be recruited through purposive sampling. Initial 

participants are men that I personally know or have taken a yoga classes with in the past. The hope 

is that these men nominate, through the snowballing technique other participants who could 

contribute to this research. I plan to interview men that practice a range of styles of yoga. I will be 

seeking participants from both rural and urban locations within the North and South Island of New 
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Zealand. The interview will involve having a conversation on what yoga means to each research 

participant. This conversation will begin with a single narrative-prompting question (Wengraf, 2001), 

asking the participants to tell me their story with yoga. I have a range of pre-planned interview 

questions The general line of questioning encourages research participants to share their stories with 

yoga, topics will include; the research participants experiences with yoga, yoga and masculinity and 

yoga and wellness 

 

Research Questions: 

  

Lived Experience  

Can you tell me about your first experience with yoga?  

What drew you to yoga?  

What does yoga bring to your life today?  

 

Gender Studies/Masculinities  

Do more women come to your yoga classes than men? What do you think puts some New 

Zealand men off? What has changed? Why was it different for you? Are men that are drawn 

to yoga different from your average ‘kiwi bloke’?  

 

Wellness Tourism  

Do you travel to do yoga, teach yoga?  Can you tell me about some of your travel 

experiences doing/ teaching yoga? Why do you/did you travel to do yoga? Was the trave 

experience enjoyable/beneficial? 

 

Wellbeing 

How does your yoga practice contribute to your general well being? 

How does yoga contribute to you’re spiritual well being?  

To your mental well being, thoughts and feelings?  

To your physical well being?  

To the well being of your family?  

Do you think yoga helps you find your life purpose?  
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How does yoga contribute to your students well being? Do you use positive psychology, 

positive visualization in your classes?  

 

Social Change  

How does your yoga practice extend beyond the yoga mat? Perhaps enacted in work such as 

environmental activism, conservation, or work towards social change?  

Does yoga offer an alternative way to be in the world? What are the benefits of having a 

yoga practice? 

  

Lived Experience  

Could you talk me through your own yoga practice? 

What does yoga mean to you? 

What is the goal of yoga? 

Should yoga have a goal? 

What are some of your most memorable yoga experiences? 

 

Closing Questions (Inspired by, Janeski, 2015, p.57). 

Is there anything more you would like to add to our conversation today? 

Is there anything I have forgotten to ask and that you feel is important?  

 

           Following the interview, and transcription, I will be crafting a series of vignettes about each 

participant’s yoga experiences. The vignettes will attempt to provide a window into the ‘life 

world’ (Husserl, 1954, Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) of New Zealand yoga practitioners. This 

research project will adopt the methodology of narrative inquiry, a methodology that 

studies lived experience (Clandinin, 2006). My ontological interpretation of narrative inquiry 

is that we lived storied lives in a storied landscape (Connelly and Clandinin, 1999); this 

ontological position proceeds from “a curiosity about how people are living and the 

constituents of their lived experience” (Caine, Estefan & Clandinin, 2013, p. 575). My 

epistemological interpretation of narrative inquiry is that knowledge of the world is 

discovered through the telling and retelling of stories. “ In the hearing of stories, we can 

metaphorically lay our stories alongside another’s, seeking resonances and reverberations 
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that help us imagine who we might become” (Clandinin & Raymond, 2006, p.103). Tim 

Ingold asserts, “that knowledge is not classificatory. It is rather storied” (Ingold, 2011, 159).  

 My hope is that these vignettes highlight the multidimensional nature of yoga, that they 

allow a better understanding of the yoga experience. Alongside these narratives will be my 

evocative autoethnographic, this is where I will describe my journey as a New Zealand male 

yoga practitioner and traveller. Through the methodology of evocative autoethnography 

(Bochner and Ellis, 2016) I will share my experiences as a yoga practitioner and yoga 

traveller. I put my self in the research to provide an emic perspective, to answer Filep and 

Pearce's (2013) call for more emic perspectives into the health benefits of tourism. The 

evocative autoethnography is where I can share my inner and outer journeys with yoga. 

Sparkes (2002) stress that “by exploring a particular life, the chances of understanding a way 

of life is understood.” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 74). Ellis and Boucher  (2016) state that, “We want 

the readers to live for a while in the scenes we write”(p.112). I will be crafting a range of 

vignettes that highlight what yoga means to me. These vignettes will include insights from 

my time as a yoga traveller; these personal vignettes will drift back and forth in time. I will 

be utilising historic travel journals that have accompanied me on many an adventure over 

the last twenty years. A reflective journal of this adventure, as a travelling PhD student, will 

record my experiences as a yoga researcher. The autoethnographer seeks to “extract 

meaning from experience, rather than depict the experience exactly how it was lived” 

(Bochner, 2000, p.270).  

The information from the interviews will be recorded on audiotapes then transcribed. The 

information will be used to create a number of vignettes, or short stories about New Zealand 

men’s yoga experiences. Participants will be asked to assume a Pseudonym to protect their 

identity. These vignettes, or short stories about New Zealand men’s experiences with yoga 

will be a major component of this PhD. I hope to publish my findings in academic journals and 

also present my findings at conferences. Participants, in line with the vignette method 

(Straker, 2011), will be asked to comment on their personal vignette and may change, delete, 

or add anything  they deem appropriate that depicts their yoga experience. 

 

The data collected throughout the PhD research process will be securely stored in such a 

way that only myself and my supervisors, mentioned below, will be able to gain access to it. 

Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years in secure 
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storage. Any personal information held on the participants may be destroyed at the 

completion of the research even though the data derived from the research will, in most 

cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 

 

The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand).  .  

A copy of the transcript derived from the interview can be forwarded to participants for 

accuracy and for their  personal records.  They have the right to make adjustments to the 

transcript if they do not agree with it.  The research participants  will be sent the transcript as 

soon as possible after our conversation and have the opportunity to correct or withdraw any 

of the information. They will also be entitled to receive a summary of the results of the study 

once completed.  

 

9. Disclose and discuss any potential problems: (For example: medical/legal problems, issues 

with disclosure, conflict of interest, safety of the researcher, etc) 

I cannot see any potential problems with this project. The research participants will be given a 

pseudonym to protect their identity. I do not foresee any conflict of interests or safety issues for me 

as a researcher. All the interviews will be in New Zealand, with adults. I will be driving a car to 

interview the research participants. I foresee my biggest hazard as driving a car! I have a full drivers 

licence and my personal car will have a current warrant of fitness and a registration. I will be in 

contact with my partner Ursula each day I am away interviewing research participants, she will be 

my primary point of contact each day. Her contact is Ursula Poole, 90 Blacks Road, 034731743. If 

anything did go wrong she would alert the Police and then contact the University. I have worked as 

an Outdoor Instructor for the Otago University School of Physical Education, Sport and Exercise 

Sciences for five years and am fluent in their Health and Safety procedures and also their Field 

manuals. My safety plan is to act within New Zealand law, to contact my partner Ursula Poole each 

day I am in the field and to use common sense when doing one to one interviews. 

 

*Applicant's Signature:   .............................................................................   

INFORMATION SHEET TEMPLATE: NOTES FOR APPLICANTS 

(Delete all notes and prompts before providing to Human Ethics Committee) 
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The template on the following pages is a guide for providing information to potential 

participants before they agree to take part in the research project.  Not all of the 

suggestions or headings on this template will necessarily apply to all projects.  Delete those 

that do not apply and/or make the necessary amendments.  An Information Sheet is written 

in the form of a customised letter of invitation to each target group of research participants.  

It must contain all the information they need in order to make an informed decision about 

whether or not they wish to participate in your research.  What are they asked to do? What 

will they experience? 

 

An Information Sheet is expected to be submitted with the application for ethical approval 

in all Category A applications and most Category B Reporting Sheets. The Information Sheet 

template can be used as a prompt for a cover letter introducing the research even in cases 

where a formal written Consent Form is not used, e.g. an anonymous survey. 

 

The Information Sheet should be written in simple, clear language (free from jargon and 

technical terms) that is age and culture appropriate for your participants, so that they can 

fully understand what they will be doing and experiencing.  This is the principle of Informed 

Consent.  

 

The Information Sheet you submit with your application should be the final version you 

intend to provide to your participants.  All traces of the prompts in italics from the Human 

Ethics Committee to the researcher should be removed and it should be carefully proof-read 

for spelling, grammar and formatting. 
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Yoga Experience: A New Zealand Males Perspective 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR   

PARTICIPANTS  

 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 

carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we 

thank you.  If you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we thank 

you for considering our request.   

 

What is the Aim of the Project? 

 

This project explores New Zealand men’s experiences with yoga.  

 

What Types of Participants are being sought? 

 

 I am seeking  New Zealand men that practice and teach yoga.    

 

What will Participants be asked to do? 

 

Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to spend approximately  two 

hours in conversation around the topic of yoga. I would like to record our conversation on 

audiotape. The conversation will involve asking you to share your story with yoga.  
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 I also request to take part in one of your yoga classes. Part of this PhD is about my journey 

with yoga, about my experiences. I will be writing a self-reflective piece on my experience of 

your yoga class, on meeting with you. 

 

Possible Risks and Discomforts 

There are no foreseen risks, discomforts or inconveniences to participants as a result of 

participation.  

 

Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any 

disadvantage to yourself. 
 

What Data or Information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

The information from our conversation will be recorded on audiotapes then transcribed. The 

information will be used to create a number of vignettes, or short stories about New Zealand 

men’s yoga experiences. You will be asked to assume a Pseudonym to protect your identity. 

These vignettes, or short stories about New Zealand men’s experiences with yoga will be a 

major component of this PhD. I hope to publish my findings in academic journals and also 

present my findings at conferences. You will be asked to comment on the Vignette I create 

about your yoga story, you can change, delete, or add anything you deem fit that makes the 

story represent your interpretation of your yoga experience. 

 

 

The data collected throughout the PhD research process will be securely stored in such a 

way that only those mentioned below will be able to gain access to it. Data obtained as a 

result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years in secure storage. Any personal 

information held on the participants may be destroyed at the completion of the research 

even though the data derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer 

or possibly indefinitely. 

 

The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand).  .  
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A copy of the transcript derived from the interview can be forwarded to you for accuracy and 

your personal records. It is your right to make adjustments to the transcript if you do not 

agree with it.  You will be sent the transcript as soon as possible after our conversation and 

have the opportunity to correct or withdraw any of the information. You are also entitled to 

receive a summary of the results of the study once completed.  

 

 

This project involves a semi structured interview technique. The general line of questioning 

includes New Zealand men’s experiences with yoga. The precise nature of some questions 

may depend on the direction the interview goes. In the event that the line of questioning does 

develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or uncomfortable you are reminded of your right 

to decline to answer any particular question(s).  

 

Can Participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 

 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage to yourself. 

 

What if Participants have any Questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 

contact either: 

Student Researcher 

Stephen Parker 

Department of Tourism 

(03) 4799196 

Email:parst754@student.Otago.ac.nz 

 

Supervisors 

Sebastian Filep 

Department of Tourism 

(03) 4795403 

Email: Sebastian.filep@otago.ac.nz 
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Anna Carr 

Department of Tourism 

(03) 4798057 

Email: anna.carr@otago.ac.nz  

 

Mike Boyes 

Department of Physical Education and Exercise Science 

(03) 4798995 

Email: mikeboyes@otago.ac.nz 

 

 

This study has been approved by the Department stated above. However, if you have any 

concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the University of Otago 

Human Ethics Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 03 479-

8256). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be 

informed of the outcome. 
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Yoga Experience: A New Zealand Males Perspective 

 

                                     CONSENT FORM FOR  PARTICIPANTS	

 

 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  

All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to 

request further information at any stage. 

I know that: - 

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 

 

2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 

 

3. Personal identifying information, audio tapes, will be destroyed at the conclusion of the 

project, but any raw data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure 

storage for at least five years; 

 

4.  This project involves a semi-structured interview technique. The general line of questioning 

has been pre determined but the interview could possibly delve onto tangents that are not 

pre determined. In the event that the line of questioning develops in such a way that I feel 

hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer any particular question(s) and/or may 

withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of any kind. 
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  5. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my anonymity.   

 

I agree to take part in this project. 

 

 

 

.............................................................................   ............................... 

       (Signature of participant)     (Date) 

 

............................................................................. 

       (Printed Name) 

 

 

 
Appendix C: Key Yoga Terms 

 

Ahimsa: Non-harming. The first Yama or social guideline in the yoga sutra. 

Asana: Originally ‘seat’, refers to the postures and movements of a physical yoga practice 

Chakras: Translates to wheel, or seven major centres of energy in the human body. 

Niyama: Guidelines for actions and beliefs towards oneself 

Prana: Lifeforce, vitality. 

Pranayama: Practices of breath observation and/or control 

Sun salutation/ Surya Namaskara: A continuous cycle of linked asanas. Typically includes 

standing poses, forward bends, backward extensions and jumpbacks. 

Yama: Guidelines/ social contracts for ones behaviour towards others. 

 

 

 


