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CONCLUSION 

 ADAPTATION 

 In the modern yoga marketplace, millions of people spend billions of dollars every 
year. Gimmicks help sustain this demand, with recent fads including “rage yoga,” 
“silent disco yoga,” and “drunk yoga.” It is all too easy to say such developments 
miss the point. That assumes we can say what the point is, which implies a 
consensus that does not exist.  

There are evidently tensions between the original purpose of yoga and Western 
priorities. Renouncing the world to avoid rebirth is not a popular reason for starting 
to practice. However, there are also yogic texts that highlight action. The idea of a 
single tradition is as much of an illusion as the recent implication that anything is 
yoga because someone says it is. As methods change, what keeps them anchored in 
what went before, and how does that connect to contemporary objectives? 
Definitive answers to these sorts of questions seem elusive. We can only really talk 
about what works for us.  

Many modern practitioners selectively borrow from ancient teachings, translating 
whatever seems useful in ways that make sense to them. Admitting this is what we 
are doing removes the pretense that our reinterpretations are faithful renditions. 
Not everyone does this, of course. But while some might defer to a guru—or the 
contents of particular texts—this is not the inclination of the average rationalist. As 
Immanuel Kant said in the eighteenth century: “Dare to know! ‘Have the courage 
to use your own understanding’ is therefore the motto of the enlightenment.”  

We might well be wrong if we think for ourselves, but at least the mistakes will be 
our own. Patanjali seems to encourage this, suggesting we prioritize what we 
perceive over blindly submitting to what others tell us. According to the original 
commentary on Yoga Sutra 1.32: “The superiority of direct perception cannot be 
impugned by any other proof; the other proofs [i.e., logical inference and testimony 
backed by scripture] gain acceptance only when supported by perception.”  

Yoga is a spiritual discipline, with practical approaches to self-understanding and 
even transcendence. The idea of enlightenment might sound elusive, but mental 
burdens can still be “en-lightened” by paying attention. Clarity is there in the 
background all the time. All we have to do is get out of the way. Attempts at self-



improvement can easily morph into self-flagellation, and there is nothing to 
improve in the innermost self. The only real improvement removes the confusion 
that obscures this. 

 In an age of distraction, ideas about insight are easily packaged and posted online 
as inspirational quotes, often juxtaposed with photos of postural performance that 
seem unrelated. There is nothing inherently yogic about any asana. Patanjali’s 
“steady and comfortable” pose depends on “absorption in the infinite” (Yoga Sutra 
2.46–47). The practice of yoga is therefore defined by meditation—although the 
two seem distinct in contemporary culture. People go to classes to move on a mat 
for ninety minutes, but find it hard to sit in silence alone. Physical vigor can cut 
through the clutter that clogs up the mind, yet detachment is what makes the 
difference. The most powerful methods strike a delicate balance between making 
an effort and letting things happen. The truly yogic dimension is less what we do 
than the way it is done. 

 INTEGRATION  

Everyone is free to create a new version of yoga philosophy. However, it seems 
wise to engage with tradition before going freestyle. The alternative is like trying 
to play jazz with no knowledge of scales, or trying to paint abstract art without 
learning to draw. We might well be gifted with insight, but the chances of making a 
mess are considerably higher. 

 As this book has explored, there are also good reasons to question tradition. Some 
systems of yoga contradict each other, and modern postural methods have tenuous 
links to ancient texts. We might even doubt if traditional goals still make much 
sense. Since we live in the world, and have one life (at least as far as we know in 
this incarnation), should we seek to transcend it or do something else before it 
ends? 

 Yoga is not in itself a magic answer, but it offers us tools that can make life less 
painful. As the Bhagavad Gita (2.40) puts it: “Even a little of this discipline 
protects one from great danger.” Yogic practice addresses the mind, which 
experiences suffering. The simplest solution would be to ignore its agitation, but 
this is difficult to do and can lead to extremes like ascetic austerities. A worldlier 
approach promotes the goal of transformation. If we observe how we feel, without 
adding to the story of “me and my life,” sources of anguish can slowly dissolve 
and give way to contentment.  



There is no such thing as “an enlightened person.” Freedom means perceiving 
impersonally, beyond the dimension of personal monologue. Apart from that 
change, life goes on as before. Or so people tell me. Despite a few glimpses of 
what this entails, I still take things personally much of the time, although I find 
more space to let them go.  

It feels a bit daunting to write a conclusion without having reached one, at least in 
the sense of the ultimate goal. However, this is the point: otherworldly objectives 
appear less important than trying to be present in everyday life. With a little more 
awareness of thoughts, words, and actions, I notice their impact on me and on 
others. As a result, I can try to be clearer, becoming less entangled in unhelpful 
ways. I also try to inquire: What is this “me” that the mind seems obsessed with? Is 
it just an idea? Is there something beyond it? However fleetingly that is perceived, 
it can still be transformative.  

Yoga helps us to see from a different perspective. How we interpret what we learn 
is up to us. It seems unhelpful to follow a script, trying to be “a good yogi,” 
whether one from the Iron Age or more recently. Whatever we do, unless it comes 
from the heart, it projects another story about who we are. 

 Regardless, we might need new stories to hold things together. The converging 
challenges of the twenty-first century—from environmental meltdown to social 
instability—seem significantly different from those that inspired the earliest yogis, 
although human psychology has changed very little. If our aim is to live in the 
world, and to do what we can to alleviate suffering, does an ancient philosophy 
based on renouncing require a new framework? A more communal model could 
nurture compassion, facilitating action based on transcendental insights. Or it 
might just remind us of ways to be kinder.  

Whatever our priorities, one thing seems clear. Unless we tune out completely, the 
mind spins illusions. And if stories are shaping our lives, why not choose nice 
ones?


