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Abstract 

 
Modern yoga has transformed traditional ideas of practice and moved its ritual space from 

Indian ashrams to boutique Western studios. More recently, the practice has been combined 

with psychiatric models of trauma recovery. Trauma-aware adaptations argue that yoga can 

be a complimentary safe, sensitive and controlled movement alongside talk therapy to heal 

trauma and ‘reconnect’ the self. These adaptations have changed yoga’s purpose in the West; 

rather than renounce society and detach from the world, practitioners attempt to use the 

practice to regulate the nervous system, re-sensitise the body and heal individuals’ 

relationships to self and others. Given the application of trauma research into social welfare 

programs and international aid, yoga is also increasingly offered to marginalised 

communities, including to Middle Eastern and African asylum seekers in the Greek refugee 

camp, Moria.  

 

Using ethnographic research methods, including interviews, participant observation and 

apprenticeship, the research explores trauma-aware yoga and the unlikely embrace of yoga 

and acroyoga by a group of newly-accredited refugee yoga teachers living in the camp. 

Amidst confinement, depersonalisation, alienation and relentless COVID-19 lockdowns, the 

refugee teaching group reinvent creative classes in the olive groves and military bunkers 

outside the camp. Teachers read into and rewrite the role of challenging kinaesthetic 

movements, corporeal language, Hindu philosophy, energetic chakras and breathing practices 

to reveal new ways of being and experiencing the world. The group reimagines the 

experience of painful and disorientating poses into literally and symbolically transformative 

ideas about the empowered, free, supported and stable self. Drawing on the nuanced 

experiences of the refugee group members, the study poses questions about the need to 

recognise the messiness of modern applications of yoga and the role of unrestricted, self-

directed physical practice to strengthen individual identity and resilience. 
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Introduction 

On a late morning on the small Greek island of Lesbos, Samir, a 27-year-old Hazara Afghan 

asylum seeker, started a zoom conference room from his navy-blue yoga mat. Earlier that 

morning, Samir had watched the sun slowly rise while he nervously lay awake, still 

attempting to fall asleep from the night before. By 10am, Samir could not doze any longer 

and commenced his morning routine: morning prayer, two hundred push-ups, a shower and a 

quick read of his notebook, within which he had intricately drawn the sequence of his yoga 

class. Breakfast was available, but he could not stomach it. Instead, he gathered his notebook, 

yoga mat, spare clothes and a laptop he borrowed from a local community centre, and made 

his way with Yusuf, another Afghan yoga teacher, to Amaya’s apartment. To his surprise, the 

living room of Amaya’s apartment was already set up for the class; furniture had been moved 

to create space for Samir’s mat and laptop. Once in the zoom conference call, Samir was 

joined by Lucy, an English yoga teacher seated in front of a large stained-glass window in a 

softly lit room in Thailand. At 11am, after testing the audio, Samir and Lucy’s donation-

based yoga class started, and both teachers took turns instructing attendees. Initially, Lucy 

emphasised the importance of a donation, given that Samir’s claim for asylum in Greece had 

been refused one week earlier. After the class, she guided practitioners through a Hindu 

mantra to bring practitioners into the ‘awakened heart’ of Hindu goddess Lakshmi. Minutes 

later, the camera flickered to Samir, who led practitioners through a dynamic yoga sequence 

he had rehearsed days prior.  

 

Samir is from Afghanistan and, along with a small group of Afghan and Somalian asylum 

seekers living in Moria refugee camp, became a registered yoga teacher in 2020. After their 

teacher training, the refugee group1 invented their own creative class of yoga and acroyoga – 

a combination of acrobatics and yoga – which they provided to the camp’s residents. 

However, the group’s class remained on the outskirt of the heavily commercialised 

contemporary yoga industry, estimated to be worth more than $84 billion worldwide 

                                                
1 As outlined in the 1951 UN Refugee Convention, refugees and asylum seekers are 
distinctive categories; those who successfully undergo a Refugee Status Determination 
procedure can receive the official status of a ‘refugee’. Given that the status of some 
individuals changed during the fieldwork, the group of yoga teachers that were trained in 
Lesbos are referred to as the ‘refugee yoga teachers’ or ‘refugee yoga group’. 
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(Zuckerman, 2020). Unlike classical or even more novel trauma-aware forms of teaching, 

which are popular directions taken by more established yoga teachers, the refugee group in 

essence reinvented yoga to respond to their challenging politicised environment as mostly 

Muslim asylum seekers in the notoriously overpopulated Moria camp. Their re-creation is the 

focus of this research. 

 

Research Aims and Questions 

The research project is ethnographic. It uses participant observation, apprenticeship and semi-

structured interviews with international trauma-aware yoga teachers and refugee yoga 

teachers living in Greece, Jordan and Sydney to examine the modern iterations of yoga.  

 

To capture the significance of the group’s innovation, the research asks: 

(1) What is the meaning of movement for practicing communities?  

(2) How are reinvented practices informed by the practitioners’ social and political 

environment?  

(3) What role do yoga movements and rituals play in negotiating lived experience and 

informing one’s surroundings? 

(4) In what ways does a creative, self-generated practice transform identity, collective 

experience and one’s engagement with the world?  

 

Before discussing the refugee group’s innovative reinvention, the opening chapters in the 

thesis explore the complex context in which the group’s ‘wild yoga’ was created. Based on 

interviews with trauma-aware teachers, Chapter One considers the ongoing tension in yoga 

between adhering to ancient doctrines and embracing creative strategies that fall outside 

yoga’s authentic teachings. Innovative trauma-aware teachers adapt the art to make classes 

more accessible to practitioners with a history of psychological injury. The chapter also 

discusses the historical and political background of Hazara Afghans – the minority group 

from which most of the refugee yoga teachers come – including the conditions that 

contributed to their migration to European countries like Greece. With increased research and 

social awareness about mental health, Chapter Two examines the trauma-aware classes that 

apply the psychotherapeutic trauma models and are based on theories about the causes, 

symptoms and treatments of PTSD. Individuals are treated using global health frameworks 

that risk universalising human experiences based on a Western psychiatric understanding that 
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assumes ideas about psychological damage, dysregulation and self-responsibility to 

overcome struggle, seek therapy and heal. In Moria, refugee teachers replace therapy and 

treat psychological disturbances with yoga. Their response prompts questions about the 

heterogeneity of methods for overcoming adversity that can be ignored by universal models 

of psychological distress. 

 

Later chapters of the thesis describe the refugee teachers’ own creative rediscovery of a 

flexible yoga, that grows detached from mainstream studios and Western wellness culture: 

what I have referred to as a ‘wild’ yoga. In the unconventional context of the camp, refugee 

teachers restructure yoga to respond to their concerns; teachers reinterpret the purpose of 

yoga philosophy, poses, internalised focus, moral principles, as well as the chakras and rituals 

of breathing, smiling and touch. Drawing on phenomenological scholars, including Weiss 

(1999; 2003; 2008), Ahmed (2006) and Sheets-Johnstone (2016), this project explores their 

idiosyncratic interpretation of yoga and how the group read into and re-signify its purpose to 

restructure their bodies, social group and selves.  

 

The final chapter proposes that the corporeal language and kinaesthetic experience of their 

distinctive yoga practice both literally and figuratively provide teachers with tools to 

transform the relationship between self and other and with their world. The qualities of 

movements – experimenting with bodily limits to cultivate inner strength, finding expansive 

poses that create ‘space’ and reverse confinement, and remaining balanced in literal and 

metaphorical reciprocity – are made significant by teachers in their attempts to reveal ways of 

being in community and in the world. By recognising their inventiveness, I attempt to echo 

Newcombe’s (2019, p. 9) stance: research needs to consider the ‘precise locations’ of yoga 

for inquiry into the practice and its significance. The interplay between yoga’s messiness, 

fluidity and significance are vividly apparent in the Lesbos’ repurposed structures that house 

their practice – a Médecins Sans Frontières tent, an olive grove and a crumbling military 

bunker near where they await decisions on their applications for asylum. 

 

Research methods 

To answer questions about the significance of the group’s reinvented practice, I employed 

various ethnographic research methods, including 1) semi-structured interviews, 2) 

participant observation, 3) apprenticeship and 4) online ethnography. My interlocutors, who 
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negotiated different modern iterations of yoga, included teachers of trauma-aware yoga and 

practitioners and teachers from refugee backgrounds. Interviews with approximately twenty 

trauma-aware yoga teachers, as well as yoga classes that I attended as a student and 

practitioner, were conducted online with individuals in various countries, including Australia, 

Greece, Portugal, Spain, the United Kingdom, United States, and Canada. Following 

approval from the University’s ethics committee and in accord with pandemic-related health 

guidelines, some face-to-face interviews were conducted locally in Sydney. Online yoga 

groups and discussion pages provided a means to recruit yoga teachers for interviews and to 

contextualise their accounts of the global industry. 

 

Apprenticeship was also used as a ‘point of entry’ for ethnographic study that involved being 

instructed by skilled teachers in online classes (Downey et al., 2015, p. 183). Given the 

COVID-19 pandemic, accessing online classes was easy. So much of practice during the 

research period had moved online. Engaging in classes prompted teachers to instruct, correct 

and theorise how my yoga practice could improve; the teachers instructed me based on their 

own journeys to becoming more advanced. Given the importance of collaboration in 

recreating yoga on Lesbos, apprenticeship provided insight into what Downey and colleagues 

(p. 185) describe as the paths ‘that lead to mastery’ and suggested how movements are 

continually revised to meet the needs of the specific community. With Samir, my 

apprenticeship involved rehearsing his English-speaking yoga classes on Zoom with him, in 

which he described and demonstrated poses, useful corrections and recommendations to 

assist students, including me, in practice.  

 

Used with interviews, apprenticeship provided an opportunity to observe how teachers either 

reinforced or renegotiated in classes what we discussed in interviews. When responding in 

class settings, their personal experiences were woven into verbal accounts of yoga described 

in interviews and online discussions. 

 

Analytical tools 

Once data was collected, data analysis drew on tools from phenomenology and symbolic 

interactionism, which complimented the research methods. Having used interviews to discuss 

personal experiences with yoga, the analysis drew on phenomenology to interpret human 

experience, not as objective structures of reality or as perceptible through theory, but in order 
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to try to identify the individual’s own implicit structuring of experience (Sheets-Johnstone, 

2015, p. 7). Further, phenomenology mirrors apprenticeship; both research method and 

analytical tool seek to understand the community’s own negotiations and practical trials with 

movements while minimising the influence of preconceptions, personal judgement and bias. 

In phenomenology, the method is called the reduction (epochē) (Carel, 2016). These 

analytical tools seek to interpret the interaction between interviews and apprenticeship, 

bringing to light the ways that practitioners’ understandings or perceptions structure their 

distinctive forms of yoga and acroyoga. Despite having worked in yoga studios and being a 

practicing yogi, I reserved my own knowledge and expectations of yoga to recognise the 

lived reality of the practicing teachers. A final tool of symbolic interactionism was also 

drawn on to inform the symbolic understandings refugee teachers held towards specific 

poses, movements and ritual components of practice. Blumer (1986) posits that the self and 

its symbolic understanding of the world develops through interaction, which is eventually 

reified into a ‘thing’ or institution external to people (Blumer, 1986). The research applies 

this analytical tool to explain how interaction, physical contact and shared experience in yoga 

and acroyoga frame the emergent meaningful interpretations of both practices. 

 

Ethical considerations 

Conducting research with refugee and asylum seekers, particularly on coping and distress, 

requires care. Montero-Sieburth (2020) and Omidian (1994) encourage openness to language 

variants and avoiding overly formal terminology, given the population’s well-founded fears 

of being interrogated. Recognising this risk, the research intended to avoid causing 

discomfort by refraining from heavily structured formal interviews.  

 

Care was also required to ensure that the research accurately interprets the complex 

cosmologies of asylum seeking communities without reproducing superficial neo-colonial 

narratives that they are an inferior or dependent Other. Narratives need to avoid perpetuating 

unequal power relationships that might arise between an exploitative researcher and 

vulnerable informant (Montero-Sieburth, 2020; Temple & Edwards, 2002). Previous 

scholarship has encouraged researchers to focus on the everyday resiliency, productivity and 

placemaking practices of refugees, rather than exclusively spotlighting their suffering (Lê 

Espiritu, 2014).  
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However, others, including Chatzipanagiotidou and Murphy (2020, p. 463), reject critical 

interventions, arguing that many critics demonstrate an anthropological fixation on giving 

voice’ to research participants. For Chatzipanagiotidou and Murphy, the idea of giving 

‘voice’ remains embedded in power inequalities that pigeonhole and fetishise the narratives 

of those that comply, while ignoring the perspective of those who do not. For anthropologist 

Heath Cabot (2019), scholarship that examines refugee crises often reproduce ideas of the 

‘good’ anthropologist, while remaining complicit in the neoliberal business aspects of their 

discipline. These critical accounts bring to the surface subtle ways research can perpetuate 

dominant colonial narratives and encourages me to reflect on my own research’s invocation 

of romanticised ideas of asylum seekers’ suffering.  

 

I acknowledge the moral paradox of ‘good’ research that often benefits the researcher more 

than others, especially the subjects. Through my fieldwork period, research was coupled with 

participating in and promoting fundraising yoga classes. I also provided informal English 

lessons to interested refugee teachers out of gratitude for their willingness to share their 

experiences with me as a researcher. In collecting data, I sought to maintain a position of 

ineptness that prompted teachers to direct their classes and their reflections on their personal 

experiences with yoga rather than asserting my own expertise (Chile et al., 2003). I attempt to 

privilege in my thesis the self- group’s self-generative strategies and efforts to preserve their 

agency and wellbeing, especially when they contradict dominant psychiatric frameworks that 

have historically excluded alternative experiences of distress. 

 

Chapter 1. Before Arriving on the Doorstep of the Camp. 
 

Since mid-2020 a group of young Muslim asylum seekers have reinvented yoga while living 

in Moria refugee camp on the Greek island of Lesbos. Despite the unlikely overlap, the 

young refugee group embraced the practice, and eventually become registered yoga teachers. 

The following chapter provides the historical and political background of the group’s 

recreation, as well as providing the complex context and interacting forces that have 

contributed to group’s ‘wild’ creation in Moria. The chapter discusses the circumstances 

contributing to Hazara Afghan migration and the categorisations and processes asylum 

seekers experience in their journey to resettlement. The chapter also draws on scholarship 

and ethnographic data from interviews, shared practices and participant observation to 
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explore current debates on issues of authenticity and tradition in modern yoga. These debates 

continue to divide the global industry and the ideas of practice – as religious devotion, as a 

commercial product or as a safe treatment to traumatic injury. Two broad perspectives 

position teachers and scholars into camps of either conversing a classical approach to yoga as 

taught in lineage, or provoking adaptation to honour yoga’s roots, whilst also advocating for 

increased sensitivity to heal and minimise instance of harm and abuse. In response yoga’s 

entangled environment, yoga is featured alongside traditional therapy and brought to 

vulnerable groups, including asylum seekers in Lesbos.  

 

Seeking asylum in Europe 

Lesbos is a small island east of mainland Greece, and located approximately twelve 

kilometres from the Western coast of Turkey. Being closer to Turkey than Greece, the island 

has become an entry point for asylum seekers into the Balkan route – a pathway from Asia 

and the Middle East to Western Europe (Mavrommatis, 2018). Since 2014, more than 1.2 

million asylum seekers have travelled across the Aegean Sea from Turkey to Greece to seek 

asylum in the Aegean islands, Samos, Kos and Chios (UNHCR, 2021c).  The increase in 

migration reflects what scholars and human rights organisations describe as the collapse of 

the Common European Asylum System and a broader ‘refugee crisis’ (Mavrommatis, 2018; 

Nancheva, 2015). In their journey, all asylum seekers are exposed to relentless risks to their 

lives. Once arrived, asylum seekers will be questioned through a Refugee Status 

Determination process (RSD) and will have their credibility assessed according a nation’s 

complimentary processes to those set out in the UNHCR Handbook on Procedures and 

Criteria for Determining Refugee Status (UNHCR, 2019; 2021b). Given that administrative 

definitions rely on strict protocol to assess the legitimacy of migration, all asylum seekers 

spent months or years detained in Moria (Douglas et al., 2019). In 2021, the camp held 

mostly Afghan asylum seekers (35%), while others were from Syria (22%), the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (10%), Iraq (4%), Palestine (3%), Iran (2%) and Pakistan (1%) (UNHCR, 

2021c).  

 

A significant portion of Afghan asylum seekers arriving in Lesbos, including many of the the 

refugee yoga group involved in my research, are part of the Hazara ethnic group. Afghanistan 

has over fifty different ethnic groups, of which Hazara Afghans are the second largest and 

make up 19 percent of the population (Mousavi, 2016; Phillips, 2011). Historically, the 
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Hazara Muslim minority group have inhabited central areas of Afghanistan and are 

speculated to have descended from Moghul soldiers, who settled in Afghanistan and adopted 

the language, religion and culture (Lange et al., 2007; Mousavi, 2016). From modern 

Afghanistan’s foundation, the Hazara have existed as predominantly a servant and labourer 

class to the dominating Pashtun leadership (Saikal, 2012). During the Taliban rule between 

1996 and 2001, the Hazara population experienced unprecedented violence and 

discrimination (Saikal, 2012). 

 

Currently, Hazara Afghans live in all areas of Afghanistan and remain the most socially, 

politically and economically marginalised group (Mousavi, 2016). As a result, millions of 

Afghans have left Afghanistan and have embarked on journeys to live in neighbouring 

countries, Iran and Pakistan. Of the refugee yoga group, all are in their early adulthood and 

all but one Somalian teacher, Safia, are Hazara Afghans. The male teachers, Samir, Yusuf, 

Zahed and Malik, were also born in Afghanistan, while Farah and Madiha were both born in 

Iran to parents that left Afghanistan years earlier. There are currently 3 million documented 

and undocumented Afghans in Iran (UNHCR, 2020). Given that it shares the same language 

as the Hazara community, Farsi, 95 percent of the Afghan population are Hazara (Tober, 

2007).  

 

In saying that, discrimination and violence in Iran since the 1990s has contributed to the 

continued migration and asylum attempts of Afghan individual in Europe. In 2002, Iran 

reclassified the Afghan population in the country as ‘migrants’, indicating that they were 

considered safe to return home (Tober, 2007). Scholars have criticised the categorisation of 

the migrating Afghan population using reductionistic terms, given its complex political and 

social context. Alessandro Monsutti (2007) argues that Afghan migration cannot be separated 

into forced displacement or voluntary migration given Afghan social beliefs towards mobility 

and transnational networks as a key livelihood strategy and transition to adulthood for young 

Afghans. For Giulia Scalettaris (2007, p. 37) the categorisations are ‘designed to meet the 

needs of policy’, making them inappropriate to human lives and migration. Nonetheless, 

political narratives of Afghans economic migration made living in the Iran increasingly 

difficult; Afghans were preventing them from opening bank accounts, owning businesses and 

attending primary school (Safri, 2011). Iran perceived the Afghan population responsible for 

the country’s economic difficulties, homelessness, unemployment, crime, increased taxes and 

infectious disease (Tober, 2007). Between 1992 and 2006, millions were also returned to 
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Afghanistan (Safri, 2011). Despite it being decades later, several of the yoga teachers also 

recalled experiences of discrimination and violence in Iran. Farah remembered discriminatory 

policies and social attitudes that made working as a gymnastic coach in the city impossible. 

Yusuf and Samir, who both left Afghanistan at an early age to work in Iran, remembered 

violent interactions with Iranian authorities. In spite of this, defined terms and 

reclassifications have increasingly led to a reduction in Iranian support, and an increase in 

Afghan individuals and families making their way to the edges of Europe.  

 

Moria Refugee Camp 

Most asylum seekers entering the European Union travel along Europe’s south-eastern 

boundary from Turkey to Greece, with plans to continue onwards to Italy and France, or the 

Balkan Peninsula. Those entering Greece are brought to processing centres, including Moria 

refugee camp in Lesbos. Prior to September 2020, Moria 1.0 was located 45 minutes from the 

island’s main city, Mytilene, and was designed to hold 3,000 residents. In 2020, the camp 

was severely overpopulated and held more than 20,000 people. Digidiki and Bhabha (2020, 

p. 291) describe the Moria refugee camp as ‘a symbol of the failure of the European Union 

(EU) migration policy’, as well as ‘a grim spotlight on dramatic failures in refugee protection 

and basic human rights enforcement’. Reports from Moria have alleged instances of physical, 

psychological and sexual abuse of unaccompanied minors, and a lack of safe conditions, 

education and sanitary provisions (Digidiki & Bhabha, 2020). As a result, those in the camp 

frequently experience contagious skin and respiratory disease (Digidiki & Bhabha, 2020). 

Zahed, who spent approximately a year living there, explained: ‘there is no shower, so people 

take shower on the sea, and there is no toilet – there is toilet but very dirty – and there is not 

electricity’.  

 

Despite these conditions, when the COVID-19 pandemic began in early 2020, and the first 

COVID-19 case was detected on Lesbos in March 2020, Lesbos island and the refugee camp 

went into months of lockdown. The lockdown meant all asylum seekers spent more than 

seven months in extremely confined and overcrowded conditions at more than 400% 

capacity. By June 2020, Greece’s borders and society had largely returned to normal, while 

the camp remained in strict isolation. Human Rights Watch (2020) criticised the camp’s 

ongoing quarantine, and accused the government’s use of the virus to force people to live 

segregated from wider society. 
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Figure 1: Moria 1.0 housing 13,000 asylum seekers (Photo by: Iñaki Agirre, 2020). 

 

On September 8, 2020, while the residents remained in lockdown, a fire swept through and 

destroyed Moria and camp. Greek newspapers reported that the fire was started by asylum 

seekers, who were upset at the extended COVID-19 quarantine, and were later found guilty 

and sentenced to prison for arson (Kokkinidis, 2020; Smith, 2021). Police blockages 

prevented the dispersed population from fleeing into Mytilene, and instead most fled to 

nearby streets and hills overlooking the camp. Thousands of residents spent approximately 

six nights sleeping on streets in preparation for the new Moria 2.0 (Kokkinidis, 2020). Most 

were not provided assistance, including food or water. 

 

   
Figure 2 (left): Small family tents in Mavrovouni camp (Photo by: Informant). 

Figure 3 (right): Large gender-segregated tents (Photo by: Informant).  

 

Having taken less than a week to build, the Mavrovouni camp (often referred to by its 

residents as ‘new Moria’) was opened, and currently remains a temporary tented facility 

made up of UNHCR-labelled family tents and larger shared gender-segregated tents. 

Mavrovouni camp continues to be criticised by human rights organisations on account of its 
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rudimentary provisions, minimal sanitation facilities, inadequate water drainage facilities and 

dangerously high lead levels in the soil (Digidiki & Bhabha, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 

2021). In a video captured by a Spanish friend and photographer visiting the island, Yusuf 

described the camp and worse than Moria 1.0; tents frequently collapse, residents wake up 

wet from undrained puddles, and are only provided only one meal a day. However, given that 

no provisions were provided to residents living kerbside after the fire, most were compelled 

to register themselves in the new camp.  

 

Yoga classes in Lesbos 

In response to the inadequate conditions of Moria, aid organisations and human rights 

activists have provided residents with activities and classes in community spaces. The 

primary sport and yoga organisation operating on Lesbos, which I will refer to as SYO (an 

acronym for ‘sport and yoga organisation’), is a non-profit organisation, which provides 

classes in running, volleyball, wrestling, yoga, boxing, parkour, Muay Thai, swimming, 

Zumba, karate and bodybuilding. Ellen, who founded the SYO, described movement and 

exercise as improving ‘mental and physical health’ and empowering asylum seekers to 

overcome the ‘monotony, frustration and stagnation caused by their asylum process’. Camp 

residents who have a background in a particular sport and practice at an advanced level are 

able to become teachers for the SYO and provide support to their own community. Research 

also reinforces the importance of meaningful activities. Miller (1999) finds a relationship 

between a lack of meaningful structure, activities and occupational roles, and aggressive 

behaviour, depression and anxiety. Murphy and Chatzipanagiotidou (2020, n.p.) describe the 

importance of innovative projects, that replace the failure of state and policy support with 

alternative means of ‘crafting’ the self within broader ‘circumferences of care’.  

 

Prior to establishing a permanent gym facility in 2020, SYO yoga classes were held in a 

repurposed Médecins Sans Frontières (MSR) tent next to a popular community centre 

frequently visited by the residents. Ellen describes the yoga tent as unstable, held down by 

bricks, pallets and wood. It’s flooring consisted of soft colourful foam jigsaw mats, each 

block slotting into another to cushion the limbs of practitioners. Naia, a teacher volunteering 

with SYO, laughed when she recalled the tent: it was ‘super precarious… made of plastic, 

people can open the door or listen, they can view the others, hear the music playing’. Given 

that most residents have fled from the Middle East and Africa, knowledge of yoga is limited. 
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Therefore, the SYO requested international teachers to teach yoga. Introduced to the camp’s 

residents by volunteer, practice was held on both hot summer days, with Muslim women 

dressed in ‘long headscarfs and long clothes’, and in sub-zero winters with practitioners 

dressed in scarves, socks and jumpers.  

 

 
Figure 4 (left): Yoga classes in SYO’s repurposed tent, 2018 (Photo by: SYO). 

Figure 5 (right): Yoga classes taught by refugee teachers in tent, 2019 (Photo by: SYO). 

 

In the summer of 2019, yoga teachers, Naia and Amaya, travelled to Lesbos from Basque 

country to pilot an acroyoga workshops with Moria residents. Acroyoga is a global practice 

often taking place in public locations in the form of jams, and often as a social activity with 

observers and music. Originally, the practice emerged in two separate streams: by Jenny 

Sauer-Klein and Jason Nemer in the US and by Eugene Poku and Jessie Goldberg in Canada 

(AcroYoga International; AcroYoga Montreal). In both streams, acroyoga involves two or 

three individuals: a ‘flyer’ who is lifted into the air, a ‘base’ that supports the flyer and a 

‘spotter’ who assists both the flyer and base. Unlike yoga practices on yoga mats, acroyoga 

requires continuous physical contact between partners who balance on one another while 

suspended in the air. However, despite being almost twenty years old, scholarship on 

acroyoga remains limited; Rojek and colleagues (2017) describe the practice as dynamic 

acrobatic movements and transitions that improve peripheral muscle strength, joint strength, 

self-confidence, social relationships and communication (Rojek et al., 2017). Struhár (2019) 

study of acroyoga’s effect on blood pressure found the practice improved hypertension in 

women. Otherwise, minimal other research has been carried out on  

acroyoga. 



 13 

Before returning to the refugee group in Lesbos, it would be useful to consider current 

debates in yoga that have contributed to the practice being brought to and reinvented by 

diverse communities.  

 

Modern debates in yoga 

Historically, yoga practice has transitioned from an ‘authentic’ practice in isolated ashrams to 

a popular exercise class offered in luxurious studios, and again to a holistic tool for healing 

those experiencing harm in society. In India, yoga is an important symbol of the nation, used 

as ‘yoga diplomacy’, as a soft power to represent India’s ancient spiritual traditions, 

wellbeing, holism and harmony (Gautam & Droogan, 2018, p. 19). In wealthy 

neighbourhoods in the West, yoga practice incorporates ‘ancient Hindu terminology’ with 

social status and biomedical treatment logic that imply the practitioner’s moral choices to 

shape their lives, focus on health and cultivate newfound personal renewal (Hauser, 2021, p. 

312; Ehrenreich, 2018). Abandoned industrial factory buildings are transformed into boutique 

empty rooms wherein practitioners strive towards a new intangible product – the ‘aspirational 

self’ (Remski, 2019b). After decades of reinforcing class difference, recent initiatives have 

adapted yoga’s purpose to becoming an antidote to disadvantage, systemic violence and 

social injustice (Catlett & Bunn, 2016). Training schools, non-profit organisations, social 

welfare initiatives and charities have brought yoga to the forefront of interventions that assist 

vulnerable communities, including America’s incarcerated populations through the Prison 

Yoga Project and to impoverished communities through Africa Yoga Project (Jain, 2020b).  

 

Amongst yoga’s ongoing adaptation, yoga teachers, scholars and training providers have 

developed two broadly opposing approaches to yoga’s social and ethical responsibilities.  

The first is a ‘classical’ approach, which seeks to maintain the Indian traditions and lineages 

of yoga practice, and criticise its commercialisation and dilution. The second approach is an 

‘innovative’ approach, which recognises the practice’s ongoing constructedness and 

flexibility to meet practitioner’s needs and disrupt past instances of harm. 

 

Classical approach 

A classical approach is centred around maintaining a pure and essential practice, whilst 

challenging the overlap with secularity, consumerism and capitalism. For Antony (2014), 

appropriation is a response to a strained history between Hinduism and misunderstanding by 
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the West, which causes modern versions to devote minimal attention to non-physical 

components of yoga. Proponents of a classic approach, including Rina Deshpande (2021), 

criticise the glossing over and glamorisation of Sanskrit scriptures, philosophical texts and 

Hindu or Buddhist deities, which are popular on Western yogawear. Deshpande (2021) 

rejects the tokenistic appreciation of yoga’s roots as efforts to make the practice more 

digestible and secular. Using the example of Kimberly Fowler’s book, No Om Zone: A No-

Chanting, No-Granola, No-Sanskrit Practical Guide to Yoga, Deshpande illustrates the neo-

colonial harm done to Indian people by sterilising yoga. Other scholars, including Suhag 

Shukla (2011), the co-founder and current Executive Director of Hindu American Foundation 

(HAF), describe the yoga industry as breeding profiteering yogis that avoid the 

‘unmarketable “H-word”’, and replace discussion of ‘Hinduism’ with pseudonyms of ‘Vedic’ 

and ‘ancient Eastern’ practices. For Aseem Shukla, the other HAF co-founder, this dilution 

demonstrates that Hinduism has become a victim of intellectual property theft offered of the 

imagined ‘altar’ of crass commercialism (McDermott, 2010).  

 

Rather, a classical approach urges for greater acknowledgement of yoga’s roots and traditions 

to prevent yoga dilution. For Vivekananda (1982), an Indian monk who played a crucial role 

in exporting yoga from India to the West during the 19th century, yoga remains ‘perfectly 

delineated, formulated, and preached’ in India. India’s current Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

emphasises its physical and spiritual benefits, before including the practice into his political 

party’s nationalist discourse (Gautam & Droogan, 2018). To counter its theft, Hindu 

organisations and influencers have launched public campaigns that honour yoga’s roots. In 

2015, Modi appointed India’s first minister of yoga to reclaim the industry, and expand the 

practice in Indian schools, hospitals and police training centres (Jain, 2020b). The HAF also 

founded a Take Back Yoga Campaign in the United States. By adopting yoga as a symbol of 

India, proponents of a classical approach distinguish between exploitative adaptions and their 

own essential original practice. Classical discourse presents the far-reaching expansion of 

yoga, beyond a physical exercise practice, but as a religious and national symbol. 

 

Innovative approach 

Another interpretation of yoga held by members of its international community presents yoga 

as an innovative interaction and blending of cultural beliefs, thoughts and practices in both 

the East and West. Martha, an Australian Sydney-based yoga teacher demonstrates this 
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blending in classes that integrate a classically style with trauma-awareness and somatic 

movement therapy. Martha, a trauma-informed yoga teacher and yoga therapist in Sydney, 

initially described herself in an email as having had an ‘unconventional upbringing’ with 

grooming and sexual abuse in a Christian commune in Adelaide. After leaving the 

community at 17, Martha became a yoga teacher and continued suffering the sexual advances 

of well-known Australian yoga trainers. Eventually, Martha became a both a trauma-sensitive 

yoga teacher and a classical yoga teacher within a single Indian lineage. Despite her 

additional trainings, Martha emphasised the pre-existing trauma-sensitivity of the classical 

style, which recognises ‘suffering… illness, doubt, [and] negative mindset’. In saying that, 

Martha acknowledged her classes are heavily influenced by the Somatic therapy she herself 

attended as a victim of abuse. For Martha, Somatic language in classes reframes how 

practitioners are invited to ‘inhabit’ the body. She demonstrated her alternative use of 

language over the zoom call: ‘Feel the wave of your breath flowing down the back of your 

lungs’. Despite fearing criticism from other teachers in yoga communities, Martha considered 

the somatic influence to assist practitioners ‘get inside the posture’ and ‘breath into the back 

of their lungs’.  

 

Martha’s blending of yogic philosophy and traditions with alternative therapeutic language, 

teachings styles and theories of movement depicts the ongoing responsibility of teachers to 

negotiate adaptation and situate themselves within the ethical debates of global modern yoga. 

For Martha, her position includes adding alternative somatic movements that appear to 

conflict with yoga traditions but ‘provide the outcome of what asana is, which is a 

comfortable seat’. For Cara, the moral challenge of adapting the practice is reconciled with 

the knowledge that what is removed makes the practice more adherent to the Sanskrit yama 

(restraint) of ahimsa (non-violence). As suggested, despite hesitation to compromise classical 

trainings, teachers increasingly consult historical texts on the deeper underlying intentions of 

yoga practice to rationalise its fluid application. 

 

Rather than interpret yoga as a monolithic practice, modern yoga scholars and proponents of 

an innovative practice also point out yoga’s ongoing flexibility in India to lend itself to 

dynamic social and political context. Historically, as argued by Remski (2016), Simpson 

(2021) and Samuel (2007), premodern yoga was reserved for people that held themselves 

apart from society and its social roles to obtain solitude and transcendence. In saying that, 

these scholars, alongside Goldberg (2015), challenge the idea of a traditional practice that 
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remains unchanged from ‘what yogis were doing 3,000 years ago on the banks of the 

Ganges’.  

 

Some of the earliest texts on yoga, including Vivekamārtaṇḍa, describe the curing of human 

diseases through postures (āsanas), breath control (prāṇāyāma) and redirecting attention 

from the physical senses (pratyāhāra) (Birch, 2018). Later iterations in India in the late 19th 

and early 20th century involved popularisations of yoga by innovators Krishnamacharya, Shri 

Yogendra and K. V. Iyer, who took freely from physical exercises like gymnastics, 

bodybuilding and wrestling to create a nationalist Indian practice that aspired to improve the 

nation’s strength and fitness (Newcombe, 2017; Singleton, 2010; Alter, 2004). Pioneers Shri 

Yogendra and K. V. Iyer developed āsana-focused classes in yoga institutes and gymnasiums 

in middle-class areas of India to improve the health of those suffering from physical 

complaints and encourage spiritual liberation (Newcombe, 2017).  

 

Continuing its dynamic hybridisation, yoga developments in the post-war West involved an 

overlap between āsanas, bodily cultivation and health (Samuel, 2007). For Norman Sjoman 

(1996, p. 48), standing poses are a ‘later superimposition’ of the practice, given intersecting 

interests in modern physical culture and movement. For historian, Natalia Petrzela (2018), the 

mid 20th century involved a social shift whereby health was no longer defined by the elite, 

and a pursuit of wellbeing was championed by diverse communities who sought to resist 

pathologising social ideas and policies, and commandeer their own mind-body holism. In this 

Western context, modern yoga was repurposed to assist practitioners who sought not merely 

the absence of disease, but success and a higher state of existence (Petrzela, 2018). Given 

these adaptations, scholars present modern yoga as a ‘homonym’ and a modern ‘home-grown 

hybrid’, which digresses from other philosophical systems, and instead combines healing 

‘wisdom of the east’ with modern medicine, psychology, gymnastics, colonialism, 

‘relaxationism’ and esoterica (Singleton, 2010, p. 15; Singleton, 2005, p. 289-290). 

 

One prominent contribution to yoga’s adaptation in modern studios and trainings was also 

implied by Martha’s recollection of abuse and exploitation. Despite the binary perspectives 

towards tradition and innovation, yoga remains a political practice embedded in underlying 

power structures that have contributed to numerous devastating instances of abuse. Theo 

Wildcroft (2018) and Matthew Remski (2019a; 2018) currently publish extensively on abuse 

allegations that continue to emerge from within yoga schools, including accusations towards 
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Pattabhi Jois, Yogi Bhajan, John Friend, Bikram Choudhury and Sri T. Krichnamacharya’s 

grandson Kausthub Desikachar (Yoga Journal, 2012). In the West, allegations of abuse across 

various lineages have caused yoga teachers to question that approach to teaching. In India, 

discriminatory policies draw on Hindu-centred yoga practice to further discriminatory 

policies; Gautam and Droogan (2018, p. 23) present yoga as a soft power used in marketing 

culture to replace the country’s past image as a ‘bullying hegemonic power’ and improve 

India’s political relationships. South Asian scholar Sheena Sood (2020, p. 4), presents yoga 

as ‘weaponized’ by India’s Hindu nationalists and anti-Muslim political system against 

minority Indigenous Dalit, Bahujan, and Adivasi communities. For Sood (2020, p. 4), the 

governing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), its leader, Prime Minister Modi, and spiritual adviser 

Baba Ramdev ‘cage’ yoga’s ‘liberatory purpose’. Likewise, Jain (2020b) argues that India’s 

leadership, including the yoga celebrity Ramdev, maintain an ‘exclusionary social agenda’ 

that incites harm. Jain demonstrated this through Ramdev’s intentions to treat HIV/AIDS and 

homosexuality through yoga, and his suggestions to decapitate Muslims for refusing to recite 

Hindu mantras. As a result, current teachers experience ongoing tension in balancing desires 

to acknowledge yoga’s traditional roots and alter teachings that resemble past and present 

harm. 

 

The conflicting political narratives attached to yoga have caused contemporary yoga teachers 

to experience tension in their approach to adhering to traditions, while adapting principles 

that are reminiscent of past harm. English teacher Lucy, who also volunteered in Lesbos, 

appeared disappointed when she asked rhetorically, ‘What are we supposed to do if most of 

the wisdom keepers of these lineages… have been found to have massively abused the people 

who were with them?’ Since, Lucy revised the purpose of her yoga classes to healing 

suffering, and restoring practitioners’ ability to foster ‘self-compassion’ that they can 

eventually give ‘back to the world’. Vera, a Mexican American yoga teacher offering ‘Life-

Sensitive yoga’, spoke candidly of the irony of appropriation and authenticity debates, 

questioning those who ‘follow blindly’ when attending the classes of gurus. Her voice 

hardens as she begins describing gurus; Pattabhi Jois, ‘sticking his finger in people’s stuff’. 

She was empathetic: ‘that’s not fucking cool, that’s dirty’. Her own teachers were adamant: 

only they could determine when she moved to the next level and ‘whack, whack, whack’, if 

she didn’t follow. Since leaving the Iyengar community, Vera re-sensitised the structure of 

her classes; rather than valorise ‘dying’ and submission in ‘corpse pose’ (savasana), she 

renamed the final relaxation pose of the class. Vera’s adaptations demonstrate modern 
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teachers’ innovative applications of yoga to improve its sensitivity, care, inclusivity and 

preservation of individual choice and power.  

  

In response to a history of disempowerment and abuse, contemporary yoga teachers appear in 

a state of tension between maintaining what is imagined to be traditional, whilst moving 

away from what is perceived as dogmatic practice that disempower and coerce. Trauma-

aware teachers, some with hesitation and others with unfaltering certainty, speak to their 

revision of yoga poses, philosophies and rituals from oversimplified and essentialised 

teachings that risk causing distress. Instead, teachers replace mainstream attempts at 

maintaining monolithic narratives of yoga with contextualised accounts of its innovative 

meaning-making qualities in local contexts.  

 

Despite both the impression given by primary texts, like the Yoga Sūtras, and popular beliefs 

in modern yoga communities, yogic philosophy in India and the West has never been fixed or 

continuous (Alter, 2004). Wildcroft’s (2020) recent publication makes similar claims by 

introducing the concept of ‘Post-lineage’ yoga to describe the ongoing blending of teachings 

and lineages in contemporary Western communities. Likewise, a trauma-aware style reorients 

the focus of yoga to providing classes that are open to interpretation, non-dogmatic, 

critically-engaged and inclusive. Victoria, an Argentinian teacher based in Canada, avoided 

‘strange words or the idea that you are devoting yourself to a master’, while Celine expressed 

scepticism towards the pseudoscientific claims of classes that promote ‘magical’ poses for 

‘peace and union’ like a ‘self-improvement book’. Instead, Celine’s teaching style is 

described as removing ‘all the bullshit’ that is said in class to allow practitioner to ‘feel what 

they feel’ whether that involves connection to ‘God, or quantum physics, or energy. Naia and 

Amaya, who sat in a busy café during our Zoom chat, huffed and gave a nonchalant shrug 

when asked about preserving traditional components of yoga in their classes. Naia, who came 

to yoga as a PhD student in mathematics, told me, ‘It’s not so simple… You have to adapt 

yoga. I don’t think we have room here to teach the tradition as it was in India’. Instead, her 

classes are centred around inspiration qualities and themes; she listed examples of gratitude 

and love, as well as the theme of water, fluidity and adaptability.  

 

Innovative teachers manoeuvred the boundaries of yoga, drawing on its current political 

narratives and rearticulated its ethical intentions to suit a diverse group of practitioners. 

Several teachers suggested an ongoing questioning of what should remain to maintain yoga’s 
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integrity, and what can be changed. For innovative teachers, including Eva, who provide 

classes to vulnerable groups with the intention of disrupting systems of oppression, yoga’s 

identity will inevitably ‘shift and change’. This acknowledgement, Eva suggested, will mean 

that yoga will lose its ‘purity’, but not its ‘depth’. For those in Lesbos, who observed the 

distress the Taliban’s return to power in August 2021 caused Afghan refugee teachers, the 

practice is situated within and dependent on the practitioner’s context. In many cases, 

innovative teachers demonstrated what is discussed in scholarship as yoga’s hybridity and 

freedom to incorporate the practice into a local, meaningful context. However, their decision 

to appreciate innovation and step away from perceived traditions of yoga appeared fuelled by 

a desire to minimise harm – a point they made in reference to their knowledge of abuse 

allegations in yoga schools and communities worldwide. Nonetheless, their own expansion of 

yoga provided the framework drawn on by refugee teachers to engage in creative innovation 

and a reattribution of the practice’s meaning for practitioners. 

 

Chapter 2. Trauma and Therapeutic Body Practice 

Since the start of the 21st century, psychiatric research has brought trauma-aware yoga to 

communities alongside traditional talk therapy. Having considered some of the complex 

layers that inform modern yoga practice, including ongoing debates on yoga’s historical and 

political context in India and the West, the following chapter examines a single trauma-aware 

stream and its relationship to medicalised understandings of the human condition. Broadly 

speaking, trauma-aware yoga revises the practice’s purpose to regulate and reconnect the 

individual to themselves. The practice is included in programs with non-profit organisations, 

yoga trainings and charities, that provide classes to vulnerable communities, including people 

with disability (Moonaz, 2016), incarcerated populations (Jain, 2020b), HIV-positive 

individuals and survivors of violence and genocide (Catlett & Bunn, 2016). Trauma-sensitive 

yoga was created by David Emerson, the co-director and founder of the Trauma Centre 

Trauma Sensitive Yoga (TCTSY) in Massachusetts. Trauma-informed yoga is more apparent 

internationally to differentiate classes that address the needs of self-diagnosed trauma 

survivors and individuals clinically diagnosed with PTSD. In saying that both terms are used 

interchangeably in yogascapes, and for the purpose of this thesis will be collectively referred 

to as ‘trauma-aware’ yoga. Recent applications of trauma-aware yoga reinforce De Michelis 

(2008, p. 25-26) observation of the transformation of the yoga industry to a ‘medical 
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domain’, rather than a spiritual practice only. The chapter draws on trauma-aware 

developments, assumptions and theories to consider the impact of therapeutic yoga programs 

on asylum seeker and refugee communities. Given its universal application to diverse 

vulnerable groups, the chapter proposes that therapeutic developments risk homogenising 

culturally rich expressions of distress and strategies for coping of in communities that exist 

outside the dominant Western lens.  

 

The distressing Moria refugee camp 
Months of my fieldwork consisted of evenings spent on Zoom with Samir, who is originally 

from Ghazni city in Afghanistan. The time difference between Sydney and Greece meant 

chats took place during his early morning; he woke up, showered and switched on his 

borrowed laptop. During calls, we bounced between practicing English – which I offered to 

teach him – and discussing yoga and acroyoga. Occasionally, the conversation trailed off to 

stories of his family and his experiences since leaving Afghanistan.  

 

He recalled his younger years living in Afghanistan; he remembered witnessing violence by 

the Taliban, who occupied towns located near the homes of his family, as well as happier 

memories of being the fastest runner in his school. While a teenager, Samir spent two years 

in Dubai, working in his uncle’s garage, where he was tasked with switching the gear boxes 

of cars to the opposite side. Years later, Samir spent time in India, Tajikistan and Iran, where 

he worked as a truck driver, labourer and construction worker. He often returned back to 

Afghanistan to visit his sick mother, especially after the loss of his father. Eventually, he left 

Iran, travelled to Turkey and across the Aegean Sea to Lesbos. He recalled the night he 

jumped in a small fishing boat to travel across the Aegean Sea. Smugglers had told him to 

damage the boat once he caught sight of a European rescue vessel. However, unwilling to 

risk causing the boat, which held many others, to sink, he refused and slowly steered it to 

Lesbos’ shoreline. 

 

Several times during our many conversations, he retold the story of his first night on Lesbos; 

occasionally hesitating and visible choosing his words carefully, he explained that he had 

been in two fights in his life. The first was in Iran, where he was stopped by Iranian police 

without the appropriate identification and beaten. He opened his mouth wide toward the 

camera, showing me a missing tooth he remembered losing as a result of the police officers 
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baton. His second fight was in Moria; he was angered by drunken men who spent hours 

swearing outside his tent. The following morning, the same men returned and apologised to 

Samir; fights like this, Samir explained, were and still are common in Moria. 

 

Three days after arriving in Lesbos, applying for asylum and registering at Moria refugee 

camp, Samir was required to attend a psychology appointment. For Samir, being referred to 

someone ‘for talking to each other about illness’ was strange and discomforting. Initially, he 

attended sessions and expected to receive medication to help him with an ‘illness’ and 

frequent panecataks (‘panic attacks’) that he had since attending sessions been diagnosed 

with. When I ask how he knew this word, Samir explained that he had learnt of his illness 

from the psychologist; during panic attacks, everything went ‘dark’, he lost the ability to 

walk and noticed his surroundings moved in slow motion. Having practiced English 

vocabulary relating to weather days earlier, he described the panic as ‘like storm, like 

tornado’. In fear of inducing future attacks, Samir has since avoided attending ‘parties’ – 

usually a small group of people meeting at a nearby beach – or seeing friends with their own 

history of panic attacks. 

 

His interest in the appointments diminished when he realised that the psychologist was 

focused on talk therapy and was not willing to prescribe medication. In Samir’s words: ‘I 

went there, and there were a lot of people like me, and I say, “Doctor I cannot speak here, 

here is all people sick. How can we all talk to each other and how can we all feel good and go 

out from this illness?”’ In later conversations, Samir expressed his preference of keeping 

feelings hidden, rather than expressing them to others. After several appointments, Samir 

refused to return and concluded: ‘I should help myself’. By this stage, Samir had already 

spent months in the camp and was having two or three panic attacks every week.  

 

Instead of talk therapy, Samir focused on activities and movement practices, primarily yoga 

and acroyoga – anything that involved never letting himself ‘not do something’. In moments 

that he sensed the beginnings of panic, he would close his eyes, breath and move – a strategy 

that helped the feelings dissipate. Safia, a Somalian refugee, and Zahed, also from 

Afghanistan, gave similar descriptions of strategies to minimise insomnia and depressive 

episodes; Safia explained that physical movement alleviated her sleeplessness, while Zahed 

attended SYO yoga classes to combat ongoing low mood. For several yoga teachers, the 

physical movement practice eventually was prioritised over talk therapy sessions.  
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Psychiatric trauma theories 

As these accounts by Samir, Safia and Zahed each suggest, refugee camps present fertile 

environments for the application of current trauma recovery theories and treatment strategies. 

The symptomologies, diagnoses and treatment protocols of traumatic injury and distress 

present survivors as in need of specialised care and support (Schweitzer & Steel, 2008). The 

concept of ‘trauma’ and its associated disorder Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) are 

relatively modern, however.  

 

PTSD first appeared in the American Psychiatric Association’s third edition of the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III) in 1980 (Scott, 1990). 

Historically, trauma frameworks and a PTSD diagnosis initially functioned to account for the 

suffering experienced by American soldiers who returned home to a hostile society (Scott, 

1990). Shortly after its introduction in the US, Indochinese refugee populations from 

Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos became the first non-US population group clinically assessed 

using the PTSD paradigm (Kinzie et al., 1980; Kinzie et al., 1990). Given the study’s success, 

the trauma framework, its symptomologies and treatments continue directing psychiatric 

research on the effect of adverse eventing, including political violence and forced migration 

faced by refugee communities (Miller et al., 2006; Schweitzer & Steel, 2008). 

 

According to the diagnostic criteria, an individual diagnosed with PTSD must have been 

exposed to actual or threatened death, serious injury or sexual violence, either directly, 

towards a close family or friend, as a witness or through recounts of the event’s aversive 

details (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). To meet diagnostic criteria, sufferers must 

experience intrusive and distressing memories, dreams, flashbacks, or prolonged distress to 

internal or external cues that resemble the traumatic event (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013). Once removed from threatening situations, those suffering from PTSD 

engage in avoidant behaviour to minimise their exposure to thoughts, feelings or reminders of 

the event (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  

 

Various trauma theorists have since contributed to scholarship, mental health services and 

treatment plans to minimise the debilitating effects of PTSD, including Peter Levine (1997), 

Stephen Porges (2001) and Bessel Van Der Kolk (2014). Levine’s book, Waking the Tiger: 
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Healing Trauma, describes PTSD as a natural human process or ‘gift to us from the wild’ that 

has gone awry (p. 26). The nervous system holds onto unresolved and undischarged 

experiences as frozen residues of energy, causing ‘havoc on our bodies and spirits’. 

Eventually, the individual must experience the undischarged reactions, which otherwise 

remain ‘symptomatic until they are completed’ (Levine, 1997, pp. 36-37). Van Der Kolk’s 

(2014) book, The Body Keeps the Score, also situates traumatic experience in the body. Van 

Der Kolk proposes that once individuals have experienced a unavoidable traumatic event, 

including accidents or violent encounters, the brain continues to secrete chemicals and fire 

electrical circuits in vain. This neurological response causes individuals to remain in both 

hyper- and hypo-aroused states, despite the threat having passed. The physical body, for Van 

Der Kolk (2014), remembers the experience, not as a memory, but as a physical response 

with intense and overwhelming sensations. Put simply, the body attacks itself: ‘The enemy 

who started on the outside is transformed into an inner torment’, causing the individual to 

disconnect from their physiological experience (Van Der Kolk, 2011, pp. 21-22). The third 

theorist, Stephen Porges (2001), introduces the ‘Polyvagal theory’, which echoes Levine and 

Van Der Kolk in proposing that trauma is a bodily function that is activated in threatening 

and endangering circumstances for human survival. Deb Dana (2018), who specialises in the 

Polyvagal theory, visualises the human arousal state as a vertical ladder; on the top, 

individuals experience a ventral vagal state of connection and sociality. Those located further 

down the arousal ‘ladder’ experience a sympathetic state focused on escaping a perceived 

threat. With extended sympathetic arousal, individuals sink to the bottom of the ladder and 

enter an immobilised state of dissociation called the ‘dorsal vagal state’ (Dana, 2018; Porges, 

2001). In this condition, disconnecting from and numbing the self are the individuals most 

appropriate responses to threat. These trauma theories and their interpretation of the effects of 

trauma lend themselves to justifications for the importance of body-based movement 

practices, including yoga, to process and heal trauma. 

 

Trauma-aware yoga 
Theoretical developments in trauma have driven modern yoga’s interpretation of the 

traumatised practitioner, and the perceived traceability of trauma to de-sensitised and blocked 

residues in the body. Given overlapping ideas of the bodily storage of lived experience, yoga 

teachers, movement therapists and trauma theorists each promote the power of listening to 

and better inhabiting the body (Van Der Kolk, 2011). Overlap has also contributed to the 



 24 

introduction of Western psychiatric theories and treatment models into trauma-aware classes, 

non-profit initiatives and trainings; Levine (1997) promotes a body-awareness practice called 

Somatic Experiencing, while Van Der Kolk co-authors with David Emerson from TCTSY. 

Other applications include Body-Mind Centering™ founded by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen 

(2021), who echoes scholarship in social media posts stating that stories are ‘recorded by and 

stored in the templates of our nervous system’. Human rights psychotherapist Amber Gray 

(2019, p. 321), presents the body as a place where ‘thoughts, feelings, behaviours, 

perceptions and actions are all literally rooted’. Finally, body-centred psychotherapist 

Caldwell (1994, p. 8) theorises that the body learns survival strategies, including ‘cutting off 

the aliveness of nonessential parts’. To counteract disconnection from a fragmented self, 

individuals must relearn the primary ‘forms of speech’ – movement, breath and sensation 

(Caldwell, 1994, p. 4). To resolve instances of trauma, therapists and theorists alike reiterate 

a consistent scaffold of body practice to assist the nervous system process the traces of 

trauma held in the physical body.  

 

Trauma-aware teachers interviewed during the research also applied trauma theories, 

alongside recommendations of movement, to reverse the harmful storage of trauma in the 

body. In saying that, the explanation of how trauma is embedded in the body often varied 

across classes. Vera, a teacher trainer in a ‘life-sensitive yoga’ course in Sydney, reasoned 

that trauma is formed as a result of ‘deep deep things that are daily upon us’. These chronic 

experiences, according to Vera, create a ‘cancer, a blockage in an artery, a knot, a lactic acid 

build-up’, which she emphasises was ‘put there for a reason’. Applying a similar logic, Eva, 

her described herself as a nomadic teacher, and completed her trauma-informed training in 

Sydney, visualised trauma as ‘little holding spaces and places in the body’. To treat, teachers 

working in Jordan encouraged practitioners to ‘activise’ the sympathetic nervous system and 

‘move energy’ that remains stagnant in the body. In practice, Cara gives examples of 

therapeutic movements in yoga and the underground rave scene that reconnect the individual 

to spirit ‘through body’. Likewise, Lucy’s Shake the Dust classes use the combination of 

exhaustive physical movements like jumping and dancing and calm relaxation to ‘muster’ the 

individual parts of oneself back together. Argentinian teacher Victoria fills in the gap by 

attaching these interpretations to yogic logics. Drawing on a hybridised understanding of 

Hindu cosmology and trauma, Victoria theorises that the intelligent body draws on practices 

to direct prāna (vital energy generated through yoga) towards areas of trauma blockage. 

Being ‘more effective than working with words’, Victoria proposes that movement enables 
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individuals to energetically dislocate the trauma ‘build-up’ and return to a state of 

connection. Victoria reasoning integrates Hindu cosmology with psychiatric trauma theories 

to create modern hybrid rationales that prescribe healing movements to literally release 

blocked trauma from its physical bodily location. 

 

Purposing therapeutic uses of yoga to ‘reconnect’ the individual also brings into discussion 

the perceived role of trauma-aware practice to balance traditional teachings with a central 

principle of restoring the decision-making, agency and autonomy of disempowered 

practitioners. Emily and Elizabeth, who were both trained by TCTSY, demonstrated the use 

of these concepts in poses, including a warrior two pose (Virabhadrasana). For Emily, 

despite old yoga textbooks requiring the alignment of the front heel and back heel, the pose 

requires sensitive and non-coercive invitations that allow practitioners to find ‘a stance that 

might feel steady’. She asked, ‘Does this feel useful?’ – a question that intends to encourage 

practitioners to ‘feel they are able to be in charge of their own experience’ and choose what 

they feel is appropriate. Elizabeth pointed out that the language used in invitations allow 

practitioners to gradually connect more to the sensory experience of the movement, despite 

having previously suppressed or dissociated given a risk of potentially threatening sensations. 

As suggested, trauma-aware training schools and teachers introduce alternative modes of 

practicing that apply theoretical conceptualisations and assumptions towards ideas of 

‘connection’ and disconnection from self.  

 

Given these theories, by engaging in safe and controlled movements, practitioners become 

better able to tolerate the effect of stored bodily trauma. In saying that, to improve the 

suitability of trauma theories, trainings and teachers reinforces previously discussed ideas of 

innovative practices that digress from imagined traditions. In an online Facebook discussion 

forum, yoga teacher and practitioner Bob voiced this difference; to ensure those suffering 

from PTSD are not further separated from themselves, the intention for ‘dissolution of the 

Self’, included in premodern yoga to achieve transcendence (samādhi), is revised to a 

strengthened association to self. Rather than detaching from the external experience, trauma-

aware adaptations prioritise safe exploration, oriented towards strengthening association to an 

autonomous self and their complete experience of the world. In Emerson and Hooper’s 

(2011) book, Overcoming Trauma through Yoga: Reclaiming the body (2011), trainings 

mirror this departure from tradition, instead advocating for practitioners to negotiate 

controlled motor movements that improve their ability to tolerate, listen to and befriend their 
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needs and self. Emerson & Hooper (2011) openly acknowledge the replacement of a 

traditional guru and position the individual in charge of determining how they engage with 

themselves. 

 

Applying trauma theories in Moria 

The introduction of a trauma model and trauma-aware yoga poses several questions about the 

assumptions of the universality of presentations of trauma and experiences of distress in 

cross-cultural contexts. Psychiatrists examining the cross-cultural relevance of trauma have 

challenged the oversimplified constellation of trauma symptoms that assume consistent 

outcomes following distressing situations (Miller et al., 2006; Watters, 2011). For 

phenomenologist Havi Carel (2016), there is increasing focus in psychiatry on physiological 

abnormalities in the nervous system causing mental disorder. Psychologist Kenneth E. Miller 

and colleagues (2006, p. 409) and psychiatrist Pat Bracken and colleagues (1995) argue that 

labelling experience as trauma obscures insight into the local contributors of distress within 

the specific context of the suffering individual. 

 

In Lesbos, mental health specialists approach asylum seekers with pre-existing assumptions 

of what constitutes distressing and traumatising lived experiences. Here, asylum seekers are 

expected to present according to the narrow lens of Western models and participate in the 

recommended mental health services. As author Ethan Watters (2011, p. 121) suggests, the 

West has systematically ignored other cultural narratives and beliefs. Instead, as is suggested 

in Lesbos, Western initiatives pigeonhole trauma to defined presentations and treat sufferers 

using established models. Samir blatantly explained his preference not to discuss the need to 

leave Afghanistan with ‘doctors’, if only for the purpose of making him upset. However, 

psychological treatment, including that which was recalled by Samir, reproduces the idea that 

individuals can find health, healing and self-awareness by ‘throwing off traditional social 

roles and engaging in individualistic quests for introspection’ (Watters, 2011, p. 4). Resisting 

against depersonalised treatment, Samir redirects attention to a physically-challenging yoga 

practice that encouraged him to push his physical limits and redirected his focus to breathing 

and balancing. 

 

While psychiatric models risk ignoring local experiences of adversity, models also risk 

likening the physical body and its complex neurological and biological processes to 
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assumptions of individual injury or dysregulation. Watters (2011, p 71) proposes that 

societies applying dominant mental health frameworks reproduce a ‘worldview’ that 

oversimplifies trauma to an image of a physical ‘wounds’; in the event of conflict, a natural 

disaster or accidents, emergency psychologists rush to conflict zones to offer 

‘commonsensical’ psychological therapy. For Watters, it is the psychological-equivalent of 

standardised medical first-aid. Bracken (2002) paints a similar picture in comparing the 

human brain of the traumatised individual to a malfunctioning computer processing system. 

For Bracken, the psychiatric trauma model visualises the brain as a computer that processes 

information automatically and efficiently. In the event of trauma, the system malfunctions 

and the individual is unable to process information accurately. Both Watters and Bracken’s 

critiques depict the oversimplification of trauma to binary conceptualisations of injured or 

treated, and functioning or malfunctioning. Individual presenting alternative instances of 

distress fall outside the over-defined model and are expected to depict the paradigmatic 

dominant symptoms of trauma or risk being ignored.  

 

In the context of the therapeutic yoga practices, these assumptions determine what 

movements are deemed appropriate and inappropriate; slow and controlled movements 

‘reconnect’ and self-regulate the nervous system, while vigorous fast movements cause 

further distress. Drawing on Bracken (2002) and Watters (2011), assumptions also prescribe 

binary ideas of either connected or disconnected, regulated or dysregulated. Practitioners that 

do not mould to these assumptions, including refugee teachers who prefer physically difficult 

yoga poses that appear to induce an arousal neurological state, risk being perceived as unable 

or unwilling to do the work to treat their ‘wound’, heal and restore normal functioning. As 

Kleinman’s (1980) observes, distress does not occur in isolation but within a context of 

cultural, social and interpersonal values that shape its experience. Therefore, to limit 

presentations of distress to those approved by Western psychiatry risks causing more harm. 

 

A third and final issue addressed in this section is the subtle and seemingly-natural neoliberal 

implications attached to the dominant trauma model. According to a neoliberal worldview, a 

person is self-sufficient, productive, self-optimising entrepreneurial, and fully responsible for 

their individual value to contemporary society (Jain, 2020a; Sugarman, 2015). Neoliberal 

ideas have also influenced modern yoga and trauma. In podcast series hosted by Peter Breeze 

(2020), The Superficial Spirit, Remski suggests that those struggling to cope are reminded 

that they have ‘complete and utter divine power’. However, as Farah Godrej (2017) argues, 
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yoga instils ideas of maximising individual responsibility and self-discipline, enhancing 

identity and investing in a future self. Individuals are incentivised to attend to hyper-

individualised and self-governing practices to redirect responsibility from systemic 

disadvantage, discriminatory institutions and an absence of social care. In instances of 

distress, individuals are expected to regulate and ‘regain control over themselves’ (Lester, 

2013, p. 759). Likewise, those unable to self-optimise on account of adversity are presented 

as unwilling or unmotivated, an approach that isolates them further. 

 

For the refugee group, yoga offers a means to redirect attention away from ongoing alienation 

and abandonment. Given Samir’s decision not to attend psychology, he found limited 

alternative support, instead seeking the assistance of movement practices and sport activities. 

Nevertheless, the psychologist’s prompt diagnosis of panic attacks and mysterious ‘illness’ – 

conditions that Samir was unfamiliar with – have contributed to his avoidance of social 

situations and individuals that he fears will induce more attacks. Because clinical therapy did 

not assist him, Samir undertook independent strategies to treat his ‘illness’ and ‘dark 

thoughts’, including movement, sleeping and social isolation. Samir’s response alludes to the 

redirecting of responsibility to heal onto individuals, despite maintaining the debilitating 

conditions that have exacerbated or causes them in the first place. Confined to the camp for 

years, asylum seekers are responsible for attending therapy or finding alternatives elsewhere. 

Similar conclusions are drawn by Orkideh Behrouzan, who studied the use of the DSM in 

conflict areas in the Middle East. For Behrouzan (2015, pp. 1-2), its classifications ‘de-

socialize’ and trivialise experiences that are fundamentally social and historical. In her blog 

Feministkilljoys, scholar Sara Ahmed’s (2014) questions ‘Who has enough resources not to 

have to become resourceful?’ to bring into consideration the all-or-nothing oversimplification 

of individual self-care practices. For Ahmed, perceiving those forced to assume alternative 

ways of coping as in some way failing to heal or do the work causes more harm. I extend this 

notion to overly prescriptive therapeutic trauma models; models assess individual 

neurological injury, regulation and trauma responses according to the approved diagnostic 

criteria that ignores individual and cultural narratives of distress, hardship and challenge.  

 

In discussing the through-lines that connect trauma, mental health, neoliberal capitalism and 

yoga, I propose that dominant trauma theories mediate how individuals are neurologically 

and physiologically understood, expected and directed to respond to disturbing events. While 

I do not wish to undermine the initiatives of marginalised communities or suggest that they 
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succumb to shameful neoliberal ideals, I seek to draw attention to the problematic 

assumptions trauma theories hold towards appropriate human functioning. Trauma theories 

risk stigmatising those relying on alternative, unregulated or unempirical forms of coping that 

digress from modelled ideas of injury, disconnection and dysregulation. Further, despite 

providing classes that are sensitive to traumatic experience, trauma-aware yoga practice also 

risks overrelying on diagnostic manuals to determine the uncompromising requirements of 

classes. Samir’s approach calls into question the systematic incorporation of a trauma-

awareness yoga lens into therapy, aid, social welfare and social justice initiatives. Instead, the 

refugee groups engagement with an independent yoga practice highlights the numerous 

pathways travelled by individuals and communities to process distressing experience. 

 

Chapter 3. Wild Yoga 
 

Nestled into small clearings surrounded by thousands of old olive trees and crumbling 

abandoned military bunkers, newly-accredited refugee yoga teachers collaboratively 

experiment with obscure body movements and rediscover an innovative yoga practice. 

Despite conflicting with trauma-aware principles, their engagement with yoga rewrites a 

repertoire of playful and creative poses, rituals and philosophies provided in classes to 

residents of Moria refugee camp. The teachers’ wild practice renegotiates yoga’s intention 

and core components, including breathwork, internalised focus, directing chakra energy and 

smiling. Using interviews, apprenticeship and participant observation, the chapter explores 

the ways in which the already-diverse global practice of yoga is reinvented. The chapter 

considers the ways in which yoga is informed by the social and political environment of its 

innovators, and its role in providing meaning to their lived experiences whilst pursuing 

asylum. While suspended on the limbs of another, yoga teachers revise their ontological 

experience of ‘energy’, connection to others and connection to a higher moral purpose. 

Drawing on phenomenological and anthropological theories of embodiment, learning and 

skill, the chapter recognises the refugee group’s inventiveness and attempts to counter 

essentialising interpretations of practice. Instead, it reinforces yoga scholar Suzanne 

Newcombe’s (2018, p. 566) approach: yoga’s significance depends on the imagined 

understandings practitioners hold and imbue with personal experiences and meaningful 

‘metaphors and stories’. 
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Rediscovering yoga 
When the COVID-19 pandemic arrived in Greece for the first time in 2020, Lesbos island 

and the Moria quickly went into lockdown to minimise its spread. While Lesbos reopened in 

early May, the Moria camp remained isolated and unable to leave the camp until a fire 

destroyed the camp’s infrastructure in September. During lockdown, the SYO’s sport classes, 

gym facilities and yoga classes were not allowed to operate; residents were unable to attend 

the SYO gym, and volunteers were unable to access the camp. Instead, Amaya recalled 

providing sport equipment to residents for their own self-led classes.  

 

Unable to leave the camp’s overflowing perimeter, Samir planned classes for its residents. 

Each morning, a group of young men would leave the busy camp settlement and weave their 

way past smaller independent tents, washing lines and tarps that lay dotted around the camp’s 

edges. Eventually, far enough into the ‘jungle’, the group found a clearing surrounded by 

olive trees – the island’s biggest export. Here, they assembled plastic mats, towels and 

blankets to cover a large patch of grass for practice. Samir had structured a syllabus of yoga 

and acroyoga poses and strengthening movements to use in the acroyoga and yoga classes he 

initiated to teach others to ‘fly’. Practitioners, lying across the multi-coloured ground cover, 

spent hours practicing; each practitioner took turns placing their limbs atop one another, 

lifting others into the air and findings strategies to improve their balance in transitioning from 

one pose to the next. Eventually, after hours of practice, the summer sun became too hot and 

the men returned to their respective tents.  

 

     
Figure 6 (left): Acroyoga poses in olive groves (‘the jungle’) (Photo by: Samir). 

Figure 7 (right): Strengthening movements in the olive groves (‘the jungle’) (Photo by: Samir). 
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Later in 2020, nearing the distressing day of the fire, the SYO organised a certified 200-hour 

Yoga Teacher Training for the camp residents and volunteers. The training was taught by 

French volunteer yoga teacher Celine, who owned a yoga studio in Geneva and had 

previously volunteered in Lesbos. Despite various delays, the training commenced in August 

2020, located on a concrete and gravel patio next to a popular community centre. Images of 

the training depict practitioners spread across yoga mats underneath a large steel shelter, 

protected from the harsh Greek sun. Dusty footprints covered the mats and stray dogs played 

nearby. Unfortunately, the Moria 1.0 fire interrupted the training and required the group to 

find a new location to continue their classes. Promptly, the training finished in September 

2020, and certified all attendees as official yoga teachers.  

 

 
Figure 8: Yoga Teacher Training with Celine. (Photo by: SYO). 

 

Once the training finished in September, Madiha, Safia and Farah were given permission to 

leave Lesbos and travel to Athens and Germany with their siblings, and the male teachers 

were required to register into the new Moria (Mavrovouni) camp. Each of the newly-

accredited yoga teachers promptly began finding ways to provide classes. Madiha and Farah 

taught classes in nearby public parks and ‘shelters’ for underage asylum seekers. In the ‘new 

Moria’ camp, the men created their own yoga and acroyoga classes for residents and for 

anonymous followers on the SYO’s Instagram account. Samir discovered a nearby 

abandoned military bunker (referred to as ‘army room’), which was built into the hillside next 

to the camp complex and overlooked the Aegean sea that residents had travelled across from 

Turkey months earlier. The bunker had several rooms, some of which were still covered by a 
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flat concrete roof, while others were filled with the roof’s crumbled remains. Over several 

days, Samir and friends cleared the ‘army room’ of rubble and plants. Once cleared, Samir 

used social media messages with instructions and times to inform practitioners of classes at 

the ‘top of the hill’. He recalled classes he taught with up to 40 attendees, including adults 

and children.  

 

   
Figure 9 (left): Cleaning the crumbling ‘army room’ (Photo a still from informant’s video). 

Figure 10 (right): Mavrovouni camp and ‘army room’ (label added) (Photo by: Iñaki Agirre, 2021). 
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Figure 11 (above): Yoga practitioners in Three-legged dog pose on the roof of the ‘army room’ 
(Photo by: Samir) 

Figure 12 (below): Yoga practitioners’ in ‘Crow pose’ on the roof of the ‘army room’ (Photo by: 
Samir). 

 

Collaborative yoga poses 

After the camp emerged from lockdown, practitioners were again able to attend classes 

facilitated by the SYO renovated gym. During conversations with Samir, I received photos of 

new unnamed poses that he had introduced and performed with residents in the various class 

locations – the ‘top of the hill’, in the ‘jungle’ and in the gym. Samir included photos of his 

first successful attempt of ‘standing bird’ that he performed with Malik (below). He 

intricately dissected the pose, commenting on the misalignment of Malik’s legs and upper 

body and the common mistakes flyers make in not bringing their legs up in fear of falling 

forward. Other images (below) show Samir with a Spanish volunteer practicing a pose he 

struggled to describe the English name for. Eventually, we deduced the animal he was 
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referring to: a dolphin; this pose became ‘dolphin pose’. Other poses included ‘merry-go-

round pose’, which required four practitioners to lie on the ground with their feet interwoven, 

while four others stood between those on the ground, lifting and spinning the group in circles. 

In videos, the group could be seen moving cohesively while practitioners on the floor 

attempted to be spun through the air. Finally, Samir incorporated ‘soft serve pose’ into 

classes as a final relaxation pose. The pose was inspired by Samir’s memories of soft serve 

ice creams that ooze artistically into a wafer cone. Samir’s photo shows seven acroyoga 

practitioners each resting their head on the belly of the practitioner behind them to create a 

cohesive folding effect of their bodies.  

 

 
Figure 13 (left): Samir and volunteer in ‘Dolphin pose’. (Photo by: Samir). 

Figure 14 (right): Samir and Malik in ‘Standing bird’. (Photo by: Samir). 

 
Figure 15 (left): ‘Merry-Go-Round pose’. (Photo is a still from informant’s video).  

Figure 16 (right): ‘Soft serve pose’. (Photo by: Samir). 
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From a trauma perspective, sensitive yoga practices encourage practitioners to find inner 

strength, re-sensitise themselves, counteract disconnection from self and better manage their 

state of arousal. However, I diverge from extensive trauma scholarship, given the risk that 

these theories will homogenise the idiosyncratic internal states of practitioners.  

 

Instead, the refugee group’s practice depicts a wild yoga that experiments with an already-

blended practice, and reinvents significant doctrines, requirements and assumptions within 

their unconventional context. This thesis tentatively uses the term ‘wild’, recognising its 

problematic history and association to tropes of primitive, savage and undeveloped practices 

or societies. However, I use the term to propose the group’s detachment from mainstream 

yoga studios, trauma-aware trainings, classes and the paradigmatic ideas communicated 

within. Rather than being transplanted from dominant frameworks, the group’s practice 

developed its own distinctive intentions – to exchange intangible energy and solidarity 

amongst others – that grew autochthonously on the island and in relationship to their 

challenging circumstances. As anthropologist Tim Ingold (2000, pp. 252-253) suggests, 

knowledge is not handed down through transmission or inheritance of property, but as itself 

‘constituted by the presence of the organism-person… in a richly structured environment’. 

The individual will inevitably improvise in applying information, given their own 

idiosyncratic life histories, and create openings towards paths of knowledge that allow them 

to generate a ‘feel’ of information for themselves (Ingold, 2000, p. 353).  

 

Collaborative classes created by the refugee group experiment with bodily limits in the 

loosely regulated and unconventional spaces of abandoned buildings and ‘jungle’ clearings 

depict the group’s blending of yoga’s intentions with the subtleties of the refugee groups own 

needs and circumstances. To develop their practice, the group continually experiment with 

community’s preferences towards poses and practices learnt through their teacher training; 

Samir emphasised the need to allow practitioners to determine what components of practice 

are engaged with and what is skipped.  The practice aligns with Tamara Kohn’s (2001, p. 

163) description of Japanese martial art aikido; movement practices are continuous 

‘collisions and blendings of culture and negotiations of self-identity’ communicated through 

bodily practices. Steering away from maintaining strict traditions, hierarchies and authority, 

the practice resembles Theodora Wildcroft’s (2018) conceptualisation of Post-lineage yoga. 

Samir stressed his own position as teacher was simply to listen to the requests of those 

attending his class. With a small group of curious onlookers in the ‘jungle’ and in abandoned 
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buildings, the refugee group direct classes to discovering unfamiliar poses that depend on the 

practitioner’s creative freedom and environment. Eventually, the group’s practical trials 

inform the refugee teacher’s scaffold of the specific pathways to an effective and meaningful 

practice. 

 

Reinventing yoga rituals 

Alongside the freedom to recreate yoga’s physical poses, the refugee group also reinvent the 

contemplative, philosophical and energetic components of yoga. Typically, as trauma-aware 

teachers remind me, yoga in the West is separated into eight ‘limbs’ – a framework originally 

introduced by ancient Indian sage Patanjali. Practitioners perceive their progression through 

the stages of yoga by progressing along these hierarchical limbs (Taneja, 2014):  

1. yamas (codes of restraint, abstentions)  

2. niyamas (observances, practices of self-training) 

3. āsanas (physical postures) 

4. prāṇāya ̄ma (breath control) 

5. pratya ̄hāra (withdrawal of the senses from external world) 

6. dhya ̄na (fixing attention to one object) 

7. dhāraṇā (sustained concentration) 

8. samādhi (integration, self-realisation, bliss) 

 

However, in Moria’s creative community engagement with yoga, yoga teachers and 

practitioners rewrite its purpose and restructure its application. The following section 

discusses the local articulations of yoga’s philosophical and moral origins, its overlap with 

religion, and the physiological and ontological effects of yoga rituals, including 

interoception, breathing and smiling. 

 

‘Go deep’ 

In conjunction with physical movement (āsanas), classical approaches instruct practitioners 

to engage in pratyahara – an internalised focus to control the senses and redirect attention 

away from external distractions and desires and that hinder their ability to transcend 

(Simpson, 2021). However, modern yoga’s application of the core limbs, including the 

direction of attention, remains coloured by its flexible application in fluid contemporary 

contexts. In an episode in podcast series Last Born in the Wilderness, Remski (Farnsworth, 
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2020) argues that earlier forms of yoga drew attention to breath while performing a small 

handful of poses learnt through oral tradition in isolation from society. However, following 

India’s colonisation, anti-colonialist yoga innovators brought the practice closer to focusing 

on reinvigorating the Indian body politic through strenuous exercise, physical culture and 

power of the mind over the body (Farnsworth, 2020). This focus has also changed 

perceptions towards meditation, sense withdrawal and the practitioner’s internal landscape.  

 

A more recent change to internalised attention is attributed to Western neuroscience and 

psychiatry. Modern science has introduced terms including interoception – the ability to 

focus and selectively attend to physiological sensation, proprioceptive signals and felt 

sensations (Buldeo, 2015). Rather than traditional ideas of withdrawing from external 

sensations, practices filtered through modern psychiatry and trauma models invite 

practitioners to observe their thoughts, feelings and somatic reactions, to ‘re-claim’ the body 

and regenerate their ‘trust in’ the self (Emerson & Hopper, 2011, p. 36). Nomadic teacher 

Eva provided similar suggestions of interoception as a fluency ‘in the language of the body’ 

to assist practitioners to discover ‘who we are from the inside’. Developments in science and 

psychiatry have retrospectively rearticulated the purpose of traditional yoga teachings to 

assist practitioners negotiate modern challenges using modern concepts that are painted with 

the brushstrokes of a premodern philosophy. 

 

Yoga’s adaptation to contemporary society prompts questions on the role of reconstructed 

yoga rituals, philosophies and traditions to its modern practitioners. Yoga scholars James 

Mallinson and Mark Singleton (2017) argue that, given that the body of practitioner is an 

expression of the practice’s doctrinal requirements, different yoga traditions produce different 

yogic bodies that are written on by the diverse amalgamation of traditions themselves. On a 

Facebook yoga and movement community page, Matthew Remski (2017) has since also 

quoted Mallinson and Singleton’s observation to criticise the suggestibility of interoceptive 

cues that are writing the bodies of practitioners into existence. Given diverse traditions and 

conceptualisations, yoga practice undergoes continual reconstruction that Remski (2017) 

argues redresses the practitioner’s experience of the body and ontological self. Put simply, if 

you are given instructions to ‘feel cakras inside’, then ‘you can and you may’ (Remski, 

2017). Applying Mallinson and Singleton’s lens myself, ideas of re-sensitising the body and 

re-claiming the self in a trauma-aware approach demonstrate a similar suggestibility; 

instructions direct practitioners to feel sensations in seemingly-de-sensitised parts of the body 
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to reconnect safely to internal experiences. This observation provokes questions on the 

suggestibility of trauma-aware yoga rituals that mediate how practitioners are expected to 

approach the physical body, while mediating their experience of sensations, internalised 

focus and ‘connection to self’.  

 

In Lesbos, refugee teachers demonstrate a similar malleability in recreating subtle yogic 

interoceptive suggestions that inform how they experience the body and self, and situate the 

practitioner in their perceived social and political landscape. However, in reinventing the 

practice themselves, the refugee group rearticulate the role of internalised focus from safe 

trauma-aware frameworks. In relaxation, after a tiring movement practice, Yusuf asks 

practitioners to imagine themselves in ‘the best place… you are safe… you are happy’. Here, 

Yusuf described his eagerness to assist practitioners to ‘go deep’ in their internal landscape. 

Given his own distressing circumstances of both Moria camps, yoga offered Yusuf a means 

to ‘be out of the jail’ of the camp, and instead, be ‘a little bit inside’. On a social media post 

he wrote: ‘If you can’t go outside, go in’ to suggest the practice’s ability to induce an internal 

sense of safety and security.  

 

Likewise, Farah made similar suggestions in her online classes. Once seated and still, Farah 

asked practitioners to ‘listen to the sounds around you… notice the sensations… what is the 

weather inside you? Is it cloudy or sunny? Is there a storm inside of you?’ Moments later, 

practitioners were invited to begin repeatedly tapping their shoulders with the opposite hand. 

At this point, Farah began reciting: ‘You are not your senses, you are not your experience, 

you are not your feelings… we are the awareness’. In moments where Farah remembered 

feeling ‘numb’, she recalled yoga’s ability to make her more aware of her thoughts and 

actions. Her words during the shoulder tapping alluded to a desire to remind both herself and 

her students to simply observe felt experiences without associating too strongly with them; 

practitioners are reminded that their experiences are not defined by their sensations, but their 

awareness towards them. Here, both Yusuf and Farah demonstrated the suggestibility of yoga 

rituals to rewrite the role and practitioner’s relationship to body and their internal landscape. 

For Yusuf, interoception provided a means to return to a safe internal space, while Farah 

found comfort in acknowledging but distinguishing her identity from her temporary internal 

‘weather’. 
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Both teachers appear to use the yogic ritual practice to mediate their relationship to the body, 

and subsequently their engagement with the world. As James Morley (2001) observes, yoga 

blurs individual understandings of body spatiality, enabling the internal enclosed body to 

become a ‘homology with and microcosm of the world’, the external landscape (Morley, 

2011, p. 119). In the debilitating environment of the refugee camp, reinvented interoceptive 

practices substantiate ideas of an internal and external landscape that restructure the 

practitioners’ experiences with their distressing circumstances and their ontology. Likewise, 

from a phenomenological perspective, Gail Weiss (2008, p. 11; 1999) proposes that the 

individual’s experience of their body reflects not merely a physiological, genetic and physical 

constitution, but is structured by the particularities and generalities of their world. Being 

situated and constructed in engagement with the world, the individual is unable to separate 

their proprioceptive bodily experience and body images from their social, political, racial, 

religious and economic context. Instead, as Kohn’s (2008, p 104; 2003, p. 140) study of 

aikido suggests, movement practices and their philosophies become a ‘way’, that reaches 

beyond the mat and provides practitioners a vision of self and the world that is ‘useful to 

think with’. Situated in the complex daily circumstances of the camp, the refugee group draw 

on their environment to engage with their internal landscape and structure their perceived 

reality; returning to and becoming aware of internal feelings and processes provides 

practitioners momentary relief, safety and self-compassion amongst the unavoidable precarity 

of the asylum process. 

 

‘The Story of Yoga’ 

Similar restructurings of yogic knowledge and practice emerged in teachers’ exploration and 

inventiveness towards Hindu philosophy, moral principles and the Chakra energy centres. 

Typically, yoga practitioners, whether in an Indian ashram or Western studio, live according 

to the yamas (restraints) and niyamas (positive duties) outlined in the religious texts, the 

Vedas and Yoga Sūtras. Using interoception, the yoga practitioner is prompted to reflect on 

their ability to uphold these moral principles. However, refugee teachers in Lesbos made little 

to no reference to the popular ‘limbs’ of yoga, including these first two. Instead, the 

directives derived from their practice made reference to ethical actions, which they perceived 

underpinned all religious texts. For Yusuf, yogic qualities of being ‘open, calm and kind’, 

and to ‘focus on yourself, your mental and your soul’, overlap with the moral principles 

outlined in Islam – of being ‘helpful for other people… calm and try to connect yourself with 
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Allah or God’. Yusuf made claims towards yoga’s complementarity with Islam, despite 

recognising that many in the Islamic community find their philosophies to contradict. 

Leaning closer to the camera Yusuf spoke in a serious tone and recalled the moment he first 

observed a Sun Salutation (Surya Namaskar), a common sequence in yoga. He recalled the 

shock he felt once realising its resemblance to Islamic prayer. Exclaiming, ‘It is so close with 

our religion!’, he demonstrated the cyclical process of crouching, kneeling and standing.  

 

Scholars have also made the connection between yoga and Islam; White (2014, p. 144-145) 

discusses historical instances of yoga in Islamic scholarship, which were integrated with Sufi 

meditation techniques (muraqaba), before being replaced with ‘Hinduized’ language and the 

Yoga Sūtras (White, 2014). At end of a Sun Salutation, the practitioner will finish in 

‘mountain pose’ (tadasana) with their palms against each other in an energetic seal (anjali 

mudra). Yusuf demonstrated, before asking: ‘Why this?’. Immediately, he shrugged and 

explained that: ‘I never hesitate to do this because I understood the energy of the hands’. 

Rather than ‘close [my] eyes and just follow’, Yusuf explained, he felt compelled to remain 

‘open’ and able to ‘question everything’. This openness prompted his recognition that yoga 

and Islam were derived from a single origin, and a central component amongst both 

philosophies being an awareness and exchange of energy. 

 

The perceived overlap between Hinduism and Islam suggests the refugee group’s creativity 

in rearticulating the purpose of yoga and its various philosophical layers. Alongside their 

speculation of common roots with Islam, the refugee group also redress Hindu beliefs of the 

chakras, a Hindu system of energy centres and pathways located throughout the body. 

Mallinson and Singleton (2017) translate historical texts that present various systems of 

sectioning specific energy centres in the body, some of which locate four, six or nine chakras. 

However, since becoming popular in the 15th century, mainstream modern yoga has fiercely 

embraced a specific seven-chakra system that locates a central line of energy extending from 

the base of the pelvis to the crown of the head (Wallis, 2016). Yoga practitioners and teachers 

make reference to the seven chakras in their classes, as decorative details on their yoga 

accessories and jewellery, and in educative posters and artworks hanging on studio walls. 

Common practices in yoga classes equate problematic emotional or psychological states with 

a blockage in one of these seven central chakras, which requires particular poses to unblock 

(Ferretti & Yoga Journal Editors, 2021). From attending classes in studios in Sydney, I recall 

teachers associating an inability to communicate honestly with blockages in the throat chakra 
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(Vishuddha) that require back-bending poses to unlock; issues with creativity and sensuality 

require practitioners to engage in ‘hip openers’ including half pigeon pose (Ardha 

Kapotasana) to unlock the sacral chakra (Svadhisthana).  

 

Since its popularisation, Sanskrit and Tantric scholar Wallis (2016) challenges the dominant 

mainstream interpretation as ‘Western occultism’ which deviates from original purposes of 

chakras used in combination with the visualisations of mantric syllables in areas of the body 

to invoke the image of a deity. In recognising this tension between mainstream yoga and 

Hindu philosophy reinstates the suggestibility of modern yoga’s installations that redress how 

practitioners perceive their physiological and physical bodily constitution (Mallinson & 

Singleton, 2017).  

 

Like interoception, modern teachings of chakras are not simply biological concepts, but 

continually reconstructed ideas that contribute to practitioners’ conceptualisation of human 

biology. Several refugee teachers emphasised the existence of chakras during yoga classes 

and conversations about the effects of yoga. Safia, a Muslim refugee from Somalia, eagerly 

emphasised that ‘they [all people] have [chakras] and different body movements help with 

the chakras’. Samir reasoned that if individuals ‘have the connection’. The process to 

exchange energy he described as: ‘We take hands, and we stay, and close our eyes. We breath 

here and energy is coming from your partner and coming out’. Yusuf also demonstrates his 

belief in chakras, adamant that he can feel energy when he focuses intensely, or when 

touching or massaging his students. On separate occasions during classes, refugee teachers 

Yusuf and Madiha invited practitioners to vigorously rub their hands together whilst 

practicing relaxation. After seconds of rubbing, Yusuf instructed practitioners to bring their 

hands to their face and cover their eyes. In later conversations, he explained his logic; if 

concentrating intensely, energy can cultivate in the hands of practitioners and travel ‘between 

the people’, causing ‘an atmosphere made by the energy of the people’. Recognising the 

peculiarity of subtle energetic chakras, Yusuf speculated that other teachers, including his 

trainer Celine, probably disagree with this theory. Nonetheless, the innovative interpretation 

of energy demonstrates what Newcombe (2018, p. 569) presents as the ‘lived space’ of yoga; 

the practice is continually growing, moulded to and ‘glossed’ over by practitioners to explore 

modes of understanding the world, and themselves within it. 
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Figure 17: Malik (flyer) and Samir (base) synchronising breath and movement during acroyoga. 
(Photo by: Samir). 

 

Reinvented understandings of chakras and energy demonstrate the group’s creative and 

intersectional perceptions of Islam and the flexible ‘story of yoga’. The refugee group 

restructure yoga, which in turn, is used to reimagine their physical reality, ontological 

existence and metaphysical connection to others. Their redressing is contextualised by 

Palestinian refugee yoga teacher Sana, who presents yoga as an ‘international language’ for 

individuals, and in particular women, to draw on to ‘express their feelings’. When asked of 

the overlap between Islam and yoga, Sana recalled criticism from other Muslim community 

members, to which she commented: ‘Islam covers our bodies, not our minds’. Despite 

superficial differences, the refugee teachers emphasise a common moral framework that 

validates their experimentation with yoga. Here, as Newcombe (2018) also observed in 

studies of yoga in the UK, the practice is made significant by practitioners, who negotiate its 

messy, imprecise and fluid components to bring them into more meaningful relationships to 

themselves, their cosmology and their surroundings. 

 

While remaining in COVID-19 quarantine periods, the refugee group also employed various 

breathing and smiling rituals to cultivate or direct energy throughout the body that revised 

yogic doctrines, and instead drew inspiration from their environment. According to Patajali’s 

fourth limb of yoga, prāṇāya ̄ma (breath control), practitioners use the breath to direct prāna 
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(vital air and energy) to areas of the body to balance the body’s network of nādīs (channels of 

energy) (Singleton, 2010). In classes, practitioners are encouraged to control and retain the 

breath once inhaled to create a surge of vital energy (Simpson, 2021). In contrast, trauma-

aware classes avoid teaching restrictive breathing practices and intimate cues, like smiling or 

instructions to ‘breathe in love’, that risk disempowering or invalidating practitioners’ 

experiences. Instead, trauma-aware classes instruct practitioners to simply observe the 

breath’s natural rhythm and engage in practices that they feel comfortable with.  

 

Inspired, not by normalised trauma-aware teachings, but by the camp’s community 

engagement with yoga, the refugee group reinvented how yoga applies breathing and smiling 

in practice. During weekly online yoga class on Instagram, Samir and Yusuf sat in a dimly lit 

room surrounded by prayer mats and decorative lamps. From their own homes, practitioners 

watching the live class were instructed to breathe deeply and observe the breath: to get 

‘positive energy to your inside, [and] with your exhalation try to release your negative 

energy’ outwards, instructed Samir. Once in acroyoga poses, practitioners can ‘give to each 

other energy’, but should also continue to ‘keep smiling’. The instructions suggested the 

tangibility of practitioner’s breath, as directed through the body and towards the body of their 

partner. Samir, who had fond memories of his late father telling him to smile often, 

introduced the cue to smile within almost every yoga and acroyoga pose. For Samir, smiling 

brings ‘positive energy’ through the body and amongst others to help practitioners to feel 

physically stronger and connected. He recalled approaching practitioners during classes who 

were struggling to hold a yoga pose and asked ‘smile, guys, what are you doing?’. Moments 

later, he described witnessing their transformation: ‘the stress is going out and [the 

practitioner] is coming to myself again’. Both additions to yoga depict the use of smiling and 

synchronised breathing to improve the practitioner’s physical poses, energetic connect to 

others and day-to-day experiences. Their inclusion demonstrates the group’s creativity in 

reading into and restructuring the flexible practice. 

 

Consistently, teachers suggest a resistance to the constriction of yoga to divisive doctrines 

and requirements, and reinscribe the practice and practitioner’s body to respond to their 

challenging environment. Rather than find sharp divisions between religions, the refugee 

group rediscover a version of yoga that is leveraged to bridge innovative overlap between 

various philosophical belief systems. Novack (1990) provides similar observations of contact 

improvisation, which is reconstructed by practitioners who use the practice as a social 
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movement to criticise American ideals of utilitarian individualisation and elitism. Likewise, 

for the refugee group, how yoga is perceived from one moment to the moment takes place in 

a culturally, politically and socially saturated context. In Moria, asylum seekers have 

experienced divisive regimes, stigmatisation, persecution and systemic violence. Here, 

refugee teachers redress the practice’s existing philosophical teachings of chakras and ethical 

principles to restructure yoga’s purpose towards strengthening community connection and 

solidarity. This is demonstrated by Sana’s insistence to ‘respect the human as a human, not 

because of what you are believing’. Teachers reverberate the idea that yoga transcends both 

religion and secularity, and becomes responsible for cultivating and transferring energy 

amongst practitioners. As is described by Kohn’s (2008) study of aikido, teachers read a 

‘gamut of social meanings’ into the practice to rewrite their perceived ontological reality and 

beliefs. Their reinventions also reinforce Elizabeth Grosz’s (2004) description of the 

pliability of the body. For Grosz (2004), the body exists not simply in its biological nature, 

but as inscribed with depth using the collective social beliefs and fantasies of a social group. 

In reinventing the practice’s ritual and energetic particularities, the practice strengthens ideals 

of open-mindedness, morality and connection, which rely on reinvented bodily ontologies of 

energy.  

 

To conclude this chapter, the group’s creativity relies on their continuous reading into yoga to 

negotiate the challenging environment of Moria refugee camp. Detached from the intricacies 

of a classical or modern trauma-aware practice, refugee teachers restructure the practice’s 

popular ‘limbs’ and reinvent yoga’s purposeful rituals practices to respond to their 

environment; interoception offers a safe internal landscape, chakras energise individual 

connectedness to others, and yoga philosophies promotes collective ideals of acceptance and 

open-mindedness. More broadly, the creative freedom of the practice offers its teachers and 

practitioners a way to interpret and give significance to their circumstances.  

 

Chapter 4. Transformative movement 

 
The process of seeking asylum and living in a refugee camp can have a transformative effect 

on individual lived experiences, story and identity. I propose that the same can be said of 

reinvented movement practices. Therefore, my concern in this final chapter of the thesis is 

with both the transformative effects of both seeking asylum, and yoga and acroyoga. The first 
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section of this chapter discusses the alienating experience of Refugee Status Determination 

(RSD) procedures, that rework individual identity to depersonalised narratives within 

restrictive ‘institutions of refugee law’ (Zagor, 2014, p. 312). The second section of the 

chapter considers the refugee group’s use of yoga and acroyoga to transform the effects of 

their challenging circumstances. Amidst ongoing physical confinement, isolation, instability 

and status refusals, this refugee group collaboratively read into the language and kinaesthetic 

experience of movement. The chapter categorises these transformative movements as 

inducing 1) space and freedom, (2) strength and aliveness, (3) reciprocated balance and 

support, and (4) stability amidst disorientation and falling. Given that the individual 

experiences the world through the body, the refugee group cultivate a literal and symbolic 

interpretations of these movements to reveal new ways of being in the world.  

 

Refugee Status Determination (RSD) 

Upon entry and registration in a host country, asylum seekers go through a lengthy RSD 

process that includes interviews to assess their entitlement to recognition as a refugee 

(UNHCR, 2021b). Eventually, after long waiting periods, candidates are evaluated, which 

requires asylum seekers to provide cohesive self-narratives that withstand the scrutiny of the 

host country.  

 

Unsure of the complexities of status determining interviews, Samir recalled the confusing 

administrative process of organising his interviews once he arrived in Greece. Within his first 

few weeks on Lesbos, Samir’s interview was scheduled to take place three months later. 

Disappointingly, once three months had passed, Samir’s first interview was rescheduled to a 

date a further four months in future. Again, four months later, Samir’s interview was delayed 

for another four months. The wait, Samir described, was exhausting. In his words: ‘I was 

nothing. I had nothing in Lesbos’. Eventually, a year after arriving, Samir had his first 

interview. However, given time limitations, his state of hopelessness and his difficulty 

speaking English, the interview went poorly; he said he provided a vague series events and 

reasons for leaving Afghanistan and before he knew it, the interview ended.  

 

After interviews, and during anxious waiting periods before the status determination and 

announcement of outcome, refugee teachers Samir, Zahed and Farah each described their 

frequent attendance at the SYO’s yoga classes. Samir attended classes to manage his panic 
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attacks while Farah promptly returned to yoga classes to prevent herself from ‘losing it’. It 

would be months before they received the outcome and classes alleviate the anxiety 

associated to the RSD interview procedure. 

 

The conditions of seeking asylum – of living in a refugee camp, receiving aid from charities 

and undergoing several assessments – all contribute to a broader challenge for asylum seekers 

to preserve meaning, story and identity. For Law Professor Matthew Zagor (2014), the rich, 

performative and politically complex stories of asylum seekers must be reworked to fit into 

the institutionalised, depersonalised and standardised models of the refugee. Suspended 

within the physical boundaries of the camp, Mortland (1987, p. 380) argues that the 

conditions of the refugee camps also remould and ‘transform refugees into viable migrants’. 

For Häkli and Kallio (2020, p. 3) within minutes the asylum seeker – the ‘anonymous figure’ 

– is characterised through a polarising lens as either victim or predator. Likewise, Fassin and 

D’Halluin (2005) criticise medical examinations, which scrutinise and objectify the physical 

body of migrants to support their intensely scrutinised claims. The same criticism is applied 

to humanitarian programs that paradoxically attempt to assist individuals, while 

simultaneously de-historicising their experiences to single acts of mobility 

(Chatzipanagiotidou & Murphy, 2020). The broader process of seeking asylum remains 

fixated on desubjectifying the migrant, turning experiences into evidence, either imprinted on 

the body or present in reworked, depersonalised narratives.  

 

Verifying processes were recalled by Samir, who was expected to display his injuries during 

medical examinations as he did during the Zoom conversations we had; coming closer to the 

camera, he pulled his mouth open and presented the empty gums where he had previously 

lost teeth. The depersonalisation is also mirrored in Yusuf reflection of leaving Lesbos after 

two and a half years. He shared his thoughts on social media, insisting: Lesbos ‘is a place that 

will definitely break you down’. As suggested, the various components of the asylum process 

present a broader trend of essentialising the nuanced and personal stories of asylum seekers 

and stripping individuals of identity and narrative autonomy. Instead, asylum seekers are 

encouraged to reconstruct their experiences within the frameworks approved by the larger 

system of oversight, one that prefers stereotypes and paradigmatic experiences. In the 

debilitating conditions of the camp, depersonalising their experiences of the body and story 

have severe effects on individual meaning and self-identity. 
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Self-transformation 
Despite the depersonalisation suffered when seeking asylum, the refugee group’s 

collaborative practice contributes to restoring their stories and narrative autonomy, as the 

remainder of this chapter argues. As Yusuf suggested, despite breaking the individual down, 

Lesbos ‘can also give you little opportunities to rebuild a new version of you… [and] I tried 

my best to rebuild a good one’. This section draws on the group’s narratives and classes, 

including their refined techniques, local pedagogies and rituals, to examine the use of 

kinaesthetic movement, intercorporeality and language to restructure perceived reality and 

self-transform. 

 

Space and freedom 

When volunteer teacher Naia first left Lesbos after a month of teaching, Yusuf nervously 

commenced his unofficial yoga teaching career. Before teaching, he planned classes on a 

small piece of paper, which he kept hidden in fear of being ridiculed. Slowly, his confidence 

grew. At the time of our conversation, he had been teaching for more than a year. He 

explained that, most important, practitioners need to ‘find a safe place’ and ‘be free’ in 

classes.  

 

In a special Christmas yoga class series class that Yusuf organised with Zahed and 

volunteers, he encouraged practitioners to ‘make the mind release’, let the body ‘slowly 

become heavy’, and imagine flying above the clouds. As instructed, I lay spread out on my 

yoga mat with my laptop beside me and slowly released the tension holding my jaw, neck, 

legs and feet in place. The release caused the weight of each area to become more apparent. 

Moments later, despite the body’s heaviness, Yusuf instructed practitioners to ‘try to get 

space from the floor, earth, and go up and up in your mind’. Calmly, whilst seated in front of 

the camera, Yusuf guided practitioners to imagine themselves: ‘You are under the wing, you 

can touch the clouds, you see clouds around you, you can feel them’. In his descriptions, 

Yusuf connected the heaviness of bodily weight and lethargy (because of a tiring practice) 

with a weightless ‘out-of-body’ imagined experience of flying that makes the mind ‘release’. 

Here, again Yusuf alludes to the role of imagination in re-signifying the experience of bodily 

sensation, whilst also suggesting the role of corporeal language about movement, derived 

from tactile-kinaesthetic experiences, to induce an alternative imagined and physical 

experience.  
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Refugee teachers, Sana, in Jordan, and Haneen, in Sydney, offer a similar account of 

movement and highlight the imagined power of yoga to culitvate a transformed the self 

through a creation of internal space and freedom. Sana, a Palestinian yoga teacher and nurse, 

laughed when she admitted to occasionally practicing yoga poses during her shifts at work in 

a nearby hospital. But, she insisted, yoga was responsible for her ability to juggle being a 

mother, nurse, yoga teacher and studying women’s empowerment and Islamic studies. In her 

words: 

 

When I am doing the stretching, I’m not doing the stretching just in my body. I am 

doing the stretching also in my mind, I am creating the space in my body and in my 

mind. This is the only thing that gives me, you can say, extra space.  

 

For Sana, practicing yoga creates a sensation of expansion and openness she felt both 

psychologically and physically. Her own experiences with making ‘space’ inform her desires 

to teach other women that struggle to express themselves in their communities. Like Sana, 

Iraqi teacher Haneen encouraged the expansiveness of yoga to provide practitioner’s an 

experience of freedom. I met Haneen for the first time in a busy café in Western Sydney. 

Within minutes of discussing yoga, she jumped from her seat and demonstrated various poses 

that she encourages to practitioners to simulate the experience of flying. Standing beside the 

table, unaware of the wait staff approaching her from behind with our coffees, she lifted one 

leg behind her, stretched her arms out to her sides and tipped her upper body forward into 

aeroplane pose (dekasana). Quickly, before losing balance, she rolled her shoulders back, her 

chest protruded forward and she tilted her head back. Here, she explained: classes need to use 

‘open language’, including ‘open your chest’, ‘open your heart’, ‘let’s fly in tree pose’ to 

achieve the intention of her class – to ‘give them freedom’.  

 

To contrast these movements, she demonstrated the opposite approach; she slumped her 

shoulders and head forward, curved her spine, and directed her gaze downwards – a 

tendency, she observed, that refugee practitioners have to ‘close’ the body and ‘protect 

yourself’. Once back in her seat, Haneen recalled the censorship and lack of freedom in Iraq 

during the reign of Saddam Hussein. These memories have since directed the logic behind 

her classes and the physical poses she preferred to teach. Haneen explained, ‘When you don’t 

have freedom in your house… the body becomes less free… stress becomes tension in the 
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body’. Haneen equated the social and political context with the physical experience of the 

body and its physiological state; political and social restrictions were somatised as bodily 

inhibitions. Further, Haneen alluded to the power of movement to cultivate a renewed sense 

of freedom and openness, despite the individual’s confined environment.  

 

Body-based practice, as well as embodiment and phenomenological scholarship have all 

extensively discussed the connection between body, body image and lived experience. For 

anthropologist Tamara Kohn (2003, p. 152), a practice like aikido becomes a ‘useful 

metaphor to “think with”’. Phenomenologist Gail Weiss (1999, p. 5) proposes that the body 

and its experience of the world ‘is never a private affair’ as it cannot be detached from its 

environment and is continually reconstructed by one’s intercorporeal exchanges, 

relationships and surroundings. Rather than consider the individual’s race, gender, ethnicity, 

class and ability as unthematized background context, Weiss (2008) argues that these 

components of the individual form a ‘horizon’ against which to all experiences of the 

intercorporeal body, body image and self are seen. Rather than simply a biological product 

Grosz’s (2011, p. 34) analysis also captures the construction of bodies to social beliefs and 

fantasies; individuals engaging in the world, for Grosz (2004), demonstrate the pliability of 

the body to be continually inscribed with depth. Likewise, for Sheets-Johnstone (2016, p. 

xxii, 343), given that humans experience directly through the body, movement is at the heart 

of subject-world relationships. Engaging in tactile-kinaesthetic movement provides 

individuals with an understanding of fundamental human concepts relating to weight, 

containment, space, distance and closeness (Sheets-Johnstone, 2016).  

 

Drawing on phenomenological theories of embodiment and body image points to the body’s 

‘horizons’, pliability and tactile-kinaesthetic experiences to situate individual experiences, 

narratives, imaginations and meaning. Put differently, corporeal experiences of bodily 

movement are informed by, whilst also informing the individual of the world. In the context 

of the refugee group, lived experience is understood through the lens of kinaesthetic 

movement. Haneen connects her experience of oppressive regimes with bodily tension, while 

unrestrictive movements that expand the body, alongside the imagination of flying and 

Sana’s creation of internal space, return the individual to a physical and symbolic experience 

of freedom. In the exchange between body and world, teachers’ experience of movement 

cannot be disentangled from their complex social, political, racial and economic context, 

while the dynamic qualities of movement are the ‘generative source of concepts’, including 
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agency, that provide expectations of the world (Sheets-Johnstone, 2011, p. 444). In politically 

vulnerable positions, with their experiences of oppressive governments and ongoing 

detention in refugee camps, teachers perform and imagine movements that re-signify their 

bodily experience. In an effort to mediate the harmful effects of violence, stigmatisation and 

years of confinement, practitioners draw on movements to inscribe alterative bodily 

experience and transform their sense of self; unrestricted movements induce a kinaesthetic 

experience of space and openness that translates to physical and symbolic freedom in the 

body and the self. 

 

Strength and aliveness 

Another indication of transformation that refugee teachers discuss is the conversion of pain to 

strength and power through progressively challenging their physical limits. The idea of 

progressively mastering more difficult poses and improving one’s practice initially emerged 

in modern yoga in the late 1800s, with yoga guru and scholar Tirumalai Krishnamacharya’s 

classification of primary, intermediate and advanced stages of practice (Pagés Ruiz, 2007). 

Refugee teachers on Lesbos advocate for yoga practice that pushes people’s limits, overcome 

pain and gradually expand individual capacity through daring poses with the intention of 

inducing an imagined experience of empowerment, closely connected to their desires for 

freedom.  

 

I spoke to Safia on Zoom moments after her early morning German-language lesson, having 

recently moved to Germany with a younger sibling. She recalled the unfamiliar pain caused 

by yoga classes with Naia and Amaya in Lesbos. After weeks of attending classes, she began 

to reimagine her muscular pain through visualisations of flying. In her words: ‘I can fly, I can 

move, I can do everything’. Since becoming a teacher, Safia described her plan to teach other 

women the practice, which would help them to become more powerful, ‘like me’. Upon 

telling me of her plan, Safia swayed her arms and upper body back and forth in the camera 

before she laughed and explained that our conversation had made her want to practice. 

 

The challenging classes shared by the refugee group reinterpret the purpose of technically 

difficult poses; for several group members, including Samir, individuals should push their 

limits, pick the ‘hard way’ to ensure they can learn faster, fight off negative energy, prevent 

the body from becoming ‘lazy’ and the mind from going ‘bad’. Like Safia’s inspiration to fly, 
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Samir oriented his classes to imagined experiences of personal growth. He recalled the 

wisdom he received from elderly camp residents: ‘If you want to be sun, you can be sun’, 

adding that the only condition was that if ‘you want to grow’ and ‘make your life’, 

individuals need to make the ‘body to be strong’. Yusuf’s motivations also pointed towards 

the purpose of physically challenging classes in his reasoning that transformative ‘out-of-

body’ experiences only emerge if the practitioner is fatigued. As a result, Yusuf’s classes are 

purposed to ‘make you tired… and then you can go deep’.  

 

Volunteer teacher, Lucy, also recalled the intense and goal-oriented male yoga practitioners 

in classes she taught in Lesbos. She appeared both worried and amused by the memory of 

elderly men attending advanced classes and attempting headstands within their first two 

weeks of practicing yoga. To Lucy, ‘They would look like they’re dying with exhaustion’; 

they remained unfazed by ‘how hard they [would] have to try’ to reach a pose. Naia 

contextualised these intentions, speculating that the men have only ever needed to fight to 

fulfil their needs, and just like the challenging of receiving asylum, their typically calm 

trauma-aware practice is transformed to a practice that pushes their limits.  

 

However, the purpose of the group’s preference for challenging practice is presented by 

Farah, a 25-year-old Afghan refugee born in Iran. Farah arrived in Moria in 2019, having 

experienced ongoing discrimination in Iran preventing her from finding a job. In Moria, she 

continued to feel unsafe walking through the olive groves to attend parkour classes. Weeks 

later, Farah volunteered to teach yoga for a local organisation, speculating it was similar to 

the gymnastics classes she coached back in Iran. Eventually, she became a yoga teacher, a 

realisation that she has since described as her ‘destiny’, and found yoga assisted her to 

become more ‘comfortable’ and discover herself. Being born into the label of a ‘refugee’ in 

Iran, Farah recalled persistent feelings of needing to ‘run away’ from herself. Since 

discovering yoga, Farah noticed her ability to withstand the intense sensations of poses that 

made her more aware to see her behaviour, and ‘see more reality’. During yoga, Farah 

explained, she experiences ‘living’ – a feeling she hopes to provide to other women from Iran 

who struggle to feel ‘comfortable with themselves’ and experience the feeling of ‘being 

alive’.  
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Figure 18: Farah performing ‘Crow pose’ (Photo by: Farah). 

 

Each of the teachers allude to the perceived effects of yoga to bring practitioners to a state of 

self-discovery, with a preparedness to overcome adversity and find growth, transformation 

and success. Philosopher Rosalyn Diprose (2005) suggests similar effects in the expressions 

of meaning by protesting asylum seekers in Australia detention centres; for Diprose (2005, p. 

389), symbolic violence, vilification and deportation deprives bodies ‘of their ability to 

signify their uniqueness and be the expression of meaning’. Instead, imagination presents a 

central component to overcoming the deprivation of meaning associated to ongoing camp 

violence and alienation. Elaine Scarry (1987, p. 164) argues that that acts of ‘making’, 

creativity and use of imagination can reverse the destruction of meaning and passivity that 

pain is associated to. Sociologist Catherine Garrett (2001, p. 330) applies Scarry’s concepts 

of ‘creativity’ and ‘imagination’ to yoga and reiki practice, suggesting that practicing these 

techniques does not separate the individual from their body but move them ‘back into’ the 

body. In her study of yoga and reiki practitioners, Garrett argues that the bodily experience of 

rituals give meaning to pain and remake the self. As previously referred to, unthematised 

background contexts become a horizon through which experiences of the intercorporeal body 

and self are perceived (Weiss, 2008).  

 

The constructed beliefs and fantasies around the body, including its literal and symbolic 

conversion to empowered states, demonstrate the centrality of the kinaesthetic body in 

negotiating individual experiences of the world. Embedded in their complex social and 

political environment, the refugee teachers’ creative addition to yoga practice instils a 
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broader idea of re-making both their selves and their environment. Another scholar, Mitra 

Emad (2003, p. 23) suggests that individuals use pain and language around pain as a tool to 

‘take charge’ of their lived experiences. In a study of pain-inducing practices, including 

acupuncture, individuals draw on the language of the body to reimagine the pain as healing 

sensations. Emad’s (2003, p. 23) example depicts the use of pain as a ‘meaning-making 

enterprise’ engaged with by the body’s movements and knowledge. Within the camp’s 

complex examinations and much delayed procedures, the group appears to modify how they 

conceive of physical sensations caused by yoga to ideas of flying, the ‘sun’ or a stronger 

empowered self. The refugee group’s descriptions similarly suggested desires to take charge 

and re-author intense challenge and poses; Safia reimagined muscular pains as meaningful 

indications of her ability to become more powerful; Farah relied on movement to ‘aware of 

everything’ and stop avoiding her fears. While I do not seek to glamorise pain in yoga, I wish 

to point out the group’s remoulding of a controlled and calm trauma-aware practice to a more 

significant interpretation of yoga that provides meaning in their challenging circumstances. 

The re-authoring of physically difficult poses and intention to ‘play’ with the body to 

negotiate its limits responds to a broader experience of their environmental disempowerment 

and depersonalisation. The teachers’ preference for difficult poses and exhaustive sequences 

depicts their interest in literally and metaphorically strengthening themselves to achieve a 

transformed higher self that digresses from conventional psychiatric narratives of healing 

with the intention returning to a more functional state. Instead, the practice provides 

mechanisms for creating new means of manoeuvring oneself past the debilitation caused by 

the asylum process. 

 

‘Making’ balance and finding support  

In addition to yoga movements that bring individuals strength and a sense of freedom, the 

third category of movement I found in my research was the felt experience of ‘making’ 

balance and finding support in obscure and technically difficult acroyoga poses. With 

practice, acroyoga practitioners continually refine their perceptual capacity to find balance 

while sensing subtle shifts in weight. As Novack (1990, p. 154) describes in contact 

improvisation, practitioners navigate a variety of improvised movements and inversions that 

require them to yield and soften the body, supporting their own weight with different body 

parts, but also being supported by partners and moving in several different directions 

simultaneously. However, given that acroyoga is performed in partnership, practitioners must 
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learn to move while also minimising the instability caused to partners; the more advanced 

you are, the more tolerant you become of sudden changes, and the more easily you can 

attempt unfamiliar movements that renegotiate balance and equilibrium with partners.  

 

These refined processes were demonstrated by Samir and Malik in their sunset practice along 

the shoreline of Lesbos (pictured below). The image depicts Malik and Samir in a 

challenging pose that relies on a careful interaction between weight and counterweight. To 

perform the pose required Malik to start in an inverted vertical position, held in the air by 

Samir’s hands on Malik’s shoulders. Once balanced, Samir lifted his left knee, while Malik 

gradually used Samir’s weight as leverage to tip his body backward. Samir explained: ‘You 

need to go slowly and take balance, be heavy and give weight’.  

 

 
Figure 19: Samir (base) and Malik (flyer) on Lesbos’ shoreline negotiating weight. (Photo by: 
Samir).  

 

As Samir suggested, the pose required both practitioners to direct attention to the felt 

experience of weight. To develop equilibrium in partnership, refugee yoga teachers develop a 

kinaesthetic sensitivity and connection to their partner to delicately add or remove weight. 

Samir’s online acroyoga classes on the SYO’s Instagram, which were translated by Yusuf, 

point out the need for partners to be ‘connected well’, synchronising their breath and 

mutually exchanging energy during practice. To restore the posture and balance, practitioners 

retain internal focus and attend to the changing sensations observed by their vestibular 

system. For Samir, this requires flyers to question how they can support themselves and 
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lessen the weight being supported by the base. In Samir’s words: novices should ask, ‘How 

can I take my heavy to my body?’ 

 

Other partnered practices also feature similar delicate, reflexive and mutually supportive 

processes of finding literal and metaphorical equilibrium between practitioners. In Cynthia 

Novack’s (1990, pp. 121-122) observations of contact improvisation, dancers are tasked with 

alternating between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ weight; individuals vary between thrusts of energy 

to propel forward or releases to the sink to the ground. This negotiation requires practitioners 

to gradually find a physical reciprocal understanding of accommodating to the subtle 

movements of their partner, while also observing their own reflexive righting behaviours to 

tolerate a sense of instability. Likewise, Loïc Wacquant’s (2004, p. 85) study of boxing 

practitioners finds partners literally and figuratively practice ‘feeling their way’, negotiating a 

reciprocity to find an appropriate midpoint between violence and control. While a 

renegotiation of weight sounds biologically impossible, the acroyoga teachers use body 

weight to develop a reciprocal and experimental mutual support between partners. In this 

process, both practitioners are tasked with refining their ability to empathetically sense the 

needs of their partner.  

 

While physical support has literal impacts on acroyoga practice – to keep their partner 

airborne – this practice also suggests a more-than-physical reciprocity that is felt exercised in 

movement, but carries broader emotional and symbolic significance for practitioners. In 

Sana’s recollection of yoga classes with Iraqi refugee women in Jordan, she recalled several 

practitioners having difficulty finding balance in challenging poses. For Sana, being unable to 

balance indicated that a student was having difficulty to ‘keep standing in this life’. Drawing 

this connection, Sana reported that she could ‘feel’ and perceive who was stable by their 

movements. Having observed practitioners frequently falling, she questioned: ‘Why she 

cannot be stable? Why she cannot balance and travel the balance on the mat and take it to real 

life?’ Sana’s suggestion has two implications: it suggests the symbolic meaning poses carry 

that provide insight into the practitioner’s lived experiences, and it speaks to Sana’s idea of 

shared movement as facilitating social and emotional connection.  

 

Farah echoed Sana’s understanding in her reflections of the yoga teacher in Lesbos. The 

experience of practicing together and performing identical motions prompted her to 

understand that despite all individuals being in ‘different situations’, individuals could 
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‘connect’ feelings, cultivate the same ‘one feeling’ of unity and move beyond labels. In the 

shared and synchronised practice, no one was defined as an Afghan refugee or a European 

volunteer anymore. Instead, she recalled thinking that, ‘All of us we are really equal from 

inside’. Sana and Farah’s accounts point to the meaning imbued in synchronised bodily 

movements and balancing poses. Sana’s metaphorical interpretation of balance and Farah’s 

realisation of connectedness depict the practice’s provision of a metaphysical, interdependent 

solidarity. Teachers allude to an experience of shared understanding and belonging in 

performing the physical poses amongst others.  

 

Similar conclusions are drawn by dance theorists and philosophers, who describe the intimate 

exchange and meaning individuals experience through intercorporeal experiences of the body 

amongst the bodies of others. For Albright (2013, p. 225), shared movement practices 

become an ‘existential dance’ that calls into question assumptions about social relationships 

and the self. To further explore this, I also draw on philosopher Rosalyn Diprose’s (2002, p. 

89) theory of ‘corporeal generosity’ and discussion of bodily modification. Diprose proposes 

that the self is produced in relation with and through the bodies of others. One’s bodily 

existence, identity and sense of belonging forms in an ongoing corporeal transfer of 

movement, gestures, habits and bodily styles with others (Diprose, 2002). Hancock (2008) 

also examines Diprose’s argument, finding that it relies on the idea that the embodied subject 

maintains a position of generosity and opens up his or her body to the reciprocal interactions 

and the perceptions of others. Accordingly, individuals engage in a process of ‘becoming’ ‘in 

and through the other’ (Hancock, 2008, p. 1368).  

 

Returning to the refugee group, Samir and Malik’s subtle sensing and negotiation of weight 

to mould their movements to the needs of the other demonstrates a literal bodily generosity 

that protects them from losing balance and collapsing. However, yoga and acroyoga also 

depict Diprose’s (2002) theory of generosity in their ongoing exchange of perceptions, 

movements, experiences and meaning in practice. Experiencing the body amongst others, and 

manoeuvring through technically difficult mutually-dependent movements, symbolises an 

intercorporeal generosity that reinforces meaningful identity. Sana’s account of the intimacy 

of movement as able to depict those experiencing hardship, and Farah’s account of a shared 

‘feeling’ of oneness through synchronised poses and breaths reiterate the group’s experience 

of the body and the world is open to, entangled with and transformed by the intersubjective 

perceptual fields of others. Despite the focus on individual growth and transformation in 
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practices like yoga and aikido, Kohn (2008, p. 106), observes ‘the self has no meaning in 

isolation’. Therefore, how individuals come to understand their practice and identity is tied to 

the reciprocal exchange and interactions of one’s own bodily movements in collaboration 

with the bodies of others. 

 

 
Figure 20: Balancing pose by Yusuf (flyer), Amaya (flyer) and Samir (base). (Photo by: Hilde 
Honerud). 

 

Falling and overcoming disorientation 

 
Towards the end of my fieldwork, Samir received the heart wrenching news of his second 

refused claim for asylum in Greece. Samir’s news came to me while I was running on the 

treadmill at the gym. I immediately recalled a comment made by Celine: If you’re a single 

male on Lesbos, ‘you’re basically fucked’. A year earlier, the Greek Council for Refugees 

(2021) had published statistics on the rate of approval for Afghan applicants. Of the 11,514 

individuals that applied for asylum in 2020, 28.3% of applicants received refugee status; 

37.9% received subsidiary protection, a lesser form of protection that provides a temporary 

visa without the option of family reunification; and 33.8% were denied asylum (Greek 

Council for Refugees, 2021; UNHCR, 2021a). Because it was Samir’s second rejection, he 

would no longer receive monthly payments from the Greek government. He spent days 

processing the news and deliberating what to do next.  
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Days after learning of the decision, Samir described his feelings and an ‘idea’ he felt captured 

his experience well. For Samir, the rejection of his claim felt the same as falling from a pose 

in acroyoga. In his words: ‘Now, about my case, I am falling’. Falling is unavoidable in 

acroyoga; flyers are always at risk of falling if either partner miscalculates a movement or 

cannot respond fast enough to restore balance. Samir laughed when he recalled of Yusuf 

accidentally falling recently, which caused Samir to accidently kick him in the face. Luckily, 

Yusuf avoided serious injury. In likening falling to the rejection of his asylum application, 

Samir, explained that acroyoga falls gradually become less dangerous as practitioners learn to 

avoid injury and eventually find it easier to cope with failure; Samir learnt how to ‘go 

further’ in practice, how to ‘put my body further’ and ‘put my heavy [weight] to the ground’. 

After receiving his second refusal, he explained, ‘Maybe it broke, but not very bad broke… 

You can make yourself harder again… It was big falling, but that makes me stronger’. 

Samir’s analogy makes visible the refugee group’s symbolic interpretation of lived 

experience using kinaesthetic knowledge developed in movement and shared physical 

experiences of the body.  

 

Being a rich symbolic experience as well as a bodily event, the meaning of falling exists not 

only in what is visible, but also in the corporeal felt experience. Samir’s attempt to 

understand his complex social and political context through the lens of physical practice 

demonstrates the interaction between kinaesthetic movement and fundamental human 

experiences (Sheets-Johnstone, 2016). Dance theorist Ann Cooper Albright (2018) 

interweaves the experience of movement with significant lived experience using literal and 

symbolic example of falling in social failures, economic recessions and the events of 9/11. 

Albright argues that, while falling involves automatic physical reflexes, ‘reactions to falling 

are highly mediated by a whole matrix of personal and cultural associations’ (p. 39). As 

Samir suggests, the meaning attached to the fall is both practical and theoretical; Samir’s 

frequent falls provided him with the ability to understand how to move his body and 

distribute his weight in more coordinated and useful ways. But, due to loss of direction, 

rootedness and orientation, the destabilising and disorientating corporeal experience of falling 

has broader repercussions on his social and political stability. Sara Ahmed (2006) provides a 

useful theorisation of disorientation in her work Queer Phenomenology. For Ahmed, bodies 

to ‘take shape’, become pressed and ‘oriented’ to surrounding social and political pressures 

that determine how individuals inhabit and experience the world. Therefore, by the same 

token, instances of disorientation, including examples of seasickness, have a physical and 
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psychic influence on how we inhabit space. Ahmed (2006, p. 160) argues that losing sight of 

land and being unable to ‘sink into the ground’ below them – a ground she proposes is never 

neutral but ‘gives ground to some more than others’ – causes individuals to experience 

disorientation. Unable to self-orient, the individual at sea must develop ‘another angle of the 

world’ (Ahmed, 2006, p. 172). Ahmed’s example depicts the entrenched somatic patterns that 

define how individuals interpret lived experience. As Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s (2015, pp. 

54-55) eloquently explains, movement is a ‘way of living the feeling directly’. Samir’s use of 

a corporeal knowledge of movement to imagine himself losing stability and falling 

demonstrates a similar process to give significance to lived experience. Despite causing 

symbolic damage to Samir, the experience of falling in his official status required him to 

better learn to distribute his metaphorical weight to the unstable ground. Having fallen in his 

refused asylum claim and his political existence, Samir draws on kinaesthesia to orient 

himself within his complex circumstances. Given that individuals experience the world 

through movement, the kinaesthetic experience of yoga and acroyoga practice provides 

skilled practitioners corporeal knowledge and a language to draw meaning from lived 

experience. For Samir, acroyoga provides a means to negotiate the necessary minor 

adjustments of both a physically disorientating pose, and his challenging political existence.  

 

Drawing on the categories discussed in this chapter, practitioners allude to the 

intercorporeality of movement, and their symbolic reading into movement to transform their 

experience of ongoing precarity, depersonalisation and alienation into metaphorical 

resources. The chapter considers the various physical and figurative forms of movement: the 

expansive poses that create ‘space’, the challenging positions that require extending personal 

boundaries, and the precarious poses that disorientate and destabilise, and require reciprocal 

exchanges of support. As suggested, practitioners’ descriptions of the practice reiterate their 

attempts to overcome their dehumanising environment through the practice, which offers a 

means re-make a strengthened interdependent self.  

 

Conclusion 

In the final minutes of Samir’s last class as a yoga teacher in Lesbos he instructed 

practitioners to lie comfortably on their yoga mats, smile and ‘slowly relax’. Coincidentally, 

his final class was one of the first times Samir taught the closing component of a class; 
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previously he was too worried about his English. In previous classes, Yusuf took over or 

translated Samir’s words. This time, Yusuf could only be seen occasionally emerging from 

behind the camera, while Samir invited practitioners to: 

 

Say thank you to all of our bod[ies]… to your eyes…  you have all the time to see 

beautiful things in life… to your head for all the positive things we have in our life… 

for both of our hands that you can balance and take everything that we can… to both 

of your legs, you can walk and move to everywhere you want.  

 

After finishing the class, Samir spent several days organising the appropriate paperwork, 

COVID-19 tests and tickets before boarding a ferry to Athens. Once he arrived, he was 

uncertain of where to travel next. From conversations with friends, he believed that he was 

expected to return to Turkey. However, according to news reports, Turkey had refused to 

accept forcibly-returned asylum seekers from Greece since the start of the COVID-19 

pandemic (Tenwick & Papadopoulou, 2021). But he was adamant about one thing: he could 

not return to Afghanistan, where he expected he would be killed. His journey is not over yet. 

 

Other yoga teachers have also left Lesbos. Yusuf and Zahed were provided with subsidiary 

protection. Farah and Madiha moved to Athens with family members and have continued to 

work for the SYO to establish new gyms and programs. Farah told me her dream was to open 

her own studio to introduce yoga to the Iranian and Afghan community in Athens. Haneen 

continues to teach classes in Sydney, and like Farah, Sana plans to open a ‘salon’ in Jordan 

named Sayidati (‘My Lady’ in Arabic) to provide classes that focus on ‘everything the lady 

should care about: her body, practicing yoga… feelings… religion, spiritual issues, woman 

empowerment’. Unfortunately, like Samir, Malik also received a second rejection to his 

asylum application but continues to hope that he will eventually find an opportunity to 

resettle. 

 

To bring this thesis to a conclusion, I wish to draw attention to the rich yoga and acroyoga 

classes created by resilient asylum seekers in Moria. By reinterpreting yoga movements in 

subtle and nuanced ways, research on this refugee group reveals broader ongoing political 

debates on the importance of change, adaptation, authenticity and tradition in modern yoga 

and the suitability of using bodily techniques like yoga in trauma recovery. Practices, whether 

they facilitate self-improvement, healing from trauma, religious sentiment, transcendence or 
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even the attainment of an ideal physical body, are each adaptations that reassert the ongoing 

potential relevance of yoga in modern societies. While yoga tradition spans thousands of 

years, its purpose and components expand beyond essentialised narratives of an unchanged 

ancient tradition but they also exceed the model of a modern therapeutic practice to 

‘reconnect’ and heal those diagnosed as having PTSD. Instead, by focusing on this refugee 

group, the research finds that yoga can be reconstructed and resignified to meet the 

environmental needs of diverse practitioners, including their aspirations to improve their lives 

when living in a precarious state.  

 

The refugees rewrote their relationship to the intelligent, energetic body and innovated 

around the role of collaborative poses, interoception, breathing and smiling to reimagine their 

physical reality, social existence and connection to others. Unlike the approach in most 

trauma models of practice, the refugees did not argue that the movement reversed 

disconnection or de-sensitisation, but rather provided individuals with a kinaesthetic language 

and intercorporeal knowledge of their own bodies and the bodies of others. They used yoga 

to help renegotiate the meaning of lived experience, especially their situation of being 

trapped in the process of seeking asylum. By practicing yoga, the refugees transformed their 

experience of their surroundings, drawing on physical movements, including disequilibrium, 

disorientation, constriction, pain and physical challenges to induce alternative experiences of 

strength, stability, mutual support, imagined expansiveness and freedom in their trying 

circumstances. 

 

Having drawn on the extensive accounts provided by the young asylum seeker group, the 

thesis has brought into discussion the lived experiences of seeking asylum, and poses 

questions on the role of skilled movement practice to negotiate adversity, uncertainty and 

distress. As Newcombe (2018, p. 570) emphasises, research often needs to step away from 

closed discussions and antagonistic insider accounts, like the debates in yoga that insert 

contested political narratives and definitions to determine what is or what is not truly yoga in 

the lives of practitioners. These debates may rile practitioners online, but they do not always 

help us understand people’s experiences. Instead, Newcombe calls for greater recognition of 

the messy and complicated experiences of yoga practitioners rather than focusing so heavily 

on the practice’s ideology. I propose that this focus also encourages future research on the 

significance of the practice in diverse communities, including migrants, where we are likely 

to find a proliferation of ‘yogas’. Given its reinvented form, the refugee group’s practice 
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poses questions for trauma recovery theorists and leaders in the therapeutic yoga community 

about the possibility of self-led, unrestricted, interdependent and non-dogmatic movements to 

reveal alternative ways practitioners can negotiate identity and find healing. Studies like this 

one encourage us to provide more space for dialogue about how yoga practice is read into 

and made meaningful outside the existing rhetoric or formal teaching structures. Despite 

being called ‘yoga’, each distinctive iteration of the ritualised practice has behind it lived 

experiences just as unique. 
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