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Abstract
This article focuses on how spirituality and commercialism are inter-
twined in the representations of yoga in the media. For this study, 
articles on yoga were collected from seven Finnish popular magazines, 
and analyzed using qualitative close reading guided by sensitizing 
concepts of subjective wellbeing spirituality and prosumerism. The 
results show that looks, wellbeing and health are found to be the main 
selling points of yoga, whereas spirituality is used as a distinguishing 
device and a tool for constructing a consumer identity associated with 
‘spiritual’ values. The material also raises questions on the possibility 
of anti-consumerist trends within contemporary yoga.

Keywords: yoga, spirituality, wellbeing, consumer culture, media repre-
sentations

According to a recent survey there are roughly 100,000 – 200,000 practition-
ers of yoga in Finland (Gallup Ecclesiastica 2011). Another survey gives an 
estimate of 62,000 active practitioners and 64,000 potential practitioners 
(Suomen kuntoliikuntaliitto 2010). In 2008, the national broadcasting cor-
poration YLE ran a headline on their website: ‘Finns are yoga enthusiasts’2 
commenting on the high interest in yoga in proportion to the country’s 
population of five million. Yoga’s current global popularity is evidenced, and 
likely also produced, by the fact that it is often featured in various types of 

1 We thank the editors in chief of Cosmopolitan, ET, Hyvä Terveys, Kodin Kuvalehti, Me Naiset, 
Sara and Sport magazines for giving a permission to use the data, and Jenna Parmala for data 
collection. Special thanks to Suzanne Newcombe and Don Slater for their comments to the 
manuscript.
2 YLE online news (23.10.2008). ‘Suomalaiset ovat kovia joogaamaan’. http://yle.fi/uutiset/
suomalaiset_ovat_kovia_joogaamaan/6116323 http://olotila.yle.fi/mina/hyvinvointi/
suomalaiset-ovat-kovia-joogaamaan.
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media, especially magazines. The current popularity of yoga is often linked 
with the rise of non-institutional religiosity, popularly referred to as ‘spiritu-
ality’. The aim of this article is to study how spirituality and commercialism 
are intertwined in the representations of yoga in the Finnish print media.

Most popular forms of yoga in Finland fall into the category of modern 
postural yoga (henceforth MPY), referring to forms of yoga which focus on 
physical postures (asanas) and breathing exercises (pranayama) (De Michelis 
2004).3 Many MPY practitioners also ascribe some degree of spiritual sig-
nificance to the practise (Hasselle-Newcombe 2005; Langøien 2012; Nevrin 
2008). Most forms of MPY can thus be located within the context of non-
institutional and subjective religiosity that has gained popularity since the 
mid-twentieth century (Heelas & Woodhead 2005, Heelas 2008, Taira 2009). 

Several authors have convincingly argued that the proliferation of non-
institutional religiosity is connected with spread of capitalism, neoliberal 
policies and the rise of consumer culture (Lau 2000, Possamai 2003; Carrette 
& King 2005; Rindfleish 2006; Taira 2006; Dawson 2013; Gauthier, Marti-
kainen & Woodhead 2013a). While the relationship between different types 
non-institutional religiosity and consumerism is well-documented (e.g. 
Rindfleish 2006, Possamai 2003, Carrette & King 2005, Lau 2000, Taira 2009), 
only a handful of studies have focused specifically on the relationship be-
tween MPY and consumerism. These have concerned, for instance, copyright 
issues in transnational commercial yoga (Fish 2006), the re-appropriation 
of yoga among Indian consumers (Askergaard & Eckhardt 2012), brand-
ing of popular schools of yoga in America (Jain 2012), and the connection 
between environmentalism, capitalism and yoga among the transnational 
cosmopolitan middle class (Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013).

Our study participates in this emerging discussion on MPY and con-
sumerism by looking at empirical representations of yoga in seven Finnish 
popular magazines (Cosmopolitan, ET, Hyvä Terveys, Kodin Kuvalehti, Me 
Naiset, Sara and Sport), mainly aimed at female audiences, or, in the case 
of ET, at senior citizens. Modern postural yoga is known in particular as a 
female activity (Newcombe 2007). Also, in general in the consumer society, 
where women are seen as the principal consumers, femininity has a cultural 
connection to consumption (Fisher & Bristor 1993; Bowlby 2002). We focus 

3 Yoga styles, which emphasize (sitting) meditation, are usually referred to in the media simply 
as ‘meditation’. While meditation is central to most pre-modern yoga styles, nowadays it is 
customary to speak of ‘yoga and meditation’ as distinct practises even among the practitioners 
themselves. Bhakti Yoga, a form of ritual worship, is rather marginal in Finland, and is seldom 
discussed in the mainstream media.
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especially on how ‘spirituality’ is defined in the representations of yoga, 
how it is used as a marketing device and how the themes of spirituality and 
commercialism are intertwined. 

Modern postural yoga as spiritual prosumption

MPY is largely a product of late 19th and early 20th century, differing 
from earlier interpretations of yoga with regard to its methods and aims 
of practise. It is heavily influenced by modern ideas of health and wellbe-
ing, as well as an interplay of Indian and Western gymnastics, medicine 
and psychology (De Michelis 2004; Alter 2004; Singleton 2010; Jain 2014; 
Strauss 2005). Its recent popularity is intimately connected with the rise 
of non-institutional spiritualities (Heelas & Woodhead 2005; Heelas 2008; 
Davie 1994) and the ‘therapeutic ethos’ (Lears 1983; Wightman Fox & Lears 
1983), which emphasizes this-worldly self-actualization and the importance 
of individual psycho-physical health. 

The connecting factor between different types of non-institutional spir-
itualities and associated wellbeing practises, such as MPY, is the emphasis 
on subjectivity (Heelas 2008). Taira (2006) emphasizes the importance of 
‘affect’ and ‘interest’ rather than creed and commitment, as important char-
acteristics of what he calls ‘liquid religiosity’, with reference to Bauman’s 
concept of ‘liquid modernity’ (Taira 2006; see also Bauman 2000; Speck 
2013). This type of religiosity is also often exemplified by the rhetoric of be-
ing ‘spiritual, but not religious’, or what Grace Davie has called ‘believing 
without belonging’ (Davie 1994). 

Tuomas Martikainen, François Gauthier and Linda Woodhead (2013b) 
have recently argued that the spread of subjective spiritualities is intimately 
connected with the implementation of neoliberal economic policies in 
Western societies, and to the spread of consumerism as a cultural ethos. 
Neoliberalism is defined as an economic and cultural ideology which 
involves reducing the role of state and securing the unimpeded function 
of the market economy (e.g. Harvey 2007; Braedley & Luxton 2010; Read 
2009; Springer 2012). 

In neoliberal societies, social life is increasingly mediated by acts of 
consumption of a range of different products and services. The mechanics 
of consumer culture have also affected religiosity, as is evident, for exam-
ple, in the proliferation of subjectivism discussed above, as well as in the 
increasing commodification of religious and spiritual practises. Like com-
mercial brands, religious affiliations have become ways of constructing and 
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expressing selfhood and of forming social networks (Gauthier, Woodhead 
& Martikainen 2013b; Rindfleish 2006). 

In the case of MPY, commodification is particularly evident in the emer-
gence of innumerable different yoga brands or styles, which are constituted 
by the selective appropriation of some but not all of the features found across 
the yoga features found across the yoga market, as well as the development 
of bodily practises that are marketed as tools for health, wellbeing and per-
sonal transformation (Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013; Jain 2012; De Michelis 
2008). In addition to well-known styles derived from acclaimed teachers, 
such as Iyengar Yoga, Ashtanga Yoga, and Sivananda Yoga, there has been 
a surge of novel fusion styles such as yoga rave, yogabeats, Dru yoga dance, 
yoga ballet, iiyoga, yogawalking, Hi-Ki yoga, Chi yoga, hormonal yoga, and 
so on (Brown & Aspasia 2010). 

In addition to the seemingly boundless variety of paid yoga classes, 
yoga accessories are a multi-million dollar business, which has led yoga to 
become an effective brand in its own right (Fish 2006; Philp 2009). Unsur-
prisingly, yoga has recently also been used to brand make-up, perfumes, 
tea and even detergents. Certain visual motifs related to yoga, such as the 
lotus position, have become strong and recognizable symbols in themselves, 
and are sometimes used in advertising to sell products not in any way con-
nected to yoga, such as beer.

While some authors see MPY as inextricably tied to consumer culture 
(see Jain 2014; Fish 2006; Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013), others have seen 
the commercialization and commodification of yoga as the corruption of 
an ‘authentic’ spiritual practise (e.g. Carrette & King 2005; Lau 2000). The 
hybridized and ‘westernized’ forms of MPY are also seen as Foucauldian 
technologies of the self, which support the neoliberal system (Askergaard 
& Eckhardt 2012; Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013). Certain Hindu groups 
have voiced their opposition against the popularization and associated 
commodification of yoga, arguing that yoga is an integral part of Hindu 
religiosity, and should not be separated from that context (see Jain 2014). 

Within the MPY community, criticism has been directed, for example, 
against Bikram Choudhury, the founder of the extremely popular Bikram 
Yoga, who has sought to patent a series of 24 postures and is known for 
having taken legal action against many small yoga entrepreneurs who have 
taught his sequence of yoga postures without the required license (Fish 
2006; Philp 2009; Jain 2014).4 Many practitioners have argued that yoga and 

4  According to a court order given in December 2012 it seems that Choudhury is losing his 
right to the trademark. However, the case is still not settled. (Bloomberg 2012). 
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money cannot and should not be mixed, as this is seen as jeopardizing the 
‘spiritual’ nature of yoga.

Instead of accepting this black and white dichotomy, where MPY prac-
titioners are seen as either passive consumers or active proponents of anti-
capitalist spirituality, an alternative way can be sought.5 One tool for this is 
the concept of prosumption, which conflates the notions of production and 
consumption into one single action (Ritzer & Jurgenson 2010; Ritzer et al 2012; 
Zwick et al 2008). Andrew Dawson (2013) has recently applied the concept 
of prosumption to subjective spirituality, differentiating five aspects of ‘spir-
itual prosumption’: agency, site, benefit, repertoire and modality (Dawson 2013). 

Agency refers to the idea of the individual subject as both the actor 
and final authority in matters of spirituality. As many forms of subjective 
wellbeing spirituality include bodily practises, the site of spiritual prosump-
tion is the human body as a psycho-physical unit. The benefit of spiritual 
prosumption is then directly experienced as a wellbeing of body and mind. 
These benefits are gained through a repertoire of techniques, such as yoga 
postures, which in the context of subjective wellbeing spirituality are often 
hybrid and flexible. Finally, Dawson calls the modality of spiritual prosump-
tion ‘inner-worldly aestheticism’, which again refers to the self as both the 
active agent and the beneficiary of the practise. Viewed thus, the wellbeing 
practises associated with spirituality appears neither as passive, meaning-
less consumption nor as an abstract pursuit, detached from economic and 
cultural realities (Dawson 2013). 

The concept of spiritual presumption thus offers a middle way be-
tween the criticism directed against the ‘consumer takeover of religion’ 
(Carrette & King 2005; Lau 2000), of which subjective spiritualities are 
sometimes accused, as well as against claims for purity and authenticity, 
which ignore the commercial aspects integral to subjective spiritualities. 
It provides valuable insight into the complex relationship of commercial-
ism and spirituality in the representations of MPY in the Finnish media. 
Before looking at how these themes are manifested in Finnish magazines, 
a little attention must be paid to the wider relationship between women, 
wellbeing and the media. 

5 Taira (2009, 239) gives the following advice: ‘[I]t is useful to try to avoid the two extreme 
alternatives that are reminiscent of the study of fandom—one which sees every kind of politi-
cally correct dimension in the discourse on spirituality as progressive or anti-capitalist and the 
other which deems every kind of reference to spirituality or Eastern wisdom as a surrender to 
consumer culture or neoliberal ideology.’
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Women, wellbeing, and the media 

As in other wellbeing practises, an overwhelming majority of MPY practi-
tioners are female (Newcombe 2007). According to Sointu and Woodhead 
(2008), the women taking part in wellbeing activities in Great Britain are 
predominantly white, well-educated, and involved in humanitarian causes. 
The consumer segment of ‘holistic wellbeing’, or ‘LOHAS’ - Lifestyles of 
Health and Sustainability (Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013) – is thus clearly 
defined. In general, female and feminine are signifiers often defined in re-
lation to consumption in marketing language, whereas the masculine has 
been customarily associated with the marketer or producer, or established 
religious institutions (Fisher & Bristor 1993; Bowlby 2002; Gauthier Marti-
kainen & Woodhead 2013a).

Sointu and Woodhead (2008) explain the predominance of women in 
holistic activities by arguing that they simultaneously affirm and challenge 
the traditional discourses of femininity: nursing is traditionally associated 
with womanhood, but in holistic activities the attention is shifted from others 
to oneself. This, in turn, is seen to benefit others as well. Holistic activities 
thus act to justify focusing on one’s own body, health, looks and experiences. 
Suzanne Newcombe (2008) writes of the British women practicing yoga that 
they described yoga classes as having improved their ability to perform 
social duties and responsibilities at home and work (Newcombe 2008, 114.).

Women may also be induced to care for and modify their bodies by cul-
tural standards of beauty and looks. Women’s magazines persistently define 
the ideal body: while there may be articles which emphasize the importance 
of loving one’s body as it is, the pictures typically show an unattainable, 
ideal body (e.g. Bordo 1993; Markula 2001; Impett et al. 2006; Kyrölä 2014). 
Conforming to the prevailing ideals, the models featured in the magazines 
are usually lean and muscular. Additionally, many MPY practitioners as-
sociate a healthy, lean and strong body with spiritual progress, viewing 
it as a sign of bodily and mental discipline (Langøien 2012). On the other 
hand, yoga and holistic thinking can be argued to offer a healthy balance 
to the objectification of women, as they advocate taking responsibility of 
one’s own body and wellbeing (Impet et al. 2006). 

Middle-class women have been active in health and wellbeing activities 
such as yoga since the early twentieth century (Newcombe 2007 & 2008). 
Although yoga in its pre-20th century Indian contexts was exclusively a male 
activity, in Europe and the US its audience has from the beginning mainly 
consisted of women. This had to do with associating yoga with ‘exotic dance’ 
and popular forms of female gymnastics: whereas men were supposed to 
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train for strength and endurance, yoga was marketed as a way to achieve 
health and beauty (Singleton 2010; Newcombe 2008). In the light of our 
research material, we can note that these ideals are still dominant, and that 
their influence has impacted pervasively on the holistic wellbeing culture.

The study: yoga in the Finnish magazines

We analyzed the representations of MPY in seven Finnish popular maga-
zines: ET [‘Senior’s Magazine’], Cosmopolitan [Finnish edition], Hyvä Terveys 
[‘Good Health’], Kodin Kuvalehti [‘Illustrated Home Magazine’], Me Naiset 
[‘We Women’], Sara [a woman’s name] and Sport [Fitness magazine for 
women; unrelated to sports magazines in other countries with the same 
name]. All editorial content including the search words ‘yoga’ and ‘medita-
tion’ during the years 2008, 2009, 2010 and the first half of 2011 were collected 
from each magazine’s archives. These seven magazines were chosen to rep-
resent a sample of commercial lifestyle magazines which often cover stories 
concerning subjective wellbeing and exercise. Three of them, Cosmopolitan, 
Me Naiset and Sara, are profiled as women’s magazines focused on fashion 
and human interest. The others are targeted for a general audience of broad 
age range, but, according to the publishers’ own media information, their 
readers are mostly females (Sanoma Magazines 2012). Sport magazine is 
concerned with sports, ‘aimed at women who love to keep fit’, and Hyvä 
Terveys is focused on issues of health and wellbeing. ET magazine was chosen 
to represent a popular publication targeted at the senior population (over-
50s). Sara, too, is aimed at ‘mature’ women. Over all, these magazines aim 
to reach the widest possible audience in the given public market segment. 
They are therefore significantly dependent on advertisement income, and 
appeal to an audience favorable to consumerism. 

Applying the method of qualitative close reading, the material was read 
several times, advancing from the phases of data reduction to data display 
and finally to drawing conclusions and verification (Miles & Huberman 
1994, 10–11; see also Silverman 2000). The analysis was directed by sen-
sitizing (Bulmer 1979) the concepts of spirituality and commercialism. To 
manage the material, we used the Atlas.ti software, which is designed for 
the purposes of qualitative analysis.

Firstly, in the data reduction phase, an inductive quantitative approach 
was utilized. The term ‘yoga’ was mentioned in altogether 155 articles; 
yoga was also twice featured on the magazine cover, referring to a story 
inside. The articles were divided into seven categories according to the 
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genre and the role of yoga in the text. On the following readings (data 
display), we started to delineate and analyze the material thematically 
with the coding function of Atlas.ti. This made it possible to find similar 
themes from different parts of the material. After this, we verified the 
internal coherence of the themes and the way they appeared in differ-
ent article types. Finally, we selected the articles where spirituality was 
mentioned in connection with yoga, as well as those about services and 
yoga-related products. 

Overview of the qualitative material 

While the sample of 155 articles in which the term ‘yoga’ was mentioned 
is not sufficient for a quantitative research or for drawing statistical gener-
alizations, a quantitative classification was useful in giving an overview of 
the data and to give direction to the qualitative analysis. 

The material was divided into categories (A–G) according to the genre 
and the role of yoga in the text (table 1). The occurrence of each category in 
the selected magazines is shown in table 2.

Yoga was most often mentioned in columns (category E): for instance, 
starting a yoga practise or discussing its effects. Almost half of the columns 
were found in the magazine Sport, where the journalist Virpi Melleri reported 
on her experiences of practicing yoga in India. The second largest category 
(G) consisted of articles where yoga was mentioned in another context, for 
example as a treatment for insomnia, back pain or loss of weight.

The third largest category of articles were interviews with yoga teachers 
(Di & Dii). Yoga was also often referred to in interviews (A), as a part of the 
lifestyle of the interviewees, who included both public figures and ordinary 
yoga practitioners. Public figures and celebrities have been instrumental in 
popularizing yoga not only in Finland, but also in other Western countries. 
In other instances yoga was mentioned only in passing, for example as a 
hobby or in the horoscopes (G). Following the common demographic of 
yoga practitioners, most of the interviewees and models mentioning yoga 
were white and female.

Close reading spirituality and commercialism 

The overview of the magazine material shows that yoga was mentioned in a 
wide range of contexts. The word ‘spirituality’ was explicitly mentioned only 
in 17 out of 155 articles, but spiritual ideas and symbols are often present in 
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the text and imagery. In the majority of the stories, yoga was represented as 
a form of physical exercise. The articles dealing with yoga-related services, 
such as yoga classes, retreats and holidays, were classified as commercial 
in nature. In addition to these, reviews and presentations of accessories, 
such as clothes, shoes and mats, or books and DVDs, were also classified 
as commercial (category F). First we explore the theme of spirituality in the 
research material, then the links between spirituality and commercialism, 
and finally the rare anomalies featuring critical or hostile reactions to the 
commercialization of yoga.

Not just exercise

In the research material, yoga is often categorized as a ‘Body & Mind’ exercise, 
in which the connection between body and mind, proprioception and listening 
to one’s body, are emphasized. Breathing is central to this type of exercise, as 
it is seen to connect the body and the mind. The emphasis is often on the im-
mediate benefits of the practise: ‘Should you choose Ashtanga, Asahi or even 
Bikram Yoga, what you achieve is a tranquil mind and a healthy body’ (Eklöf 
2008, 26; all translations are by the authors). Also, yoga is said to enhance 
the psychological and physical balance, concentration and peace of mind. 

This experience of psycho-physical wellbeing is often described in the 
research material as ‘spiritual’, and this spiritual aspect of yoga is differ-
entiated from and contrasted to the concept of ‘religion’. An article in ET 
magazine contains an interview with a university lecturer in Comparative 
Religion, Dr. Måns Broo, who is known for his translations and commentar-
ies of classical yoga texts from Sanskrit to Finnish: 

According to Måns Broo, most people look to yoga for health and relaxation, 
that is, completely secular things.
‘If that is what you are after, that is all you are going to get. You cannot 
accidentally turn Hindu while aiming to get a tighter butt. Yoga is not a 
religion, although it has a religio-philosophical base. In ancient times, it was 
mainly a spiritual practice, but nowadays it is thought of first and foremost 
as physical exercise. 
However, if you practice yoga, you will soon notice that the body and the 
mind are very closely linked. Even if yoga is used merely to treat the body, 
it will affect the mind as well. All forms of yoga aim at preventing modifica-
tions of the mind. Then the mind is at rest, and one can attain a state of pure 
consciousness. (Ojansivu 2011, 64.)
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In this passage, several interesting points are made. 1) The aim of yoga is 
defined in an extremely subjective and open-ended way (‘If that is what 
you are after, that is all you are going to get’). 2) Yoga is distinguished from 
religion, but said to have ‘a religio-philosophical base’. 3) The connection 
between body and mind is emphasized with a reference to ‘pure conscious-
ness’. The practitioner is thus presented as a ‘sovereign self’, who has the 
freedom to construct a ‘hybrid repertoire’ best suited to his/her subjective 
needs. Further, yoga is presented as a way for achieving a qualitative change 
in consciousness. 

Another example emphasizing the difference between religion and 
spirituality – albeit in an internally contradictory way – is found in the fol-
lowing excerpt from an interview with a yoga teacher:

Yoga is associated with a strong religious aspect. Although mantras are not 
sung in a Hot Yoga class, Harriet feels that the spiritual side of practise is 
important. – Yoga is not about practicing a religion, but it is something more 
than a form of exercise. (Stellan 2008, 44.)

First, yoga is stated to have a ‘strong religious aspect’. However, this is im-
mediately countered: ‘yoga is not about practicing a religion’. The softening 
remark, ‘but is something more than a form of exercise’ is important, as it 
recurs elsewhere in the material. This can be read as an open-ended refer-
ence to the ‘spiritual’ aspect of the practise, again leaving the ‘sovereign 
self’ free to construct a subjective interpretation of its ultimate meaning. 

These examples reflect a characteristic rhetoric about spirituality in re-
lation to corporeality in the research material. Plenty of attention is given 
to the immediate benefits of physical yoga practise, but yoga is often said 
to be something ‘more’ than mere physical exercise. This ‘spiritual’ aspect 
of yoga is defined in contrast to religion, but otherwise described in an 
extremely open-ended way. This may have to do with potentially negative 
connotations associated with religion typical of modern public discourse 
(Mäenpää 2006; Taira 2006). On the other hand, they can also be seen as 
typical characteristics of spiritual prosumption, where the agency of the self, 
the body as the site of prosumption, and hybrid repertoires (including the 
freedom to construct one’s own meanings and methods) form important 
aspects of the process.
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Commercialism and spirituality 

Although the spiritual aspect of yoga is a recurring theme in the interviews 
with practitioners and teachers (figure 1: categories C and D), it does not 
feature prominently as a selling point in the more overtly commercial rep-
resentations of yoga. These include yoga-related product demonstrations, 
most commonly yoga mats, books and DVDs (categories B and F), using 
yoga as a background to illustrate the context of a product, or to mark a 
lifestyle segment (categories A, C, D, E and G). 

For example, the magazine ET invites yoga consumers into ‘discussion’ 
with a direct question: 

Does your body need gentle stretching, a sweating workout, or both? Nice 
clothes and good gear give inspiration to your exercise. Yoga wear is soft, 
warm and flexible. Workout wear needs to be durable, practical and needs 
to breathe. (Karmila 2008, 73.)

The text gives an impression that soft and flexible clothing is an integral 
part of the repertoire of yoga, and the clothes are represented as part of 
the identity of the yoga practitioner, closely linked to the cultural ideals of 
appearance. As Strauss & Mandelbaum (2013) have noted, identity plays 
central part in the current yoga consumerism.

The variety of branded yoga styles is well illustrated in the research 
material, especially in stories where a reporter is testing a yoga class in a 
fitness center (category B). For example, Hormonal Yoga is presented as 
one of the latest ways to package yoga. The term ‘hormone’ helps not only 
to brand a specific yoga practice, but also to direct it at women at the age 
of menopause. For instance, in Sara magazine (Järvinen 2011, 86), 54-year-
old Päivi Johansson is interviewed about ‘having a sabbatical year and 
deciding to dedicate it to taking care of herself’. This discourse can be seen 
as consistent with the ‘inner-worldly aestheticism’ modality of spiritual 
prosumption, according which the adopted practises aim at immediate and 
subjective benefits (Dawson 2013).

An interesting example of using the ‘spirituality’ associated with yoga as 
a branding device comes from Me Naiset magazine (Jäntti 2008, 52-53), which 
encourages the reader to identify her own style of exercise: the reader is 
asked if she is ‘a dancing exerciser’, ‘a tough plodder’ or ‘a spiritual mover’. 
The magazines divide reader segments so that they can find the ‘right’ prod-
uct suppliers to advertise in the magazine and fund its contents, since the 
commercial media function, crucially, by selling audiences to advertisers 
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(e.g. Ang 1991). This can also be seen as further evidence of the centrality of 
identity construction, which in neoliberal societies is characteristically done 
via consumer choices (Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013; Gauthier, Woodhead 
& Martikainen 2013b). 

A list of the sports for the ‘spiritual mover’ includes various forms of 
Yoga, Tai Chi, Pilates, Shindo, Asahi stretching, Chi Kung and Feldenk-
rais. The spiritual mover is described as ‘a peace-loving exerciser’ who is 
interested in ‘the philosophies behind the sport’. An accompanying illustra-
tion features a pair of socks with fitted soles (suggesting the yoga posture 
Baddhakonasana) under a shining halo, a Christian symbol associated with 
sainthood. Here it can be understood to connote the ‘spiritual qualities’ of 
equanimity, purity, and devotion. 

Identity construction aside, the effects on the body and looks dominate 
the interview excerpt with a 35-year-old female ‘spiritual mover’. As if in a 
yoga advertisement, she testifies to the way her life has changed. Notably, 
while the story aims at giving tools for constructing ‘spiritual identity’ among 
yoga practitioners, no reference to ‘spirituality’ is made in the interview:

When I started yoga I noticed a new kind of relaxation in my body. My 
shoulders literally dropped away from my ears. In the yoga poses, my flac-
cid biceps became firm. The push-ups made firm and slender muscles in my 
spaghetti arms. The standing poses effectively trim the lower body. Also, 
some cellulite has done, due to the physical exercise. Woman 35, dynamic 
yoga. (Jäntti, 2008, 53.)

A story in Sport magazine (Eklöf 2008, 26) utilizes the ‘ancient Indian roots’ 
of yoga and spirituality as branding tools: ‘yoga, developed thousands of 
years ago in India, has always taken several different forms. They all have 
a common goal: spiritual growth and holistic health.’ This discourse is re-
peated in the reviews of yoga books. The Sport Reads column reviews a yoga 
instruction booklet called Easy Yoga Workbook, by Tara Frazer, persuading 
the reader that yoga brings instant relief from anxiety and stress:

Get rid of anxiety with yoga.
Rushing and trying to live your life with a tense neck due to stress just does 
not work in the long run. No way, this has to stop. A shortcut to Nirvana 
can be achieved with a three-minute relaxation program, which helps enor-
mously. The other exercises in the Easy Yoga Workbook are also accessible 
to a beginner yogi. (Filpus et al 2008,16.)
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Interestingly, the word ‘Nirvana’, connoting the metaphysical liberation 
from suffering in Buddhism, is used here to refer simply to stress reduction. 
Moreover, the author doesn’t seem to be bothered that yoga and Buddhism 
represent two distinct traditions. A similar conflation of yoga and Bud-
dhism is found in Me Naiset magazine (Jäntti et al 2010, 65): A column on 
Solar Yoga depicts a winter morning in a yoga studio. The story describes 
the ambience of the studio and the good after-feeling following the ses-
sion. The accompanying image shows a woman sitting cross-legged with 
her fingers in a mudra, a symbolic gesture associated with meditation. (See 
figure 1.) In the background we can see a statue of the Buddha. Rather than 
a religious reference, this can be read as using ‘spirituality’ as a branding 
device, appealing to the popular associations of relaxation and equanimity 
with Buddhism. 

In another article in Me Naiset (Luhtanen 2010, 40), female practitioners of 
various sports are recommended specific make-up and skin care products. 
(See figure 2.) For instance, yoga practitioners are advised to use talc and 
organic skin creams. This purely commercial text is illustrated with an im-
age of a woman with her palms joined in the atmanjali mudra position, and 
her head turned toward her heart. This pose expresses a spiritual salutation, 
and is related to the Hindu belief in the divine nature of each human being 
(Fuller 1992). Like the image of the halo earlier, this image is being used 
here to conjure up associations of calmness, purity and devotion.

The most important selling points for yoga thus emerge as looks, well-
being, a state of relaxation, stress reduction and health. In some rare cases, 
‘spirituality’ is used either as a branding device or a tool for identity con-
struction, mostly through visual motifs associated with religious traditions, 
which are used as devices to evoke associations with qualities generally 
perceived as ‘spiritual’, such as calmness, purity and devotion. Moreover, 
the imagery and vocabulary associated with spirituality are used to distin-
guish yoga from other forms of exercise.

A reaction to consumer culture?

While in the majority of the research material yoga is represented in a com-
mercial context, occasional but clearly recognizable criticism of consumer 
culture and capitalist society can also be found. For example, a story in 
Sport magazine (Jalkanen 2009, 18-27) tells the reader about various fitness 
activities ‘which do not require a penny after you have got the gear’. Yoga 
is represented here as an alternative to commercial sports, especially when 
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practiced at home, as it does not require expensive accessories nor classes. 
The story also presents a few home exercises for the readers.

Critique of consumerism can also be found in rather unexpected places. 
For instance, Sport magazine (Kokko 2008, 98-101) presents a ‘Guide to the 
sports stores of Helsinki’ with celebrity interviews. The introduction en-
courages the reader: ‘Ready, steady, shop!’ However, later in the article the 
well-known Finnish actress Minna Haapkylä comments:

I do my yoga practise at home wearing long johns and a worn out t-shirt. 
The flea markets are the most important places for me to buy my yoga wear. 
I do dream about a brand new outfit designed for this activity, but they are 
so expensive that the long johns will have to do for now. I bought my yoga 
mat from the Yoga Store on Eerikinkatu. (Kokko 2008, 100.) 

Haapkylä’s comment clearly stands out as a criticism of consumerism. 
Although she does admit to ‘dreaming about a brand new outfit’, and thus 
returns (or is returned) to the consumerist discourse offered by the journalist, 
she then reaffirms her disregard for consumerist values by commenting that 
nice yoga apparel is too expensive and that she is going to stick with her old 
long johns. Nevertheless, she reveals where she had bought her yoga mat, 
and the address of the Yoga Store is given at the end of the article to specify 
a good place to enact one’s consumer identity. However, this example raises 
the question to what extent all modern postural yoga can be approached 
through the discourse of consumerism. While yoga is certainly presented 
in the magazine in a commercial manner, Haapkylä’s anti-consumerist ap-
proach breaks out – or attempts to break out – of this discourse.

Similar sentiments can be found in interviews with other celebrities. 
In Terveys (Helasti 2008, 18), a well-known Ashtanga Yoga teacher, Juha 
Javanainen, suggests that the interest in yoga represents a reaction against 
hard commercial and competitive values. Similarly, a singer and actress, 
Vuokko Hovatta, says that she loves yoga because – unlike work – you 
cannot overdo yoga (Hytönen 2010, 90). And in a different perspective, a 
reportage in Sport (Melleri 2010, 30-33) introduces a commercial yoga studio 
which engages in charity work by allocating ten percent of its profits to 
funding an orphanage in India. 

In these magazines, yoga is often linked with personal growth and 
changes in lifestyle. Yoga is represented, for instance, as a way to free one-
self from addictions and bad habits. Yoga is shown to have given support 
in rehabilitation after accidents or illnesses, and to be used as relief for 
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menopause, insomnia and asthma (e.g. Juusola 2010, 88-94;  Järvinen 2011, 
86; Rajala 2008, 50-51). Strauss and Mandelbaum (2013) report many similar 
stories in their media representations research material.  Although they are 
quantitatively rare, these views also constitute an important segment within 
the totality of the research material.

Finally, therefore, let us examine an example where MPY practise is 
presented as leading the practitioner into diametrical opposition with 
consumer culture:

After Leena Weckström had practiced Ashtanga regularly over several 
months, she began to feel the changes. These occurred in the body and the 
mind. As she carried on with yoga practise, her values in life started to change 
as if by themselves. She became vegetarian, and no longer desired meat or 
fast food. She also almost completely stopped drinking alcohol. 
— My life is nowadays mainly work and yoga. I do not need much more 
than that. I am not hoarding possessions, and I try to help others. Spiritual 
values are guiding my life, not money. (Ojansivu 2011, 63.)

Anti-consumerist ideas such as these are rare exceptions among the MPY 
practitioners interviewed, and break away from the mainstream of com-
mercial representations of postural instructions, yoga clothing, and tips for 
a beauty regimen, represented in a happy marriage with spirituality. How-
ever, in the case of MPY, it can be argued that the crucial core commodity is 
the experience of transformation that follows from following the suggested 
practises. Dawson (2013) suggests that this transformation is a central fea-
ture of the prosumptive process, and indeed, for subjective spiritualities, 
the central selling point. This perspective also opens up a discussion about 
the role of yoga as a ‘technology of the self’ and its inherent ambivalences 
(Strauss & Mandelbaum 2013; Askegaard & Eckhardt 2012; Rindfleish 2006). 

Conclusions

Both scholars of consumption studies (e.g. Wernick 1991; Wightman Fox & 
Lears 1983, xiii) and sociologists of religion (e.g. Gauthier, Woodhead & Mar-
tikainen 2013b) argue that consumer culture has invaded all the spheres of 
social life, including religion, the media, literature, the social sciences, politics 
and government. Consumption has come to define late-modern selfhood, the 
modes of social interaction, and the articulation of meanings. Consumerism 
also forms an integral part of the practise of subjective spirituality, such as MPY.
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However, instead of therefore reducing spirituality to a passive act of 
consumption, as some critics have suggested (Carrette & King 2005, Lau 
2000), or arguing that consumerism has nothing to do with ‘authentic’ spir-
ituality, as some practitioners have done, we suggest that the relationship 
between spirituality and consumerism can be approached with the aid of 
the conceptual tool of spiritual prosumption (Dawson 2013). In this article we 
have analyzed the spiritual prosumption, the intertwining of spirituality 
and commercialism, in representations of yoga in Finnish magazines.

In the magazine representations of MPY, the dominant emphasis, as we 
would expect, is on the physical practise and its immediate benefits. How-
ever, these benefits, such as the experience of the connection between body 
and mind, are often defined as ‘spiritual’. Spirituality is further defined in 
contrast to ‘religion’, while its exact meaning is left open. This can be seen 
to be in accordance with emphasizing the ‘sovereign self’ as the agent of 
spiritual prosumption, as well as the utilization of hybrid repertoires, which 
posit the consuming subject as the final authority on the meaning and form 
of the practise (Dawson 2013).

Health, wellbeing and beauty are the most common selling points for 
MPY, but spirituality is sometimes used to differentiate yoga from other 
forms of exercise, as well as a tool for constructing a particular type of 
consumer identity. Strauss & Mandelbaum (2013) have argued that iden-
tity plays a central part in the current popularity of yoga. Similarly, visual 
motifs borrowed from religious traditions may be used to create further 
associations of yoga with ‘spiritual’ qualities, such as calmness, equanim-
ity, devotion and purity.

Finally, yoga is presented in the research material as a tool for life change, 
for example, enhancing health, reducing stress and getting rid of bad habits 
such as alcohol and smoking. Viewed through Dawson’s (2013) definition 
of spiritual prosumption, this promise of ‘transformation’ can then be said 
to be the main ‘commodity’ associated with commercial representations of 
yoga. This also links yoga with Foucauldian ‘technologies of the self’, ways 
of constructing neoliberal selfhood and of internalizing governance (Strauss 
& Mandelbaum 2013; Askegaard & Eckhardt 2012; Rindfleish 2006). 

The stress-reducing and health-promoting effects reported by many 
yoga practitioners can also be seen from the point of view of optimization 
of performance. Calling yoga ‘a Hindu version of the Protestant ethic’, 
Askegaard and Eckhardt (2012) argue that yoga is not simply a way of re-
laxation, but also enables its practitioners to take part in capitalist society 
more efficiently. This also echoes the philosopher Slavoj Žižek’s criticism 
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of Western Buddhism as the ‘perfect ideological supplement’ to capitalism, 
because it provides the practitioner with a sense of relief and detachment 
while fully participating in the capitalist culture (see Taira 2009). This kind 
of presentation would also be in line with the commercial nature of the 
research material.

However, the representations of yoga are not uniformly consumerist. 
Although extremely rare, the ‘transformation’ reported by some MPY 
practitioners in the interview stories is also presented as producing identi-
ties and lifestyles that turn away from the values of consumer culture, for 
example by rejecting a consumer-identity, simplifying one’s needs, reduc-
ing consumption and engaging in humanitarian causes. Although we ac-
knowledge the rarity of such voices in the material, we find their presence 
significant, as it conflicts strongly with the overtly commercial nature of 
the magazines studied. 

This leads us to an interesting dilemma: on the one hand, our analysis has 
shown that in this environment yoga is thoroughly commodified, and works 
to establish neoliberal selfhood through a process of spiritual prosumption. 
At the same time, there is some, albeit scarce, evidence that the selfhood 
produced by yoga might break out of the consumer identities offered by 
neoliberal discourse. As Askegaard and Eckhardt (2012) also point out, 
technologies of self may have an ambivalent role in neoliberal societies: on 
the one hand they embody and promote the central values of neoliberalism 
such as self-management, flexibility and individual responsibility; at the 
same time, however, there is some evidence that they can provide tools for 
using these same values for purposes other than capitalist profit-seeking. 
Similarly, Strauss and Mandelbaum (2013) have argued that the globalized, 
commercial nature of yoga has enabled the growth of communities that aim 
at changing that very same system, for example through ecological activism. 
While it is impossible to draw any definite conclusions based on this limited 
material, our study of the representations of yoga in the Finnish print media 
seems to offer support for this line of argumentation.
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Appendix.
Table 1. Classification of the articles mentioning ‘yoga’.

 
A) personal interview
B) presentation of a certain type of exercise
 Bi) yoga is presented as an aspect of the whole
 Bii) yoga is the main focus
C) interview of a practitioner
D) interview of a yoga teacher 
 Di) as a part of a larger context 
 Dii) as a separate article
E) column
F) product review (e.g. accessories, mats, books and DVDs)
G) yoga as part of a wider context.

Magazine Story  
category Total

A Bi Bii C Di Dii E F G
Hyvä Terveys 2 2 5 4 1 5 19
MeNaiset 5 3 5 1 8 1 7 30
KodinKuvalehti 3 2 4 9
Sara 3 1 5 2 4 15
Cosmopolitan 1 1 1 1 1 9 1 7 22
ET 1 1 1 8 1 1 13
Sport 5 1 2 5 2 20 6 10 47
Total  
all magazines 16 6 5 15 15 5 49 10 40 155

Table 2. Occurrence of the categories in each magazine.
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Figure 1. ‘The sun came to the yoga shala.’ Me Naiset magazine’s ‘Good 
Feeling’ column on Solar Yoga (Jäntti et al 2010, 65).
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Figure 2. ‘Fresh to the track. When you choose beauty products the match 
your activity, sports are much more fun.’ Article on sport activities and 
cosmetics in Me Naiset magazine (Luhtanen 2010, 40).


