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L ast summer, something mysterious kept happening at 
any yoga studio I’d frequent. I’d love to say I mastered 
the handstand or scorpion or that I’d made my 6am 
start. But I couldn’t shift the sinking feeling that I was 
somehow out of place. Looking around, it finally dawned 

on me: it was because I was often the only PoC (person of colour) 
present – or in some cases, one of two.

Sure, the mainstream yoga community has long claimed that 
‘yoga is for everyone’. So why then are women who look like me, 
for one, absent? One study seems to support my suspicions, 
finding that 85% of practitioners Stateside are white and university 
educated. And that was back in 2002. And yet nothing seems to 
have changed more than a decade on.

Little seems to be different off the mat either. Search #yogi on 
Instagram (8,390,862 posts at last count) and Caucasian women 
overwhelmingly fill the screen.

But could the tide be turning? The mainstream wellness 
movement, optimistically, increasingly seems to be taking this 
into account. In October 2017, triyoga hosted a panel on cultural 
appropriation, exploring whether the practice in the West pillages 
its ancient Indian roots. Despite the inevitable backlash (organisers 
featured Beyoncé as the choice of image for the Facebook event 
much to the chagrin of attendees), it’s unlikely a panel like this 
would have taken place a year or two ago. 

Breaking the mould
A number of yoga teachers, too, are increasingly setting up their 
own spaces to bring the practice to their communities, largely in 
part as they perceive the mainstream as unwilling to accommodate 
their unique needs. 

Take OYA Retreats, the UK’s first 
yoga retreat for WoC (women of colour). 
Founded by London-based hatha yoga 
instructor and life coach in July 2016, 
Stacie CC Graham, she sought to provide 
a “safer space where black women and 
women of colour feel supported and 
empowered to practice yoga”. There 
is, she notes, subtle discriminatory 
and exclusionary practices at work in 
mainstream spaces – Graham says she’s 
been on the receiving end of comments 
about her hair and body type – which 
motivated her to launch OYA Retreats.

She’s since branched out into virtual 
and urban retreats in London as she’s 
conscious that her weekend retreats 
aren’t entirely financially accessible to  
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all WoC: “We offer these to people with limited income so that 
people new to the practice can learn more about mindfulness or 
yoga within just a few hours.”

Since OYA Retreats first opened its doors, more spaces for and 
by PoC have since launched, one of which is Yogahood, a London-
based vinyasa flow yoga class. The brainchild of Sanchia Legister, 
it’s frequented by a significant proportion of PoC, complete with 
a playlist that spans Solange Knowles to Sampha. “When I’ve 
tried yoga classes before, I was often the only young black man 
in attendance,” Nathaniel Cole, an attendee, says. “At Yogahood, 
I’m one of many. I’ve only ever felt comfortable there...and I’m so 
thankful for it.”

Legister tells me Yogahood was born out of frustration for that 
reason. “There’s a lot of barriers to getting involved in yoga. People 
are looking for a sense of a shared experience or understanding.” 
She recalls when she first started frequenting studios, “I did feel a 
little inferior and a little intimidated. [Most people] seemed to fit 
the stereotype of the typical yogi – middle class, super slim and 
super bendy – and I wasn’t any of those.”

She’s also co-founded Gyalflex, a two-hour space that combines 
yoga, meditation and hip hop to a live DJ set, followed by an 
informal Q&A session called ‘Backchat’, where attendees discuss 
wellness. While she’s conscious that Yogahood and Gyal Flex 
“aren’t taking anything away from the yoga scene”, she’s adamant 
that she’s “adding something else to the fabric”.

LGBT community
It’s heartening that instead of once pining for a similar revolution 
to hit the UK, under-represented communities are now staking 
their claim in the movement. “Many [told me] they’ve heard about 



42

similar projects [abroad] so they searched to see if something 
existed in the UK but didn’t expect to find anything,” Stacie CC 
Graham agrees. “They were positively surprised to find that it did.”

There’s increasingly opportunities for the LGBT community 
to benefit from the practice too, largely in part thanks to British 
Wheel of Yoga-certified teacher Josetta Malcolm’s efforts. She 
first launched LGBTQ classes in Brighton, where she completed 
her yoga teacher diploma. “I didn’t know of anyone else teaching 
an LGBTQ specific class,” she recalls. After moving to London, she 
found that there were “surprisingly” few queer and LGBT classes 
in the capital and currently leads hers at transsexual health clinic, 
CliniQ, in Soho.

There’s a need for queer and trans people to attend yoga 
classes in a safe environment free from others’ prejudices, she 
insists, not least because how they ‘look’ is often policed: “Some 
cis people are not comfortable sharing changing areas with queer 
and trans people and there are many reports of queer and trans 
people being told to leave changing areas or to use a different 
toilet. This is deeply traumatic for people who have [already] 
experienced so much discrimination and rejection already,” she 
tells me.

When the LGBTQ community are significantly more prone to 
mental illness – queer teens are four times more likely to commit 
suicide than their heterosexual counterparts while more than half 
of those who identify as trans experience depression or anxiety 
– it’s never been more pertinent for the community to reap the 
benefits of yoga. After all, a number of studies have found the 
practice useful in overcoming stress, anxiety and depression.

Josetta Malcolm’s classes – one of 20 that she holds every 
week, including in mental health wards – offer a much-needed 
safe space to heal, with practitioners likening it to ‘therapy’ and 
their ‘only escape from life’. After all, “when you have experienced 
rejection from your family of origin and society for your gender 
and sexual identities, your ‘chosen’ queer family is where you find 
support and love,” she says.

Muslim communities
For ashtanga-vinyasa teacher, Zara Khan, she sought to bring 
the practice to a community that is already at risk of isolation. “I 
live in Waltham Forest where nearly a quarter of the population is 
Muslim,” she tells me. Yet Muslim women were noticeably absent 
from the classes she attended, on account of them feeling 
uncomfortable exercising in unisex classes in mainstream studios. 
It’s this that motivated Khan to cater to their needs and launch 
Ummah Yoga in September 2017.

Her classes fuse Islam with mainstream yoga 
teachings: “I tend to greet people with ‘As-
Salaam-Alaikum’, the Arabic greeting for ‘Peace 
be unto you’ [as well as] ‘namaste’. I use them 
interchangeably,” she tells me.

When Muslim women are traditionally absent 
from mainstream (the Women and Equalities 
Commission found that they’re three times 
less likely to be in work than British women) 
Khan’s efforts in establishing a space where 
they can finally feel comfortable enough to 
take their headscarves off in a public setting 
[or at least, in the confines of a studio] are 
much-needed. Especially when a significant 
amount of those that identify as Muslim are 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi, a population that is 

disproportionately affected by diabetes, and which a number of 
studies have found that yoga can alleviate. 

Khan, however, is conscious of the need for mainstream to be 
open to a more inclusive approach: “At some point, we need to find 
a way of transcending race and religion…to come together and to 
move forward regardless of what we look like aesthetically. That 
includes my Ummah Yoga classes.”

But if the mainstream was to one day accept us, would a retreat 
open only for WoC or a class for LGBTQ+ practitioners no longer 
be necessary? Stacie CC Graham, for one, isn’t entirely convinced. 
“As long as racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination exist, 
it will remain a priority of mine to provide safer spaces where 
underserved and underrepresented groups of people can simply 
be,” she says.

Here’s to all those making strides in making the movement  
more inclusive. 

Sanchia Legister
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