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Founder: Bikram Choudhury (February 10, 1946-) 
Books: Bikram’s Beginning Yoga Class; Bikram Yoga: The Guru Behind Hot Yoga Shows the Way to 

Radiant Health and Personal Fulfillment; Bikram Vocal Yoga: Voice and Body Language Skills to 
Increase Confidence and Enrich Your Life 

Other Names: Hot Yoga, McYoga 
Associated with: Yoga College of India, United States Yoga Federation 

BACKGROUND 
Bikram Yoga was founded by Bikram Choundhury (often referred to by his first name only), 

who was born in Calcutta, India in 1946.1 According to Bikram’s website he began practicing yoga 
at the age of four under the renowned Indian guru Bishnu Ghosh. Bikram continued to practice 
yoga through his childhood, claiming to have practiced four to six hours every day.2 He further 
claimed that from the ages of 11 to 13 he won the National India Yoga Championship and remained 
undefeated until he was forced to retire.3 Bikram reported that after his forced retirement from 
competitive yoga he began to train in Olympic style weightlifting. Reportedly seven days prior to the 
start of the 1964 Tokyo Olympic games his spotter dropped the weight on his knee. After being 
encouraged to have the knee amputated, and subsequently contemplating suicide, his guru 
encouraged him to come back to yoga. Bikram stated that his knee made a 100% recovery in six 
months and claimed that it was healed by doing yoga up to 12 hours every day.4 Many of these 
claims have been challenged and found to be dubious.5 

After Bikram returned to yoga; he began traveling the world helping to, allegedly, heal people 
with hurt legs and knees through his brand of yoga, which was based as a condensed version of 
Ghosh’s 28 postures. This ultimately led Bikram to the United States. In the Netflix video, Bikram: 
Yogi, Guru, Predator, Bikram claims that he never applied for a Green Card but was issued one as a 
gift from President Richard Nixon; after he helped Nixon with his phlebitis thrombosis. Bikram 
claimed that after four days of hydropathic treatment Nixon was unable to recall which leg was the 
hurt leg. 

Bikram opened a yoga studio in Los Angeles California in the early 1970s. By all accounts 
Bikram was extremely successful in the United States. In 1974, he opened the Yoga College of India 
in Beverly Hills. He had many celebrity clients including: Madonna, Lady Gaga, David Beckham and 
presidents Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton.6 Bikram used the celebrity clients as a 
platform to launch his brand of “hot yoga.” In 1978, he published his first book; Bikram’s Beginning 
Yoga Class, and in 1984 married Rajashree Chakrabarti. By the 1990s, yoga had swept across the 
United States and due to the great success, he sought to expand his business by franchising 
“Bikram Yoga” in hopes of making it a “McYoga” of sorts.7 It is reported that at one point there were 
650 studios in America alone.8 Prior to the franchising of studios, he established a teacher training 
program where people could become certified to teach Bikram Yoga and establish their own studios. 
Trainings are held at posh spa resorts in various locations. The cost to go to the training is, as of 
2019, $16,600 for tuition and single occupancy.9 The fees include: approximately nine weeks of 
training at a resort, “tuition, hotel accommodation, transportation, lectures, yoga classes, towels, 
water, and all materials necessary to complete the training.”10 

Bikram was able to successfully trademark the brand name in 1971; but in 2002, was denied a 
copyright for his twenty-six poses in sequence. The United States Copyright Office ruled that the 
sequence of poses was ineligible to receive a copyright. This ruling not only prevented Bikram from 
winning multiple lawsuits; but also made the central part of his enterprise free for public 
consumption.11 



ALLEGED ABUSE 
The explosion of popularity seemed almost unstoppable for Bikram until allegations of abuse 

began to surface. Accusations included that Bikram was racist, homophobic, had assaulted patrons 
and even sexually assaulted a number of women. Allegations of verbal, physical and sexual abuse 
eventually mounted against Bikram in the form of multiple lawsuits. The first lawsuit was filed by 
Sarah Baughn in 2013. She alleged that in 2005, while at Bikram’s home for Thanksgiving, he 
embraced her from behind and pressed his genitalia into her leg.12 Three years later, in 2008, while 
assisting in the teacher training in Acapulco, he trapped her in his hotel room and this time grinded 
his genitalia against her leg.13 The 2013 Baughn case was submitted to the District Attorney’s office 
in Los Angeles County; however, the case was not pursued due to the determination that there was 
insufficient evidence to file criminal charges.14 

There was a total of six sexual harassment lawsuits filed against Bikram from 2013-2015. Each 
of the women claimed that he began by approaching them with an offer of a relationship (all of 
which were rejected). After their rejection he would escalate the amount of time spent with them; 
calling them into his office or hotel room, demanding massages, and in some cases allegedly raping 
the women. The effects of the allegations were damning to the Bikram Yoga name; eventually 
causing all the affiliate studios to close. However, the most difficult legal fight was the lawsuit filed 
by his former attorney, Minakshi Jafa-Bodden. Her lawsuit claimed, among other things, 
discrimination, sexual harassment and defamation of character were all part of the work 
environment with Bikram. Her complaint also alleged that before she was fired, he advised her to 
“pressure a witness in a suit to stay silent, discussed having the federal judge who’d ruled against 
him ‘taken out,’ and wanted her to falsely accuse a male studio owner of sexual misconduct, 
including being a ‘rapist.’”15 Jafa-Bodden’s civil suit was the only one of the lawsuits to make it to 
trial. “In 2015, Bikram was ordered to pay more than $7 million in compensatory and punitive 
damages to his former lawyer Micki Jafa-Bodden, who said he unfairly fired her and sexually 
harassed her.”16 Jafa-Bodden’s lawyer stated that her client is yet to see the damages she was 
awarded.17 

In 2016, Bikram and his wife, Rajashree Choudury, divorced after 32 years of marriage, citing 
irreconcilable differences. Bikram fled the United States in 2016 without surrendering the proceeds 
from his global fitness business. In 2017, the Los Angeles County Superior Court issued a warrant 
for his arrest; Bikram remains a fugitive.18 Bikram is now reported to continue to conduct teacher 
training in places around the world, including specifically Mexico and Spain.19 In 2019, Bikram 
announced, via YouTube, that he would host a Yoga India Tour in 2020.20 This was scheduled to be 
a teacher training recertification and tour of the seven “most important” locations in India. At the 
time of the writing it is uncertain if the trip took place.  

DOCTRINE/PRACTICE 
“In Sanskrit, the ancient root language of the great works of the Indian philosophy, the word 

yuj means ‘to join.’ The term ‘yoga’ comes from that word, and symbolizes the union-a joining, or a 
marriage.”21 There are different schools of yoga, and the underlying spiritual goals are to unite atma 
(soul) with Brahman, consequently attaining enlightenment.22 Bikram describes the ultimate goal as 
self-realization, which is achieved through the union one experiences in yoga. The union is the 
merging of the “body and mind with the godliness, or Spirit, that naturally exists in you and become 
a whole, fully realized human being.”23 Becoming a fully realized being, according to Bikram, is 
realizing your inner deity. This is achieved through a form of yoga called Karma Yoga. 

There are eight forms of yoga and Bikram describes those forms in the following manner. First, 
there is Karma Yoga – the positive and negative things a person does each day (specifically the 
positive) that helps a person realize their higher Self. Second, Hatha Yoga – the physical practice of 
asanas (postures) with two elements of pranayama (breathing exercises) that allegedly achieve 
balance and health. Third, Raja Yoga – this form deals with the control of one’s mind and rational 
thought, intellect and emotions. It is considered the “royal path.” Fourth, Vedanta Yoga – this form 
focuses on the sharing of thoughts and ideas from a philosophical perspective. “Veda can be 
translated as ‘knowledge,’ and anta means ‘end’; Vedanta is an applied philosophy or practice – a 
way of knowing through experience – that goes beyond where mere knowledge ends.”24 Fifth, Bhakti 
Yoga – is the devotional practice and worship of the adherent where one “comes to see the Divine in 
all people and in all creations of the universe.”25 Bikram stated that both Jesus and Gandhi were 
bhakti yogis; because of their loving devotion in their daily lives. Sixth, Mantra Yoga – the chanting 
of a sound, word, or phrase for the purpose of remaining clam. Bikram further explains that this is 
like a prayer that calls forth Divine power to aid in devotion. “The importance of mantra comes from 
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the ancient belief that the universe came to be created through sound.”26 Seventh, Jnana Yoga – 
this form focuses on knowledge; likened to the path of a sage or scholar. Bikram explained, that this 
form of yoga is reserved for the most advanced yogis and not for the masses. Finally, Laya Yoga – 
this form deals with the abstract and esoteric ideas. Through this form one can reach the mind’s 
ultimate capabilities, which is achieved through aligning the chakras.27 When the chakras are 
aligned the Kundalini energy (lit. coiled serpent) uncoils energy from the base of the spine to the top 
of one’s head.28 Once it reaches the head the individual is said to have achieved enlightenment. 
Many will count Kundalini Yoga as synonymous with Laya Yoga; however, Bikram objects that this 
form “never existed in India.”29 

Bikram explains that all eight of the forms of yoga are one in that they are interconnected with 
one another. Therefore, for Karma yoga to be practiced successfully one would have to have a 
healthy body which requires Hatha Yoga. That leads to the purifying and controlling one’s mind in 
Raja Yoga. Once the mind is under control, one will achieve the meditative state to focus on Karma 
Yoga. The knowledge that is produced is in the forms of Jnana and Laya Yoga. At this point the 
mind, body and spirit are joined through Bhakti Yoga, which is assisted through Mantra Yoga. 
Before a mantra can even be given one must learn the philosophy which comes through Vedanta 
Yoga.30 

Patanjali, considered the be the father of yoga,31 originally developed 84 asanas that consist as 
the physical practice of yoga. Ghosh, Bikram’s guru, used 28 poses.32 What makes Bikram Yoga 
different from the other forms of yoga is that it uses twenty-six postures (asanas) and two breathing 
exercises (pranayama). Bikram developed his 26 postures from Ghosh’s 28 poses; but what is most 
important, according to Bikram, is the sequence of the poses. The benefits are, allegedly, to be 
therapeutic and scientifically proven. Bikram claims that through his sequence adherents can 
experience healing from: stress, insomnia, obesity and weight control, arthritis, cancer, and 
diabetes.33 

How does Bikram justify such claims? He suggests that balance means health. He sees disease 
as an imbalance in the body such as a chemical imbalance. He believes that health seems to be 
analogous to balance. For example, the human body is in balance: a person has two arms, two legs, 
two eyes, two ears, two hemispheres in the brain, etc. In the same way there is symmetry in the sun 
and moon’s alternating forces, which supplies energy or prana (life force). Bikram says, “this life 
force animates our planet.”34 The sun and the moon – Ha and Tha creates balance. Thus, his 
approach to yoga is in the form of Hatha Yoga.  

Bikram Yoga is conducted in a room that is 105 degrees Fahrenheit and is around 40 percent 
humidity. The purpose of this temperature setting is to mimic the climate of India and Bikram 
believes that it will help the students muscles loosen up and aid the students in their poses. The 
class begins with the first pranayama; students will stand while moving their arms in time with 
their breathing (filling and emptying their lungs). This is followed by twelve standing poses and is 
concluded with a kneeling pose and the second pranayama. The session then moves to the final 
fourteen poses. 

Bikram claims that “Karma Yoga is number one”35 and that it is how one fulfills their cosmic 
duty (which is reaching self-realization). His view of God is distinctly pantheistic as one might 
expect. If one were to ask Bikram if he believed in God he would say, “Yes, I do, because I believe in 
myself, and I am God. I believe in you, too, because you are my God.”36 He reminds his readers, “We 
are all Gods and Goddesses” and “God is love and God is within you. Always.”37 The way to 
accomplish this balance and uniting of Self (capital S – higher, deified self) to the Spirit is through 
the practice of yoga. Spirit is seen as the expression of God that is made visible through a person’s 
body. “Yoga provides us with positive, useful tools to help us realize the God within us and achieve 
real liberation and perfection of the soul.”38 This is how one, in Bikram’s view, comes to realize the 
deity they possess. The result is that one will become better in their profession, their job duties and 
ultimately “a better husband or wife, and a better parent too.”39 He goes on to explain that while 
“good is unlimited, infinite and abstract…until you practice yoga you will have no idea how much 
good you have in you.”40 

BIBLICAL RESPONSE 
The Bible states that there is one God (Deut. 6:4-9, Isa. 43:10, 45:5). This monotheistic 

approach is different than pantheism in that the Bible makes a clear distinction between Creator 
and creature (Gen. 1:1; John 1:1-3; Col. 1:16-18). Bikram believes that everyone has good in them 
touting morality can be gained through certain forms of yoga. However, God has written morality on 
everyone’s heart (Rom. 2:12-29); therefore, the idea that one must do something to know morality 
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does not seem to square with reality. The idea that one can develop goodness through yoga is not 
consistent with the biblical teaching that God is the moral standard by which all will be judged (2 
Thess. 1:8-9). Thus, the only way one can be moral is to conform to God’s standards (Rom. 12:2). 
Furthermore, the Bible clearly states that everyone is sinner separated from God and have nothing 
good to offer (Isa. 53:6; Rom. 3:23; 1 John 1:7-10). In fact, mankind’s best is as “filthy rags” in the 
sight of God (Isa. 64:6). Mankind’s problem is not a lack of knowledge of their inner deity; but rather 
their sin.   

Bikram points to yoga as the way to achieving a united Self with Spirit. However, the Bible says 
that the only way one can enter into a relationship with God is through the forgiveness of sins that 
was made possible by the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus (Rom. 5:8, 10:9-13; 1 John 1:7-10). 
Furthermore, Jesus never claimed to be a yogi or a way to salvation; rather He claimed to be God 
and The Way to the Father (John 8:58, 10:30-33, 14:6). Salvation then cannot come through the 
work of yoga (or any other work) but rather through the grace of God (Ephesians 2:8-9). 

Bikram’s philosophy maintains a level of relativism.41 He states, “All the philosophical 
ramblings and theological debate ever conceived put together can never substitute for the doing and 
feeling of individual experience.”42 He goes on to say, “Staying loyal to the truth and the voice of God 
within us is the greatest Spiritual quality that you or I can ever possess. The science of yoga allows 
us to understand the language of this divine truth….”43 However, there is no way for one to ground 
their experience if there is not a transcendent, personal, omnipotent God. Ultimately, one’s opinion 
becomes the quasi authority and whoever has the most power will be the opinion that matters. The 
Bible reveals that God is the transcendent, personal, omnipotent, necessary Being (Ps. 57:5, 115:3; 
Eph. 3:20) and the ultimate standard by which all things are judged (Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10; 2 
Tim. 4:1; Heb. 9:27, 10:30-31; Rev. 11:18, 18:8).  
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