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LOCATING THE RESEARCH

Introduction to the Topic

According to tantric traditions, kundalini is the cosmic and embodied aspect of the 

divine feminine. In the cosmic sense, Shakti-Kundalini is the active feminine aspect of 

primordial cosmic consciousness and counterpart to Shiva, the static masculine 

principal. Together Shiva-Shakti permeates every aspect of the universe and human 

consciousness in the ensouled body (Kufayev, 2020; Muktananda, 1979). As such, 

Kundalini-Shakti is both the mechanism and the energy behind individual 

enlightenment and species evolution towards higher consciousness (Greyson, 2000; 

Krishna, 1970). Throughout our history, numerous cultures have described and 

harnessed corollary healing and spiritual energies. To name only three, to the Greeks, 

kundalini was known as the Speirema, as n/um or ‘boiling energy’, to the Kalahari, and 

as Waken or Wakonda to the Sioux (Dixon, 2008; Garstin, 1932; Greyson, 2000). Once 

thought of as one of the rarest human experiences, kundalini awakenings traditionally 

occurred within yogic and tantric traditions in suitably prepared candidates supervised 

by a knowledgeable guru. 

In traditional yogic and tantric practices, kundalini was aroused through asana (yogic 

postures), meditation, pranayama (breath control), and diet. Yogic and tantric practices, 

which acknowledge a subtle body anatomy, were designed to raise kundalini energy 

from the muladhara (root chakra) at the base of the spine, draw it up the sushumna 

channel (a central axis in the subtle body that runs along the spine) and into the 

sahasrara, or crown chakra at the top of the head. At this point, the individual soul 

merges with God1 and enlightenment occurs. Using the body and sophisticated models 

of spiritual development that include subtle centres of consciousness, the ultimate goal 

of yoga is the union of Kundalini-Shakti, the personal feminine aspect, with Shiva, the 

cosmic masculine element (Friedman, Krippner, Riebel, & Johnson, 2010; Louchakova 

1 In the non-dual sense ‘God’ refers to a causal cosmic consciousness which pervades all creation, for 
example Shiva-Shakti, Brahman, or Ionui. From this perspective human beings are both human and 
divine. 
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& Warner, 2003). Shakti-Kundalini's union with Shiva is variously thought to bring 

about cosmic consciousness, union with God, transcendence, liberation, or oneness. 

Succinctly Edwards (2014, p. 59) describes kundalini awakening as a “release of the 

bound power and light of the Divine present within the human form”. However, in 

traditional contexts, this enlightenment could take a decade or more of intensive 

spiritual practice. Furthermore, even following sanctioned methods could still result in 

kundalini awakenings that were dangerous and frightening (Collie, 2000b). 

In recent decades, kundalini awakenings are occurring with more frequency worldwide 

in unprepared westerners (Harris, 1994; Woollacott, Kason, & Park, 2020). 

Furthermore, these individuals are often situated in cultures that do not understand 

kundalini awakening. While kundalini awakening is an extraordinary gift that facilitates 

healing and psycho-spiritual growth, the journey is often fraught with difficulty as rising 

kundalini restructures the body-mind through various stages of physiological and 

psychological purification. Especially in the early stages of kundalini awakening (which 

can last for months or years), the purification process and the influx of high vibrational 

energy can be highly disruptive to the human organism and exceedingly difficult to 

contain (Dixon, 2008; Greenwell, 2002). For some, this process results in psychic 

chaos, physical collapse, painful egoic death and the loss of one’s belief systems. Also, 

kundalini awakening can produce an array of physical symptoms, including auditory 

and visual experiences, sensations of heat and light, feelings of energy or electricity 

moving in and around the body, and altered states of consciousness. For those with no 

frame of reference, these experiences can be painful and frightening, especially without 

support or validation. 

A Brief Overview of Western Kundalini Understandings 

Early western understandings of kundalini began with Sir John Woodroffe’s book The 

Serpent Power, first published in 1919. This text introduced Shaktism, Hindu Tantra, 

kundalini and the chakras to a western audience for the first time (Avalon, 1974).  

Western interest in kundalini was further strengthened in 1932 when Carl Jung 

presented a ground-breaking lecture series on kundalini yoga and the symbolic meaning 

of the chakras interpreted through the lens of Jungian psychology. References to 

kundalini yoga peppered Jung’s writing. Consequently, it is widely suggested that 

Jung’s theory of individuation, the first western psychological model to include higher 
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consciousness in a model of psychological functioning, was informed by kundalini yoga 

and the chakra system (Coward, 1985). While Jung’s integration of Eastern spiritual 

concepts and western psychological thought was considered ground-breaking at the 

time, today, we would consider interpreting the culture of others through our own 

cultural lens as ethnocentric. 

Using his physio-kundalini model, foundational research by Bentov (1977) mapped the 

progressive nature of kundalini symptoms by body location, body sensations and 

psychological symptoms. This model was later expanded on by Sannella (1987), who 

expanded on the physio kundalini model by adding the category ‘non-physiological 

phenomena’ and medicalized some of the experiences. Variations on Bentov (1977) and 

Sannella’s (1987) model are prevalent in the kundalini literature and have informed later 

research, including Sanches and Daniels’ (2008) pilot psychometric instrument, the 

kundalini awakening scale, which was designed to quantify aspects of the kundalini 

awakening experience. Researchers have also explored the relationship between 

kundalini and near-death experiences (Greyson, 1993a; Kason, 2008; Ring & Rosing, 

1990); panic attacks (Thalbourne & Fox, 1999); psychosis (Benning, Harris, & 

Rominger, 2018; Greyson, 1993b); and psychedelic drug experiences (De Gracia, 

1997). Researchers have also explored the therapeutic potential of harnessing spiritual 

energy using kundalini yoga from a complementary health care perspective. This 

research investigated the efficacy of kundalini yoga as an intervention for obsessive-

compulsive disorder (Shannahoff-Khalsa et al., 2019), post-traumatic stress disorder 

(Jindani, 2015b) and mild cognitive impairment (Eyre et al., 2017). Finally, from the 

perspective of palliative care and psycho-oncology, some researchers have suggested 

kundalini could help reduce death anxiety, empower patients, and reduce the side effects 

of radiation treatment (Kumar, 2002; Shannahoff-Khalsa, 2005).

Purpose of the Research and Research Objectives

The purpose of this research was to explore the lived experience of kundalini 

awakenings in Aotearoa, New Zealand, from a critical health psychology perspective. I 

am a female researcher from New Zealand, and my values align with qualitative 

research principles. Reflecting this, the purpose of this thesis was grounded in four 

additional personal and academic values.
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Intuitive inquiry is a critical methodology because it facilitates transformation, 

encourages creative engagement within the research process and has a broader 

epistemological scope than traditional research paradigms. Methodologically, intuitive 

inquiry does not seek to replace the linear left brain's characteristics with those of the 

creative and imaginative right brain. Instead, it aims to unify feminine and masculine 

perspectives by balancing “structure and flexibility, exterior and interior, the reason and 

emotion, thinking and feeling, discernment and holism” (Netzer, cited in Anderson, 

2011, p. 16).  

Intuitive inquiry explicitly brings the subjective researcher into the study by 

incorporating interpretative lenses at two points within the five research phases. The 

first interpretative lenses are presented in cycle 2 after the literature review and in cycle 

4. Cycle 2 interpretative lenses provide a space for the researcher to articulate their early 

understandings of the topic and themselves in relation to the research topic. Later, in 

cycle 4, the researcher revisits the preliminary interpretive lenses and reflects on how 

their understandings have evolved.

The four distinctive features of intuitive inquiry that set it apart from other 

hermeneutical and phenomenological approaches are: (1) its transformational potential 

for the researcher, the co-researchers and the readers; (2) surrendering to “auspicious 

bewilderment”, periods when the researcher feels stuck or blocked as new 

understandings emerge from unawareness to awareness; (3) writing in your own voice; 

and (4) theory building (Anderson, 2001, 2002, 2011). Finally, intuitive inquirers often 

explore side-lined or marginalised topics that are fully deserving of attention in 

academia and society (Anderson, 2011). Thus, the issues chosen by intuitive inquirers 

can be a cultural or academic call for change (Anderson, 2011). 

For me, as a female researcher, intuitive inquiry offered the space and structure to do 

justice to the topic of kundalini awakenings, honour my co-researchers’ experiences, 

and understand my own. The values of intuitive inquiry aligned with my personal and 

academic values and led me to ask questions about the disciplinary lenses I was situated 

within. Within the intuitive inquiry framework, I became increasingly confident in using 

my own voice and embracing my own ways of knowing. Consequently, I became a 

methodologically innovative researcher because I privileged my research topic, 

kundalini awakenings, over method. In closing, intuitive inquiry transformed my 
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research from a purely academic thesis into research-as-spiritual-work (Romanyshyn & 

Anderson, 2007) because it (a) asked me to bring all parts of myself into the project and 

then (b) articulate to the reader how the research changed me.

Intuition as a Research Method

The five cycles of intuitive analysis and interpretation hinge on researcher intuition as a 

research method. Davis-Floyd and Arvidson (2016) define intuition as “the direct 

perception of things as they are” and propose that when “we experience the world 

directly, beyond the filter of conception, we live in that world” (Davis-Floyd & 

Arvidson, 2016, ix). This notion of intuition suggests an embodied experience of 

knowing occurs before cognition (Anderson, 2011). For most people, intuitive processes 

may inform logical reasoning and reflection, yet this often occurs outside of conscious 

awareness (Anderson, 2011; Harris, 2008). With practice, intuitive perceptions can be 

bought into conscious awareness and integrated with knowledge we already possess 

from the senses and analytic reasoning. 

Intuition shares features with mystical experiences in that it is numinous and intangible. 

However, Anderson (2011) does identify five different intuitive research skills: (1) 

unconscious, symbolic, and imaginal processes; (2) psychic or parapsychological 

experiences; (3) sensory modes of intuition; (4) empathic identification; and (5) 

through-our-wounds. Appendix A provides a brief description of each intuitive style. 

Anderson (2011) summarises intuitive inquiry as a research paradigm that uses intuition 

in the context of scientific research to generate deeper, more nuanced insights and 

theories about being human that are grounded in the ethics of compassion. Accordingly, 

the fluid and interactive nature of intuitive inquiry inevitably changes both how the 

researcher understands the topic and how they understand themselves personally 

(Anderson, 2011).  

Renaming the Research Cycles | The Rider Waite Tarot Archetypes

Intuitive inquiry comprises five hermeneutic cycles designed to move from parts of the 

experience to the whole of the experience and back and forth until the researcher is left 

with sensible meanings and no contradictions (Anderson, 2011; Polkinghorne, 1984). 

Anderson’s (2011) five phases of interpretation are cyclical and iterative; hence they do 

not fully correspond with traditional theses chapter titles like “Introduction, Literature 

Review, Methods, Results and Discussion”. Instead of shaping the contents of intuitive 
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inquiry into a standard format, Anderson (2011) suggests that researchers use the five 

cycles as chapter headings. 

Each phase of my research-as-spiritual-work, like the stages of kundalini awakenings, 

contained archetypal themes. Because consciousness is not a purely rational process,  I 

used tarot cards throughout the research cycles as a means for getting in touch with my 

own unconscious and the pictures, symbols and archetypal situations of our collective 

psyches (Nichols, 1980).  Accordingly, I renamed each research cycle with a tarot 

archetype. Thus, I added a further layer of meaning (for myself and the reader) and 

authenticity to each cycle by articulating the archetypal themes at play at each stage in 

the research. Throughout the thesis, each cycle opens with a tarot archetype that 

embodies the gestalt of cycles one to five. The thesis is structured in line with 

Anderson’s (2001) five cycles. I offer a brief overview of each cycle below.

Overview of the Thesis

Cycle 1 | The Fool

The purpose of Cycle 1, The Fool Cycle, is to clarify the research topic. In the fool 

cycle, I articulated my naïve lense, explore my research motives and engaged with 

various hermeneutical ‘texts’ related to the topic. The fool cycle concludes with a 

precisely stated research topic and the disciplinary lens of critical health psychology. 

Cycle 2 | The Hierophant

Cycle 2, The Hierophant Cycle, presents the literature review in four parts. In part one, I 

explore the philosophical underpinnings of science and psychology and feminine 

suppression. In part two, I review the academic kundalini literature. In part three, I 

explore the cultural underpinnings of kundalini, and in part four, I present 

autobiographical accounts of kundalini awakening. Also, in the Hierophant Cycle, I 

offer my preliminary interpretative lenses (PIL) to illustrate my understanding of the 

literature and the meaning I made from it. 

Cycle 3 | The Chariot

Cycle 3, The Chariot cycle, has three parts: (a) data collection procedures; (b) data 

analysis; and (3) presenting a summary report of the findings. In part one of the Chariot 

Cycle, I describe my research procedures, introduce my co-researchers and articulate 

my researcher positionality. In part two, the data analysis phase, I frame the temporal 
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aspects of kundalini awakening in terms of ‘before’, ‘during’, and ‘after’ using 

Beasley’s (2013) tripartite transition model. Additionally, I present a double lens 

framework drawn from yogic theory and te whare tapa ���	�  to frame kundalini 

experiences holistically and relationally. I also outline my deductive and inductive 

hybrid approach to thematic content analysis. Part three of the Chariot Cycle concludes 

with a summary of my findings presented as ‘before’, ‘during’ and ‘after’ kundalini 

awakening.

Cycle 4 | The Hanged Man

Cycle 4, The hanged man cycle, has two parts. In part one, I reflect on my preliminary 

interpretative lenses from the hierophant cycle and articulate how the research changed 

me. Next, I present ‘expanded lenses’ that further develop patterns in the data and ‘new 

lenses’ which reflect new understandings based on my findings. In part two, the ‘truth 

telling’ phase of the research, I talk about (a) the mistakes I made; (b) procedures that 

did not work out; (c) my apprehensions about the findings; (d) the intuitive processes I 

used; and (e) what remains unresolved or problematic. 

Cycle 5 | The World

Cycle 5, the world cycle, completes the intuitive inquiry process in two parts “as though 

drawing a larger hermeneutical circle around the hermeneutical circle prescribed by the 

forward and return arcs of the study” (Anderson, 2004, p. 323) to look at the study as a 

whole. In part one, I reflect on the findings in relation to the literature and discuss the 

implications of the research. Part two concludes the thesis by suggesting future research 

trajectories and addressing the study's strengths, limitations, and validity. Figure.1 on 

the following page summarises the five cycles of intuitive inquiry and their 

corresponding tarot archetypes. 
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CYCLE 1 | THE FOOL
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Introduction 

The Fool is the first archetype in the Rider-Waite major arcana. This archetype 

represents the beginning of a new journey, courage, inexperience, making bold choices 

and stepping into the abyss from a place of confidence and trust in the universe (Sergel, 

2017b). These elements were implicitly and explicitly at play when I began this 

research. When I approached my supervisor, I had done a few kundalini yoga classes on 

YouTube. Still, I had no idea what a kundalini awakening was, nor did I grasp that I 

was in the early stages of kundalini awakening. Thus, from a naïve lense, I would say I 

knew nothing about kundalini awakening; the topic was offered to me, and I claimed it. 

Although I could not cognitively acknowledge I was in the throes of embodied psycho-

spiritual transformation, part of me knew. This part compelled me to reject a thesis topic 

I had previously been approved for and contact a supervisor I knew had spiritual 

research expertise. In doing so, I certainly stepped into the abyss

Clarifying the Research Topic 

Traditional research is often based on current research trends or a review of the theories 

and literature related to researcher areas of interest. In contrast, intuitive inquirers tend 

to choose - or be chosen by - topics that they are passionate about or have lived 

experience of (Anderson, 2011). To clarify and refine the topic of interest, Anderson 

(2011) encourages intuitive inquirers to select images or 'texts' that attract their attention 

then engage with them through a process known as imaginal dialogue. In hermeneutical 

terms, the word 'text' broadly encompasses meaning-making (Freinkel, 2014). A text 

can be prose, a poem, an image, an experience, or something that repeatedly draws the 

researcher's attention and resonates with the research topic, often in abstract or 

ambiguous ways (Freinkel, 2014).  

The process of imaginal dialoguing involves becoming aware of ideas, sensations, 

symbols, texts or images that were previously beyond conscious awareness or perhaps 

considered unrelated, and then engaging with them expansively (Anderson, 2011). 

Intuitive dialoguing employs any methods or techniques that facilitate states of 

expanded consciousness and further illuminates the topic. Initial impressions of the 

subject are often expansive and maybe preverbal or embodied. Adopting witness 

consciousness to this process facilitates remembering the contents of imaginal 

dialogues, which can then be explored later through journals, words, songs, artwork or 
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movement (Anderson, 2011). Imaginal dialoguing is an iterative, cyclical process that 

culminates in a precisely stated research question or topic (Anderson, 2011). 

I came late to intuitive inquiry; therefore, my musings on this research phase are 

retrospective. Unsurprisingly to the "me" of 2021, despite no knowledge of Anderson's 

(2011) imaginal dialoguing, I found my instinctive modes of intuitive inquiry such as 

sketching, journaling, meditating, and participating in activities related to the topic 

aligned wholly with Anderson's imaginal dialoguing guidelines (see Appendix B). 

Preliminary Steps in Clarifying and Refining the Topic 

My preliminary steps in refining and clarifying kundalini awakenings as a research 

topic occurred experientially in 2017, the year before I started my thesis. There were 

two preparatory steps. The first was my postgraduate research-as-spiritual-work into 

cervical cancer. This research resulted in my cancer wounds and toxic illness narrative 

falling away and a more compassionate and loving story-of-self emerging in its place. 

The second step was the year-long yoga for trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) course that I participated in during 2017.  The yoga course reconnected me to 

my body, resulting in spontaneous healing events, expanded sensory perceptions, and 

many other blissful and painful kundalini awakening phenomena. However, at this 

stage, I had no frame of reference and did not understand my experiences. Specifically 

relevant to intuitive inquiry, my emerging interoceptive awareness, gained through 

yoga, resulting in a newfound ability to bring the embodied and unconscious into 

conscious awareness, a practice Anderson (2011) describes as imaginal dialoguing. 

In 2016 and 2017, I still characterized myself as an active agent in charge of my own 

destiny. However, looking back, there were forces at play outside of my control. I found 

it increasingly difficult to ignore debilitating anxiety, increased incidences of panic 

attacks, migrating physical pain, unexplained illnesses, extreme sensitivity to 

environmental stimuli, and visual phenomena. While some elements of personal 

kundalini experiences can be articulated, the cosmic or divine aspect is wholly beyond 

the grasp of reason (Krishna, 1979). In 2017, I was dimly aware of a purposeful driving 

force or God-consciousness propelling me into these activities. However, I could not, or 

would not, explore these changes and continued to hold fast to my rational orientation. 

The research into cervical cancer (which I now see as spiritual preparation for this 

thesis) and the yoga course were necessary initial steps. Through these activities, I 
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released trauma, became proficient in imaginal dialoguing and created the mental and 

emotional space needed to research kundalini awakenings in Aotearoa, New Zealand.  

When I began my research at the beginning of 2018, I was already engaging in imaginal 

dialoguing and participatory activities related to kundalini awakenings. However, I was 

loath to incorporate imaginal dialogues into an academic thesis on kundalini 

awakenings because I believed that my intuitive processes were unscientific and had no 

place in academia. 

Written and Experiential Texts  

Despite my internalised negativity towards my own intuitive processes and ways of 

knowing, in the fool cycle, this is precisely how I was engaging with the research. I was 

claimed by poetic and experiential "texts" related to kundalini awakenings in three 

profound ways. The first text was a poem called The Unbroken by Rashani Réa (1991), 

which exquisitely described my physio-psycho-spiritual status early in the research in 

2018. I had an embodied reaction to the poem. It ripped excruciating sobs from my 

body on many occasions, prompted spontaneous episodes of rapid breathing followed 

by fizzing vibrations that extended beyond my physical form. I read it again and again 

until my enchantment with the poem slipped away like a retreating tide. Although I still 

knew very little about kundalini awakenings and did not quite grasp my own 

experiences, in early 2018, I sensed that The Unbroken alluded to the embodied, 

transformative, psycho-spiritual potential inherent in the kundalini awakening process. 

Figure 3 on the following page presents Rashani Réa's poem The Unbroken together 

with an image of Japanese Kintsukuroi (golden mend) pottery art that visually illustrates 

the meaning I made from this poem. Kintsukuroi is the Japanese art of mending broken 

things. The philosophy behind kintsukuroi is one of acknowledgement and authenticity. 

Rather than disguising cracks or discarding broken objects as inherently unrepairable, 

kintsukuroi art acknowledges the breakages and then repairs them (Doyle & Saying, 

2015). In doing so, kintsukuroi art creates items that, arguably, are stronger and more 

beautiful than they were before they were damaged (Doyle & Saying, 2015).

My second and third "textual" manifestations related to the topic were experiential. 

Within the context of kundalini awakenings as a natural phenomenon, these experiential 
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texts served to encourage me into the research topic and depathologized experiences 

that had previously frightened me.  

Seeing Light 

My first experiential text was so extraordinary, yet it occurred in the most mundane 

setting; hanging out the washing under a blue summer sky. As I looked up at my hands 

pegging out the washing, I saw radiant, golden shards of light emanating from my hands 

and arms. I shut my eyes, shook my head, and looked again, and the light remained 
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dancing against the blue sky. The light's quality and colour was the colour I had seen 

depicted in religious images of the halos surrounding Jesus, God, Mary and other 

Catholic Saints. I struggled to comprehend what divine light was doing in me, and I 

doubted my perceptions turning immediately to rationality and self-doubt to understand 

the experience. Did I have glaucoma, a tumour in my occipital lobe or some other type 

of macular degeneration?

Moreover, who was I to even consider myself as an embodiment of enlightenment?! To 

my conditioned mind, that idea appeared vain-glorious and delusional in the extreme. 

Yet this experience was none of those things. Despite grasping for rational explanations, 

at the time, I also understood this humbling experience as both a connection to God and 

a visible display of divinity within the human body of a middle-aged woman hanging 

out the washing.

For me, the most significant aspect of this experience was the integration of seemingly 

paradoxical polarities, being a damaged ordinary human, and being divine. God does 

not transcend humanity. Instead, divinity is the very essence that animates us (Krishna, 

1970; Muktananda, 1979; Rele, 1950). Early in the research process, my light 

experience clarified and framed the kundalini awakening experience in one fundamental 

way; While Kundalini awakenings have transpersonal, metaphysical, and mystical 

dimensions, kundalini awakenings are inherently human experiences. They are not 

paranormal, untrue, anomalous, or abnormal. 

Hearing Voices 

My third experiential text in May of 2018 was an auditory experience, again in the most 

mundane of circumstances. I was standing in my room looking out the window, just 

about to begin work on my thesis, when a genderless voice BOOMED to the right of 

me: 

"All is available!!"

The hairs on my body stood on end, and I whipped around to find its source. There was 

no one there. Even as I recount this experience, I feel my heart start to beat faster and 

my chest tighten. The tone of this voice almost seemed angry; however, I think this 

characterization is incorrect. Perhaps my limited human faculties, unable to describe 

what omnipotence sounds like, grasped instead for any adjective and failed. What did 
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the experience mean in relation to refining and clarifying the topic? The link between 

this experience and my thesis came much later when I discovered intuitive inquiry. This 

methodology acknowledged and validated that ALL my modes of engagement were 

AVAILABLE to study kundalini awakenings from within a scientific framework. 

Furthermore, I had the distinct impression this phrase spoke of yet to be experienced 

understandings. 

I am cognizant that some could interpret my experiences and interpretations of them as 

perhaps fanciful daydreams, hallucinations or even delusions of grandeur. I have often 

wondered the same thing. However, I do not believe they are. For example, writing 

about cancer no longer evokes the emotions it once did. There is less anger, shame, and 

self-loathing left in my body; I simply feel compassion for the young woman I was. 

This evidences a change in state or letting go. 

The letting go I experienced through research-as-spiritual-work concerning cancer 

showed me that kundalini awakenings have the potential to heal trauma. However, the 

psychological purges, illness, and migrating pain that started in mid-2016 continuing 

into 2020 intensified the depression, anxiety and emotional flooding I had lived with for 

nearly 30 years. This was extraordinarily destabilizing and affected every sphere of my 

life in ways I perceived as highly distressing. Although I had not yet grasped my 

experience, the visual and auditory experiential texts created two new understandings;  

(a) all people (myself included) are fully human and fully divine, and (b) you cannot 

experience spiritual transformation without a body.

Research Title and Disciplinary Lens

These activities and experiences collectively culminated in a precisely stated research 

topic and an emerging disciplinary lens from which to view kundalini 

awakenings.  Because I had located kundalini in the body during the fool cycle, I 

recognised its potential to heal and destabilise.  Hence, I intuitively gravitated towards 

the disciplinary lens of critical health psychology. Furthermore, I felt, but could not 

articulate, a resistance towards using transpersonal psychology, the traditional 

psychological lens for understanding mystical and spiritual experiences (Cunningham, 

2011). Accordingly, this thesis's research topic and disciplinary perspective became: 

The Lived Experience of Kundalini Awakenings in Aotearoa, New Zealand, From a 

Critical Health Psychology Perspective. 
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Critical Health Psychology 

Intuitive inquiry, with its feminist, heuristic, and hermeneutical underpinnings, is by 

nature is a critical/transformative research paradigm. Like intuitive inquiry, critical 

health psychology troubles dominant psychological assumptions and ideologies and 

engages with marginalised populations and research topics (Chamberlain, 2009; 

Morison, Lyons, & Chamberlain, 2019). Also aligned to intuitive inquiry values, critical 

health psychology encourages researcher reflexivity and critical, topic-focused 

methodologies. Corresponding with qualitative and intuitive inquiry approaches to 

research, critical health psychology is a caring and compassionate approach to the 

psychological understandings of individual and collective human experiences (Crossley, 

2008).  Finally, critical health psychology is broad in scope because it acknowledges 

humans are situated beings, and individual experiences take place within, and are 

influenced by, social, political, and cultural contexts (Morison et al., 2019). At this early 

stage in the research, critical health psychology informed my research intent and 

mirrored my values. I had a tacit awareness that the body was implicated in kundalini 

awakenings and that kundalini awakenings were not culturally accommodated in 

Aotearoa, New Zealand. However, these ideas were still in their infancy at this stage 

and were not further developed until later in the research process.  
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CYCLE 2 | THE HIEROPHANT
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Introduction 

The Hierophant archetype symbolizes institutions of learning, philosophies, and 

traditions founded on shared faiths or beliefs. Sometimes the hierophant is depicted as a 

pope representing the hidden connections between belief and action. The hierophant 

reversed expresses originality, breaking from tradition and unorthodoxy. Reversed, this 

archetype warns against blindly following any tradition without first examining the 

underlying values that inform its beliefs (Sergel, 2017c). The hierophant archetype 

epitomized my struggles to conceptualize my kundalini awakening, and those of my co-

researchers, within an academic framework. 

The hierophant cycle represents a detailed examination of the literature and resembles a 

traditional scholarly literature review (Anderson, 2011). In part one of the hierophant 

cycle, I explore the cultural underpinnings that inform science and psychology and 

suppress the feminine. Parts two and three of the hierophant cycle explore the dualistic 

assumptions underpinning western science, and by extension, psychology and contrasts 

them with nondual assumptions about the nature of reality. In comparing these two 

worldviews, it is not my intention to privilege one over the other. Both are valid means 

for deciding what is worthy of study and how it can be known,  and both provide 

humanity with accepted truths. In a sense, they are complimentary; western dualistic 

science offers knowledge of the material realm, and nondual worldviews provide gnosis 

and epistemologies that guide experiential truths. 

Going forward, I use the terms science and psychology (SAP) interchangeably because 

scientific ideology, ontological, epistemological, and methodological assumptions 

underpinned the emergence of mainstream psychology and continue to structurally 

dominate the field (Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 2010; Pavlik, 2007). In part four, I present 

cross-cultural autobiographical accounts of kundalini and kundalini-like experiences. 

Parts one through three of the hierophant cycle each conclude with my preliminary 

interpretative lenses, which articulate my new understandings borne from engaging with 

the literature. Later, in cycle 4, the hanged man cycle, I revisit the hierophant cycle's 

preliminary interpretative lenses to discuss how my understandings of the topic have 

evolved during the research (Anderson, 2011). I close the hierophant cycle by 

grounding Tantric concepts in everyday language. 
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Part One: Becoming Familiar with the Texts Surrounding the Topic. 

I struggled to find a point of view for the literature review section of this research 

because I was overwhelmed by embodied knowledge of Kundalini awakening that I 

could not articulate, seemingly possessed to read and thematically arrange and merge 

kundalini, mystical and spiritual phenomenology, unable to connect with most of the 

empirical Kundalini awakening literature and ill at ease within my academic 

disciplinary lenses of science and psychology. To be frank, in the early stages of 

engaging with the literature, I tried desperately to write the literature review using 

academic techniques that had yielded results for me in my graduate and post-graduate 

studies. That is, read the extant literature, paraphrase the work of others, replicate the 

procedural framework of other theses and hopefully add some small insights of my 

own. In essence, I lacked the courage and permission to use my own voice. I lacked 

knowledge of the cultural contexts underpinning Kundalini awakenings, and I was 

mostly unaware of the philosophical assumptions that guide mainstream academic 

research yet remain mostly unarticulated.  

Academically and personally speaking, I was utterly enculturated within a western 

dualistic worldview that appeared not to accommodate my research topic, my 

experiences or those of my co-researchers. To move past this stage of auspicious 

bewilderment and to authentically locate kundalini awakenings within a Master of 

Science psychology thesis, I needed to go back to basics and learn why I felt such a 

disconnect between my subject matter and the disciplinary lenses I was situated in.  

Judeo-Christianity | Science and Psychology 

What do you think of when you think of the word science? I used to think this: 

"universal knowledge and an impartial truth that might unite all humanity" (Elshakry, 

2010, p. 104); and this - "One should never speak of religious truth; only scientific truth 

exists" (Satron in Elshakry, 2010, p. 105). I thought of science in this way because 

scientific knowledge and western scientific methods have become the dominant truth 

narrative around the world. Scientific ideology informs global culture, cultural 

identities, government policies, medicine and related academic disciplines worldwide 

(Mazzocchi, 2006). However, nothing is created in a vacuum. What context did western 

science emerge from, and how has it become so dominant?  
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Today most people consider science a secular domain; however, the fundamental 

presuppositions that inform western science were borne of and saturated in Judeo-

Christian metaphysics (Chamberlain, 2009; Ergene, 2008; Gosselin, 2006; Jaki, 1990; 

Leatherdale, 1974; Morison et al., 2019).  Modern science emerged during the 16th and 

17th centuries in European culture, a society where Christian worldview was dominant 

and permeated all aspects of life (Gosselin, 2006). In contrast to the tension seen 

between the church and science today, Early scientific activities embraced the spiritual 

and the material aiming to "manifest the Glory of God and enhance the Good of Man" 

(Ruse in Bradie , 1999, p. 671). Early science was built in the service of individuals, 

society and God. Accordingly, scientists were afforded powerful social status and 

thought to possess states of grace and God mandated power to control nature (Bradie, 

1999) 

Jaki (1990) contends that the Judeo-Christian concept of an omniscient creator God was 

an essential component in the emergence of western theoretical and experimental 

science and that the natural God-given order of the material world could be known with 

certainty; a belief that continues to this day only slightly diluted by hypotheticalism and 

interpretative paradigms (Ergene, 2008; Leatherdale, 1974). Christian churches created 

and financially supported emerging scientific and medical institutions. Additionally, 

many 17th-century mathematicians and scientists were also practising clergy (Ergene, 

2008). For example, Roger Bacon, a Franciscan friar, wizard, and necromancer, is often 

credited with formalising the scientific method (Clegg, 2004). While renowned 

scientists like physicist Isaac Newton, plant anatomist Nehemiah Grew and chemist 

Robert Boyle were all keenly interested in spiritual matters (Bradie, 1999; Merton, 

1973). 

By the 19th-century, material monism ontological, realism and positivism were the 

dominant ideologies informing western science and ideas of what constitutes truth 

(Crotty, 1998; Ergene, 2008; Mazzocchi, 2006). Materialist monism is the idea that only 

matter should be studied, and there is a natural order that can be known through our 

sense organs (Mazzocchi, 2006). Gosselin (2006) relates the core of materialist monism 

ideology to Judeo-Christian cosmology, the belief that God is separate from humans, 

created the world and its laws of nature, and that they could be understood by "priests of 

nature" whom we now call scientists (Murphy, 2013).
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Western science surmises that scientific laws connect the universe, society and humans 

and that scientific discoveries illustrate scientific laws' independence within time and 

space. Ergene (2008) characterises these underpinnings of western science as a 

"secularized version of Christian thought" (para. 10) where God is replaced by the 

natural world.  

Over time scientific materialistic rationality and the scientific method, both originating 

from Judeo-Christian ideologies, have superseded theology and religion as philosophies 

for acquiring knowledge (Ergene, 2008). Consequently, ultimate reality in the west is 

not defined as the existence of God but as reason. The successes of material science in 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and its influence in psychological, political, and 

economic arenas have made it the dominant discourse of knowledge in most academic 

fields (Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 2010; Crotty, 1998; Ergene, 2008; Fleischman, 1998; 

Mazzocchi, 2006; Rozin, 2007). 

Over time, the assumptions underpinning scientific enquiry have morphed into three 

distinct paradigms; positivism, interpretivism and critical theory, each with four main 

components; ontology, epistemology, method, and methodology (Rehman & Alharthi, 

2016). However, physicalism's structural dominance remains (Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 

2010; Chamberlain, 2011). Consequently, the primary principles of western scientific 

worldview (rationality, infallibility, and universality reliant on place, person and time) 

have indoctrinated all aspects of the modern intellectual and collective psyche (Ergene, 

2008). Accordingly, the western worldview privileges rational knowledge obtained by 

scientific method. Meanwhile, methods of inquiry that include knowledge gained by 

direct insight and beyond person, place and time are viewed as unscientific in nature 

and therefore illegitimate (Capra, 1975; Ergene, 2008; Mehta, 1970).

Science is a philosophy, and as such, it is no different from other ideologies. However, 

it has gained epistemological supremacy (Ergene, 2008). Although there is growing 

dissatisfaction in the scientific field about the dominance of materialism and 

empiricism, this view is slow to change because the scientific method and structural 

positivism remain so powerful (Crotty, 1998).  According to Gosselin (2006), this 

leaves us with a philosophy of science, that without God and spirit, is ideologically 

incomplete.  
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Psychology 

Mainstream psychology suffers the same woes as modern science. Heavily informed by 

western scientific ideologies, psychology explicitly positions itself as a science (Rozin, 

2007). To illustrate this point; the American Psychological Association (APA) defines 

psychology as "the study of the mind and behavior … a diverse scientific discipline … 

[that] involves observation, experimentation, testing, and analysis to explore the 

biological, cognitive, emotional, personal, and social processes or stimuli underlying 

human and animal behavior" (American Psychological Association, 2020). The 

structural hegemony of dualism, material monism and positivism remain firmly 

entrenched within western psychology. This is further evidenced by (a) predominantly 

positivistic university psychology courses offered in universities; (b) the mainly 

quantitative research published in psychological journals; and (c) in professional 

psychological practice guidelines (Baker, 2011; Bjonnes, 2011; Breen & Darlaston��

Jones, 2010; Chamberlain & Murray, 2009; Johnstone & Boyle, 2018; Mazzocchi, 

2006; New Zealand Psychologists' Board, 2018; Pavlik, 2007; Peddie, 2014).

Consequently, when investigating mystical and spiritual experiences like kundalini 

awakening, mainstream psychology attempts to synthesize and interpret these core 

dimensions of being human from within the bounds of science (Breen & Darlaston��

Jones, 2010; Sanford, 1903; South, 2000). Breen and Darlaston��Jones (2010) further 

suggest that mainstream psychology, with its monocultural orientation, risks becoming 

socially irrelevant if it does not address the problematic underlying assumptions on 

which psychology bases its practices and theories. 

Australian and New Zealand psychologies were strongly influenced by North American 

psychology, a discipline criticised for under-investigating theoretical concerns and 

focused on the scientist-practitioner model dominated by experimental approaches 

(Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 2010). It appears these issues remain in the New Zealand 

context also. While stating an expectation of responsiveness to new knowledge, 

diversity, culture and Treaty of Waitangi principals, The New Zealand Psychologist 

Board's (NZPB) (2018) list of core competencies and expected knowledge bases is 

saturated with positivism and scientism. The NZPB positions psychologists as scientist-

practitioners and lists foundational competencies as knowledge, scholarship and 

research. 
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Knowledge is acquired by "investigating, describing, explaining, predicting and 

modifying behaviour, cognition and affect". New Zealand psychology scientist-

practitioners must possess "knowledge of psychological theories and models, [and] 

empirical evidence", must have an "understanding of, and respect for the scientific 

underpinnings of the discipline (i.e. knowledge gained and/or tested by the scientific 

method)" to ensure "psychologists are good consumers of the products of research" 

(New Zealand Psychologists' Board, 2018, p. 5).  

The ideological and structural dominance of scientism in psychology marginalises 

researchers who use non-traditional epistemologies and study emerging phenomena and 

strengthens the positivistic status quo (Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 2010). Instead of 

seeing phenomena like kundalini awakenings as a normal consequence of human 

psychospiritual maturation and species evolution (Edwards, 2014; Krishna, 1970; 

Lucas, 2011), these core human experiences are philosophically and ontologically 

unaccommodated within dominant medical and psychological narratives (Peddie, 2014). 

For now, in mainstream psychological research, these assumptions that inform axiology, 

epistemology and methodology remain largely ignored (Blake , 2013; Chamberlain & 

Murray, 2009; Crotty, 1998; Yanchar, Gantt, & Clay, 2005).

However, psychology was not always like this; it has forgotten its roots. Psychology 

comes from the Greek root word ���������	�-, meaning "breath, principle of life, soul," and 

logia from the Greek logos, which means "speech, word, reason". Later, these terms 

morphed into the Latin psychologia meaning the "study of the soul" (Psychology, n.d). 

In contrast to contemporary mainstream psychology, early psychologists like Edmund 

Gurney (1847-1888) and William James (1842-1910) viewed spiritual and religious 

states as worthy of investigation (Sommer, 2019). In a similar vein Wilhelm Wundt 

(1832-1920), credited with establishing the first psychological research laboratory, 

initially included introspection as a research method to extract subjective 

phenomenological information. However, his approach was critiqued for lacking in 

scientific rigour (Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 2010). 

Wilber (1999)cites empirical science's refusal to acknowledge the interior dimensions as 

ideological rather than evidence-based for two reasons. Firstly, science tends to 

associate mystical modes of consciousness with processes in the brain (Wilber, 1999), 

an idea that comes from the "Cartesian philosophy of consciousness", or mind-body 
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dualism (Beasley, 2013, p. 39). This reduces otherworldly or transcendental experiences 

and events to the biomaterial brain (Wilber, 1999). Secondly, interior modes of knowing 

cannot be validated using sensory-empirical methods, so they are disregarded as 

idiosyncratic and subjective (Beasley, 2013; Wilber, 1999). Psychology once 

acknowledged a higher non-material power, validated the spiritual dimension of being 

human, and employed introspective ways of knowing. Unfortunately, to legitimise itself 

as a scientific discipline, psychology appropriated dualistic natural sciences 

philosophical assumptions and reduced humans to body and mind (Breen & 

Darlaston��Jones, 2010; Pavlik, 2007; Rozin, 2007). 

Digesting the Information 

For me, part one of the literature review was illuminating. I realise now I was looking 

for congruence between kundalini awakening and the disciplinary lenses of science and 

psychology. This was motivated by an unconscious awareness of the dissonance 

between my subject matter and my academic situatedness. When I researched and then 

articulated the philosophical beliefs underpinning mainstream science and embedded 

New Zealand culture, I realised I no longer see the world purely from a Judeo-

Christian/scientific perspective. Despite this, I was still trying to privilege dualistic 

ontological beliefs and variations on the scientific method as the only valid means for 

framing and producing knowledge. This is because I was never taught about other 

ontologies or other ways of knowing.  

When I learnt that science and psychology both once included God in their research, 

acknowledged the spiritual aspects of being human, and even employed introspective 

ways of knowing, the dissonance I had felt between the disciplinary lenses of science 

and psychology and kundalini awakenings dissolved. In its place emerged a quiet 

confidence that I could do justice to my research topic. The spiritual aspects of being 

human were once considered worthy of investigation within science and psychology; 

we just forgot. 

I felt a huge swell of relief after exploring the underpinnings of SAP and finding an 

authentic ontological coherence between my subject matter and my disciplinary locale, 

and I was excited to begin writing. Then I became stuck again because I couldn't find 

my voice. All of my academic writing up until this point followed the guidelines for 

good scientific writing. 
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It was impartial, objective, logically structured and "I" was removed from it. Previously, 

I was rewarded with excellent grades for writing in this way. However, it was nearly 

impossible to write about the Goddess Kundalini and the Goddess worship culture she 

emerged from with any semblance of authenticity using my academic voice; so, I stalled 

again and wondered why that was. A big part of the problem was a personal lack of 

confidence, a crumbling worldview, and no experience in using my own voice. 

However, another factor was a lack of exposure to the female voice in academic 

writing; I had no role models. You may not be surprised to find this feminine literary 

invisibility harks back to the suppression of the Goddess by Judeo-Christianity and is 

perpetuated in culture by its secular successors' mainstream science and psychology.  

Suppression of the Goddess 

There are so many names for feminine kundalini energy paralleled by many different 

traditions and cultures worldwide, so why had I, and none of my co-researchers, ever 

heard of shakti-kundalini until we experienced it? Choudhury (2018) suggested that the 

various teachings of kundalini were secreted away, and the knowledge of such practices 

was punishable by death. But there is another aspect related to the suppression of 

western equivalents of kundalini shakti, which is the suppression of feminine power 

(Baring, 2002; Browne, 2009; Edwards, 2014; Eisler, 1998; Haas, 2005; Osborn, 2012).

Mother Goddess worship dates back more than thirty thousand years, and except for the 

last five to seven thousand years, source energy was conceptualized as female 

(Edwards, 2014). During the period of Goddess centred consciousness, civilisations 

lived in harmony with the rhythms of nature and the cycles of death and rebirth (Eisler, 

1998). The principles of the divine feminine were reflected in the societies that 

worshipped her; they were cooperative, neither patriarchal nor matriarchal, with little 

evidence of war and fortifications (Eisler, 1998). Increasingly patriarchal systems of 

religion, social structure and politics emerged and disenfranchised the Goddess. This 

change from Goddess centred consciousness to God centred consciousness bought with 

it more aggressive civilisations, war, armaments and domination of nature (Eisler, 

1998). As patriarchal ideologies took hold, priestesses that had once been revered for 

their wisdom and connection to the cyclical nature of life became despised for their 

power, demonized as witches, and murdered (Eisler, 1998) 
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Sharing some parallels with Shiva-Shakti, Yab-yum (Father-Mother in Tibetan) is 

symbolic of the primordial union (often depicted as a sexual embrace) between the 

masculine and feminine aspects of divinity. As a primary visual symbol of Buddhist 

teachings, yab-yum symbolises that enlightenment is obtained through the marriage of 

feminine wisdom and masculine method and compassion (Neville, 1987; Sinha, 2017; 

"Tibetian Art,"). In a Buddhist context, feminine wisdom refers to realising the non-

existence of phenomenal appearances (Andresen, 2000; Ch'en, 1957). Often translated 

as ‘skilful means’, method is “the manner by which one attempts to assist sentient 

beings” and is primarily demonstrated via compassion (Andresen, 2000, p. 358). 

Together, yab-yum’s sexual embrace serves as a visual metaphor for the bliss of union 

(“Tibetian Art”) and a reminder that both the masculine and feminine aspects of divinity 

are required to transcend the false duality of the phenomenal world. 

The Divine Feminine in Christianity | From Goddess to Saint

While mainstream Christianity “puts “he” to everything and even draws God as male” 

(Beavis, 2016, p. 134), Celtic Christianity, with its roots in Celtic paganism and 

Goddess worship,  reveres the feminine divine more so than the wider Christian world 

(Corning, 2006). Many scholars attribute modern Celtic Christianity to the fusion of 

Christianity with medieval Celtic and Druid traditions. Within Celtic traditions, Brigid, 

the principal Goddess within the Celtic pantheon, was venerated as a triple-Goddess, or 

three sisters, to illustrate the complexity of her divinity, totality, and oneness (Connelly, 

2009). As a triple Goddess,  Brigid presided over poetry, smith-craft and healing. She 

was also associated with perpetual fire and viewed by the Celts as a Mother Goddess for 

her connection to the land and her actual physical motherhood (Connelly, 2009; 

Pettersson, 2018). 

Although Celtic paganism was displaced by Christianity as the dominant belief system 

in Ireland during 400 CE to 800 CE (Connelly, 2009), Goddess Brigid survived in 

Celtic Christianity as the Christianized Saint Brigid, who is still venerated to this day in 

Celtic Christianity (Bowman, 2005; Connelly, 2009; Pettersson, 2018). Like the 

Goddess Brigid, Saint Brigid is revered for her healing powers, association with water, 

perpetual fire and abundance. However, unlike the Goddess Brigid, who was described 

as a ‘female physician’, and associated personally with miracles and magic, Saint 

Brigid’s healing powers were ascribed to a miraculous higher power (Pettersson, 2018). 
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Additionally, in her transformation from Goddess to Saint, Brigid lost her poetry and, 

although she remained connected to fertility, gained virgin-status in the Christian 

church (Pettersson, 2018). Today, Goddess/Saint Brigid still share feast days. One 

example is Imbolg, the Goddess Brigid’s pagan festival celebrated each year on the 1st 

of February, which is now observed as Saint Brigid’s feast day (Pettersson, 2018).

It is generally acknowledged that Saint Brigid was a historical person, although her 

existence cannot be proved. Regardless, Goddess/Saint Brigid's existence and rituals are 

still affirmed in Celtic Christianity, and she remains highly esteemed (Pettersson, 2018). 

We see this in Celtic Christianity's characterisation as a nature-oriented, egalitarian, 

spiritually instinctive type of Christianity that emphasizes a unique love of Saint Brigid 

(Bowman, 2005; Connelly, 2009; Witt, 2006). To this day, in a tradition that possibly 

stems from pagan worship of the Goddess Brigid, flame keeping cills (churches or 

religious groups comprised of nineteen women), including Saint Brigid’s nuns, still tend 

to Goddess/Saint Brigid’s flame in Kildare (Pettersson, 2018). Goddess/Saint Brigid 

remains entrenched in Irish culture. Even today, across Ireland, wells and streams have 

female names because water (symbolic of the Great Mother's womb openings) is seen as 

a manifestation of the divine feminine (Connelly, 2009).

Finding my Voice 

Now I knew that my feminine voice was cross-culturally associated with wisdom, 

knowledge, and life force. But, pragmatically, (a) how would I bring this knowledge 

into an academic space, and (b) how does this space perceive my feminine voice, which 

cannot be separated from my identity as a female researcher? Feminism and 

postmodernism present the main challenges to western dualistic epistemology. Feminist 

standpoint epistemologies begin with the understanding that we are embodied beings 

and what we know about the world comes from a situated societal perspective. From the 

feminist standpoint, the world is mainly patriarchal, and culture is masculine, and this 

dominance extends into knowledge production and dissemination (Harris, 2008; Moon 

& Blackman, 2014). 

The principles of scholarly writing emerged from nineteenth-century rationalism and 

empiricism. These standards mirror and reinforce empirical study values, objectivity, 

and authority with technical and depersonalized language designed to convey only facts 

(Fleischman, 1998). 
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The dominance and power of science in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and its 

influence on political and economic arenas have led it to become the dominant 

discourse of knowledge in most academic fields (Fleischman, 1998; Heilbrun , 1989). 

Thus, our dominant discourse of knowledge is masculine. In the masculine knowledge 

discourse, the author disappears, the subject is banished, and the experiencing self is 

dislocated from the work produced (Fleischman 1998). In contrast to male language, 

feminist scholars argue that when women write, "the private is the public, the personal 

is political", and for many female writers, the mind is "impassioned".  (Fleischman, 

1998, p. 975). However, given the dominance of objectivity and empiricism, 

structurally, women continue to be “trapped in a script they didn't write, coping with 

male language that won't say what they wish" (Fleischman, 1998, p. 976). 

Using the pronoun "I" instead of the authoritative third person, where the author is 

forced to objectify themselves, alludes to the subjective inner world; this is dangerously 

expressive, emotive and unverifiable by empirical methods (Fleischman, 1998). 

Accordingly, the party line of western epistemology is that emotion obscures obtaining 

knowledge even though, in our culture, women are required to shoulder emotional 

capacity while men are conditioned to suppress their feelings. This exclusion of emotion 

from legitimized ways of obtaining knowledge automatically undermines female 

epistemological authority, reinforces masculine rationality and is pervasive across 

disciplines (Fleischman, 1998). For example, mainstream psychology is frequently 

critiqued for its implicit assumptions that females and their knowledge can be 

adequately explicated from within the bounds of theories and knowledge created by 

men (Cheals, 2002). Tompkins (1989, p. 122, cited in Fleischman, 1998) articulates this 

linguistic straitjacket as follows:   

The public-private dichotomy, which is to say, the public-private hierarchy, is a 

founding condition of female oppression. I say to hell with it. The reason I feel 

embarrassed in my own attempts to speak personally in a professional context is 

that I have been conditioned to feel that way. That's all there is to it.

From my lived experience, I say never were truer words spoken. In the course of 

learning why I could not find my voice, I realised that that the act of reclaiming female 

discourse as authoritative and legitimate is situated within postmodern or 

poststructuralist feminist standpoints (Cheals, 2002). 
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However, I still chaffed a little with these labels. I am writing about kundalini's divine 

Goddess energy; Can you imagine how dry it feels to explore this phenomenon while 

situated within a postmodern or poststructuralist feminist standpoint?   

My unease unconsciously resonated with the idea that many feminist standpoint 

epistemologies still assume an objective reality out there that can be known (Harris, 

2008). Fortunately for me, feminists are also reclaiming language in the thealogy space, 

which is generally understood as a discourse on the feminine divine from a post-

patriarchal feminist perspective (Raphael, 1996, 1998). Goddess feminism aligns with 

my values as an implicated researcher, my research topic, my disciplinary lens and 

intuitive inquiry, my research design. This adds another layer of cohesion and 

authenticity to my research. From this standpoint, I reclaim my position as a speaking 

subject, privilege my knowing and resist an abstract power 'knowing' for me (Cheals, 

2002). Raphael (1998) calls this enabling subject position Goddess feminism, and it is 

political. Goddess feminism affirms feminine spiritual and political power and harks the 

renewal of female-centred value systems, ways of knowing, and articulating that 

knowledge (Raphael, 1996, 1998).

Summary

In part one of the hierophant cycle, I challenged the assumptions and power relations I 

am situated within by exploring the Judeo-Christian influence on science and 

psychology and explored suppression of the feminine and the divine feminine in 

Christianity. In doing so, I found my voice and freed myself from the straitjacket of 

male language. I close part one of the literature review by articulating my preliminary 

interpretative lenses based on my learnings thus far.  

Preliminary Interpretive Lenses | The Disciplines I am Situated Within

 I value SAP and acknowledge its value in generating hypotheses that can be tested and 

verified, thus producing generalisable claims. However, SAP’s empirical and analytical 

approach marginalises the subtle realms. I also know these ideas extend to the human 

body's conceptualisations, but I haven't grasped how yet. 
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I learnt science is a culturally constructed ideology that shares some similarities with 

Judeo-Christian worldviews. Therefore, rather than being a secular, objective, value-

free means for producing knowledge, SAP reflects unacknowledged Christian values, 

and these are embedded in their ontologies and epistemologies. 

I learnt the discourse of knowledge is inherently male. Within this framework, I lacked 

vision and clarity of voice. I moved from being unknowingly situated in the father 

tongues, to postmodern and post-structural feminism, to Goddess feminism. Now I have 

found a space for myself and my language that shares fidelity with Goddess Kundalini. 

Thus, I am epistemologically coherent.   

Preliminary Interpretative Lenses | Emerging Researcher Positionality 

My belief systems once reflected secular and Christian western worldview. Personally, 

my material rationalism is crumbling. Paradoxically, I'm still conditioned by 'subtle 

Cartesianism' and 'intra-subjective reductionism' (Beasley, 2013), the deeply ingrained 

tendency for researchers to revert back to the prevailing western view. I accept this, and 

now that I am consciously aware of these pulls, I can reflect on them. 

At this stage in the research, I have no other frameworks to approach the research from 

and no confidence in my own ways of knowing. However, I am shifting towards a post-

dualistic epistemological stance that has no separate researcher. Beasley (2013, p. 106) 

defines post-dualism as an " 'either–neither-or-both' mentality". It is the ability to accept 

apparently contradictory views and acknowledge that different facets of reality are 

amenable to different research approaches. The distinction between dualism and post-

dualism is value-based. It encapsulates a set of values, attitudes, and strategies towards 

obtaining knowledge and is characterised by conscious intent and an inclusive state of 

mind that includes cognitive and embodied knowing (Beasley, 2013). This is not an 

immediate shift; instead, it is both surrender and acceptance, surrendering those ideas 

that do not serve the research and accepting this surrender (Beasley, 2013). 

I am reclaiming my voice. Wherever it is appropriate in the body of this work, I will use 

it with authority as women once did before the rise of Judeo-Christianity and patriarchy. 

It feels liberating to be me right now.
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Part Two | Narrowing my Focus 

In part two of the Hierophant cycle, I narrowed my focus to texts directly related to 

Kundalini awakening. Initially, these texts came from peer-reviewed literature. 

However, over time, the texts that dominantly informed my understanding of Kundalini 

awakening came from the YouTube channels, podcasts, and blogs of scholar-

practitioners with lived experience of kundalini awakening. The following section 

provides an overview of the academic research into kundalini awakening. First, I 

present the foundational kundalini research followed by research into kundalini and its 

links with near death experiences (NDE), panic attacks, psychosis, physical illness, 

psychedelic drug experiences, and other spiritual experiences. Secondly, I introduce the 

kundalini awakening scale and research that investigates the healing potential of 

kundalini energy. Part two of the chariot cycle concludes with an overview of research 

relating to disclosure and the efficacy of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders–Fourth Edition (DSM-IV)  religious or spiritual problem category.

Foundational Research

Bentov (1977) was a biomedical engineer interested in the physiological and 

psychological changes related to altered states of consciousness. His physio-kundalini 

model mapped the progressive nature of kundalini symptoms by body location, body 

sensations and psychological symptoms. Bentov suggested kundalini experiences 

emerged when the sympathetic resonance of various oscillating systems in the body 

caused electrical polarization and increased magnetic currents of the motor and sensory 

cortices and cerebrospinal fluid. He further suggested that kundalini refined the nervous 

system so that “it may enter into resonance with outside energies” (Bentov, 1977, p. 

182). Well before his time, Bentov (1977), like Krishna (1970), suggested kundalini 

may be an evolutionary force, and as more individuals activated and broadcasted, more 

people would become activated (Lim, 2013). Bentov has been criticised by some 

researchers who believe his model is too simplistic and fails to address kundalini's 

spiritual and evolutionary aspects. Also, there is a suggestion that Bentov (1977) 

perhaps was measuring pranotthana, a heightened form of prana (further discussed in 

part three), and not kundalini activation (Greenwell, 2002; Lim, 2013).

However, Bentov (1977) kept his model intentionally simplistic and focused on the 

mechanical-physiological aspects of kundalini awakening to “put at the disposal of the 
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medical profession, a reasonable working concept of a syndrome that until now has not 

been described at all” (Bentov, 1977, p. 178). 

Sannella (1987), a Californian ophthalmologist and psychiatrist, is most well-known for 

expanding on Bentov’s (1977) physio kundalini model and medicalising some of the 

experiences. His book The Kundalini Experience: Psychosis or Transcendence (1987) 

summarises the experiences of nearly one thousand individual case histories of 

kundalini awakenings. Sannella (1987) described the entire kundalini experience as a 

purificatory process culminating in “rebirth” and noted a clear distinction between 

psychosis and the physio-kundalini cycle, noting that some schizophrenia-like 

conditions he observed came about because of clinician ignorance, negative feedback, 

social pressure and social conditioning. Sannella (1987) described kundalini awakening 

as a normal human experience that could take months or years to move through but 

ultimately culminated in a “psychically transformed human being” (Sannella, 1987, p. 

7). 

Based on the phenomenology of his case histories, and importantly, taking all 

phenomenology at face value, Sannella (1987) broke kundalini experiences into two 

categories, signs (objective indicators) and symptoms (subjective observations), and 

four subcategories. Motor signs could be quantified and independently observed. 

Sensory symptoms were subjective sensations of light, sound and internal feelings. 

Interpretative symptoms included changes in mental processes and emotions, distortions 

in thought process, detachment and disassociation, and non-physiological phenomena 

related to “factors for which physiological explanations are not sufficient” (Sannella, 

1987, p. 93). Sannella (1987) noted experiences were not linear and discrete but could 

overlap and happen simultaneously and repetitively. 

Like Bentov (1977), Sannella (1987) supported Krishna’s (1970) theory that kundalini 

leads to higher states of consciousness and, therefore, could be an evolutionary 

mechanism. Sannella also suggested kundalini could be used as therapy, noting that one 

of his case studies who had had a psychotic break and was unstable was strengthened in 

all aspects of his being through a guided kundalini awakening (Sannella, 1987). 

This is one of many anecdotal experiences Sannella shares in his book about the healing 

potential of kundalini awakenings managed appropriately. Both Bentov’s (1977) and 

Sannella’s (1987) later work was seminal because they were the first researchers within 
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a material science paradigm to recognise kundalini phenomena, provide a 

nonpathological framework to explain some kundalini experiences and differentiate 

them from psychiatric disorders (Prosnick & Evans, 2003). 

Kundalini and Panic Attacks

Australian parapsychologists Thalbourne and Fox (1999) questioned whether (1) for 

some people, panic attacks may be a “difficult kundalini experience”, and (2) whether 

panic attacks were associated with mystical or paranormal experiences. Their 

correlational study of 62 individuals experiencing panic attacks and 53 control subjects 

found a strong association between panic attacks and kundalini experiences and a link 

between panic attacks and mystical and paranormal experiences. Furthermore, the 

authors also found panic attacks were linked to transliminality (a variable that indicates 

permeable psychological boundaries, previously associated with manic-depression and 

schizophrenia). It remains unknown whether kundalini is associated with transliminality 

or if it triggers transliminality.

When Thalbourne and Fox (1999) compared their kundalini scale with the Manic-

Depressiveness Scale and Magical Ideation Scale (two measures of psychopathology), 

they found high scores on the kundalini scale were positively correlated with these 

measures. Thalbourne and Fox (1999) focused on physical symptoms, which are only 

part of the kundalini experience and can be distressing without a frame of reference. 

Additionally, their scale asked questions about hearing voices and seeing auras without 

considering whether participants viewed them as positive or negative and did not 

include items relating to the subtle changes in consciousness and positive experiences. 

Perhaps these are reasons for the correlation between measures of psychopathology and 

kundalini awakening. However, other researchers have found, within context, there is 

little overlap between kundalini awakening and symptoms of mental illness (Greyson, 

1993b; Holden, Vanpelt-Tess, & Warren, 1999; Sannella, 1987).

Kundalini and Mental Illness

Greyson (1993b) also investigated claims by Krishna (1972) and Bentov (1977) that 

psychiatric patients may be suffering from morbid kundalini release and were 

misdiagnosed as psychotic. Compared to NDErs and the general public, psychotic 

patients were statistically significantly less likely to check items on the Physio-

Kundalini Syndrome. Although kundalini and schizophrenia have visual and auditory 
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hallucinations in common, Greyson (1993) observed schizophrenics tend not to 

experience body temperature changes, sequences of pain travelling through the body 

and out of body experiences. Schizophrenia can further be differentiated from kundalini 

activation, as those with active kundalini tend not to have schizophrenic phenomena 

such as worsening hygiene, confused speech and thoughts (Greyson, 1993). Holden, 

Vanpelt-Tess, and Warren (1999) echo these findings. They concluded that while there 

were superficial similarities between spiritual emergencies and psychosis, an individual 

having a spiritual experience (even with psychotic aspects) had insight into their 

condition and was able to maintain and establish therapeutic relationships while 

psychotic individuals could not. Sannella (1987) observed physio kundalini syndrome 

and psychosis to be distinct from one another, citing a vast difference in presentations 

between an individual who was “psychically active” and someone with “discordance” 

of the psyche.

Benning et al. (2018) presented a case study of a female psychiatric outpatient who was 

‘eventually’ diagnosed with physio-kundalini syndrome by a psychiatrist. The 40-year-

old woman presented multiple times to the emergency room with physical complaints 

that were met with various medical diagnoses. Later, she was diagnosed with a social 

anxiety disorder and generalized anxiety disorder by a psychiatrist. Benning et al. 

(2018) summarised there was minimal overlap between the symptoms of kundalini and 

psychosis. Instead, a lack of theoretical framework and empirically tested treatments led 

clinicians to misdiagnose and pathologize her kundalini experiences until she was 

diagnosed with physio kundalini syndrome three years later. Benning et al. (2018) 

further suggested, in the absence of these tools, phenomenological analysis of physio 

kundalini syndrome and psychosis may elucidate a more binary relationship between 

kundalini and psychosis with little crossover between the two.

Kundalini and Near-Death Experiences

In a correlational study comparing psychiatric patients with near-death-experiencers 

(NDErs) (a population in earlier research who scored highly for kundalini arousal), 

Greyson (1993a) used a 19-item questionnaire based on Bentov’s model to investigate 

whether psychiatric patients would acknowledge fewer physio-kundalini symptoms than 

NDErs. The findings showed that psychiatric patients reported fewer kundalini-type 

experiences than the NDE group, and in particular psychotic patients reported even 
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fewer kundalini presentations (Greyson, 1993). Based on the findings, Greyson (1993) 

suggested kundalini is non-pathological and that certain specific physio-kundalini 

symptoms can help differentiate kundalini awakening from mental illness. There is 

criticism that Greyson’s (1993) research may be measuring NDE, which Sanches and 

Daniels (2008) suggest could be a different population from kundalini experiencers. 

However, despite this critique, Sanches and Daniels (2008) did base their Kundalini 

Awakening Scale partially on Bentov’s findings. Viewing Greyson’s (1993) research 28 

years later, there arise ethical concerns related to the ability of a psychotic patient to 

provide informed consent. Also, given the stigma surrounding mental health, psychiatric 

patients may have wished to minimise their symptoms so as not to appear ‘crazy’.

It is important also to note that other cultures do not always pathologize psychosis. For 

example, a psychic condition that Western medicine would probably view as an acute 

schizophrenic break is a requirement for initiation to the priesthood in one South 

African tribe (Sannella, 1987). Similarly, trance mediums, shamans, and the God-

intoxicated Masts of India, who to western eyes might look psychotic, delusional or 

disassociated, are not pathologized when viewed from an appropriate spiritual context 

(Sannella, 1987). Instead, they are viewed as spiritual beings going through a 

transformational process. 

Correlational research by Ring and Rosing (1990) and Prosnick and Evans (2003), using 

short-form physio-kundalini syndrome indexes, and by Kason (1994), who explored the 

historical and research evidence, also suggest there is a link between kundalini 

awakening and NDEs. While linked only theoretically and through correlational 

evidence, Ring and Rosing (1990) and Kason (1994) suggest kundalini may be the 

spiritual force and mechanism underpinning NDEs. 

Another possible link between NDEs and kundalini awakenings is that both experiences 

appear to be occurring more frequently. Worldwide there are increased reports of NDE 

experiences (Goretzki, 2008; Greyson, 1993a), kundalini awakenings (Grof, 1988; 

Harris, 1994; Mookerjee, 1982) and spiritual experiences (Brook, 2018). While the 

growing interest in and awareness of spirituality could be a factor in the increased 

reports, if NDEs are underpinned by kundalini, this could be further corroboration of 

increasing kundalini cases worldwide.
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Kundalini and Physical Illness

In addition to the psycho-spiritual manifestations of kundalini, there are many physical 

symptoms and latent illnesses that can manifest during kundalini awakening. These 

illnesses can mimic neurological syndromes such as Icelandic disease, gastrointestinal 

disorders, bradycardia, heart palpitations, tachycardia, food allergies, eating disorders, 

and migrating pain, especially the spine and head, which are difficult to diagnose 

(Greenwell, 2002; Kason, 2008; Sannella, 1987). Additionally, symptoms such as 

muscular contractions, shaking, and twitching are easily misdiagnosed as neurological 

disorders, which lead to some kundalini experiencers undergoing unnecessary medical 

tests and procedures with no biomedical explanations found. Kundalini awakenings can 

also cause illness in those who are physiologically unable to integrate the massive 

increase in energy system that strain the nervous system (South, 2000). 

As with the concept of psychosis, there are different ways to frame physical illness. In 

the context of spiritual transformation (e.g. in shamanic traditions), illness as a ‘sacred 

malady’ can be understood as part of the purification process or initiation into higher 

consciousness orchestrated by a benevolent intelligence (Linders & Lancaster, 2013). 

The association between kundalini awakening and illness suggests that, for some, (1) 

both medical and spiritual support would be appropriate, and (2) the biomedical model 

could reduce unnecessary medical interventions if they considered that illness can 

sometimes arise in the context of embodied psycho-spiritual transformation.

Kundalini and Psychedelic Drugs

Based on the phenomenological similarities he found between psychedelic drug 

experiences and kundalini awakening literature, De Gracia (1997) hypothesised that 

psychedelic drugs' effects and phenomenology would be similar to descriptions of 

kundalini awakenings from esoteric literature. De Gracia (1997) created a 38 question 

online survey asking about hallucinogenic drug experiences. He hypothesized the 

effects of psychedelic drugs would be similar to kundalini awakening as described in 

esoteric texts. To test the hypothesis, he embedded 19 questions related explicitly to 

kundalini's effects within the motor (autonomic, efferent), sensory, emotional, 

cognitive, and spiritual domains. 

The survey was posted in four internet groups that discussed psychedelic drug use. 61 

individuals responded. 15% were female, 85% were male, and came from America 
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(60%), Northern Europe, Australia, and Canada (40%). De Gracia (1997) found a 

definite overlap between kundalini awakening and psychedelic drug experiences. For 

example, 75% of participants described feeling vibrations and chills, and within that 

subset, 45% reported the sensations occurring along the spine or back. In yogic theory, 

these sensations correspond with the ascent of kundalini (De Gracia, 1997). Other 

psychedelic drug effects that occurred with high frequency included spontaneous 

laughter (70.9%), increased empathy (75.4%), visual hallucinations (96.7%) and 

explicit spiritual experiences (86.9%). One surprising finding was 40% of respondents 

recalled out of body experiences which are not usually associated with psychedelic 

drugs. 

Taken as a whole, De Gracia’s (1997) research found the effects of psychedelic drugs 

overlapped with kundalini awakening phenomena. Based on the similarities between 

kundalini activation and psychedelic drug-induced states, De Gracia concluded a 

“definite biological basis for the kundalini phenomena” (De Gracia, 1997, p. 130). He 

further suggested controlled studies of the effects of psychedelics underpinned by 

Eastern kundalini phenomenology could form the backbone of a neurobiological 

framework understanding of kundalini awakenings. This research indicates that 

recreational psychedelic drug use may facilitate kundalini arousal or awakening.  

However, De Gracia (1997) notes his research fails to include standard 

neurophysiological observations of brain function; thus, his correlations are speculative. 

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that throughout the spiritual history of humanity, 

indigenous cultures have used psychedelic plants such as ayahuasca, peyote, and 

psilocybe mushrooms (among others) in spiritual practices designed to expand 

consciousness and connect with the divine (Grof, 1988). 

Overlap between Kundalini, Mystical, Religious and Spiritual Experiences

As with NDEs, there is an overlap between kundalini awakenings and spiritual and 

religious domains. These areas are beyond the scope of this thesis. However, briefly, 

Goretzki (2008) cites kundalini awakening as one of 10 types of spiritual emergency. 

White (1993) frames kundalini awakening as a mystical or unity experience alongside 

over 100 categories of human experience, and Grof (1972) includes kundalini 

awakening among his taxonomy of transpersonal experiences. In the religious domain, 

Regner (1999) found similarities between kundalini awakenings and Christian 
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conversion experiences. While South (2000), in a comparative study of St Teresa of 

Avila’s enlightenment experiences and kundalini phenomenology, found St Teresa’s 

experiences of fire, light, and currents of energy shared parallels with kundalini 

awakening phenomenology. The similarities between kundalini awakening NDEs, 

spiritual, mystical and religious experiences begs the question; is kundalini a ‘type’ of 

experience among many, or are all NDE, spiritual, mystical and religious experiences in 

fact kundalini by another name?

Psychometric Measures of Kundalini

Drawing on yogic theory, Grof and Grof (1989)work on spiritual emergencies and 

literature from Bentov, Sannella and Gopi Krishna, Sanches and Daniels (2008) 

developed the kundalini awakening scale (KAS) comprised of 76 questions over five 

dimensions. The categories were (1) changes in behaviour, mental function, perception 

and consciousness, (2) negative or frightening experiences, (3) positive experiences, (4) 

involuntary body postures, and (5) physical symptoms. Cronbach’s alpha for the 

finished KAS was 0.981, suggesting the KAS to be a highly reliable measure. Results 

from 117 participants concluded that regular meditators and individuals who participate 

in transpersonal activities exhibit common symptoms that could be associated with 

kundalini awakenings. These symptoms did not tend to be seen in populations that did 

not join in transpersonal practices.

Additionally, the KAS found negative kundalini arousal symptoms occurred more 

frequently when transpersonal activities were unguided and unstructured. Thus, 

different activities elicit different kinds of kundalini arousal, some positive, some 

negative. 

This work is worthy of mention because Sanches and Daniels (2008) manage to use 

eastern and kundalini phenomenology to create a highly reliable psychometric 

measurement which suggests kundalini can be studied using traditional empirical 

methods. Sanches and Daniels (2008) suggested the KAS could also be used 

longitudinally in populations with active kundalini to assess changes over time. Finally, 

they noted their findings were consistent with the eastern and western kundalini 

phenomenology they had based the KAS on.
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The Therapeutic Potential of Kundalini 

The healing potential of kundalini energy is observed in the literature. For example, 

Sannella (1987) describes many anecdotal accounts of spontaneous healing and new 

healing abilities attributed to kundalini awakening. Lockley (2013) described two cases 

of spontaneous physiological healing associated with kundalini awakening. In one case, 

a woman spoke of a “pristine force” entering her body and afterwards notice a lump that 

had been at the base her spine disappeared. In another case, also attributed to kundalini, 

a woman found the severe spinal curvature she had lived with for most of her life 

disappeared completely (Lockley, 2013). Dixon (2008, p. 6) suggests the healing 

potential of kundalini awakening is multidimensional and  “entails a full spectrum 

lifestyle change which addresses all … types of imbalances”. This perspective is 

supported by recent research into the transformative impact of kundalini awakening by 

Woollacott, Kason, and Park (2020) who found 50% of kundalini experiencers reported 

(a) an increased capacity to heal and (b) increases in overall health. 

Despite observations that kundalini has healing potential, there has been little evaluation 

of kundalini energy's possible therapeutic properties.  However, some researchers have 

investigated kundalini energy's healing potential via kundalini yoga (KY) as a possible 

treatment for obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), hypertension, mild cognitive 

impairment, PTSD, and addiction.

In a randomized controlled trial (RCT), Shannahoff-Khalsa et al. (2019) compared the 

effectiveness of KY designed to treat OCD compared to two non-specific medication 

protocols and concluded KY yoga techniques could be a useful adjunct treatment for 

OCD. In another RCT, Eyre et al. (2017) investigated the effects of KY compared with 

memory enhancement training on mild cognitive impairment. 

The authors found after 12 weeks, the KY group showed significant improvements in 

executive functioning, depressive symptoms, and resilience while the MET group did 

not. An RTC was also used by Jindani (2015b), who compared the effects of a KY 

protocol on PTSD symptoms and general wellbeing compared to a waitlisted control 

group. In this study, both the KY group and the control group showed changes over 

time; however, the KY yoga group showed significant improvements in the domains of 

PTSD, insomnia, perceived stress. positive and negative affect, resilience, stress, and 

anxiety scores. (Jindani, 2015a) followed up with the RTC participants in a qualitative 
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study. Based on the qualitative analysis's major themes, the author concluded KY 

strategies related to self-management and self-care were accessible, empowering and 

perhaps could address the mind-body elements of PTSD. 

In a controlled trial (CT), Wolff, Sundquist, Lönn, and Midlöv (2013) investigated the 

effects of (1) KY practised at home compared, (2) instructor-led group KY classes, and 

(3) no KY intervention on blood pressure and quality of life (QOL) for individuals 

diagnosed with hypertension. They found KY classes did not improve blood pressure or 

QOL measures; however, The KY at home group showed significant improvement in 

self-rated QOL compared to the control group. The authors concluded home-based KY 

practices could have an antihypertensive effect and positive effects on QOL 

While these results are encouraging, the authors were rightly cautious in their 

conclusions and suggest further research is needed. Attrition rates ranged from 20% to 

50% in the RTC and CTs, and Shannahoff-Khalsa et al.’s (1999) research into OCD 

was underpowered with only 22 participants. This affects confidence that their findings 

are statistically significant. 

The KY interventions were not homogenous in class length, frequency, setting, content 

or trial duration. Combined with the diversity of conditions investigated, it is not 

possible to generalize the findings. Furthermore, none of the studies specified their 

exact KY protocols, so other researchers could replicate the studies and perhaps verify 

the results. Finally, the RTC and CTs decontextualized KY by focusing mainly on the 

physiological aspects of breathing, physical movements and meditation. For example, 

Eyre et al. (2017) described their KY intervention as ‘this secular practice’. 

Spiritually informed practices like kundalini yoga, meditation and mindfulness are 

increasingly used to alleviate symptoms and promote wellness in the bio-medical model 

with little thought to the original intent (Benning, Harris, & Rominger, 2018; Lomas, 

2015). Yet, we do not know what, or if any, information the researchers gave their 

participants about the possible ramifications of such practices. 

In a palliative care setting, Kumar (2002) suggested kundalini energy could be 

awakened in those close to death via shaktipat (the transmission of kundalini from guru 

to disciple). In this philosophical discussion paper, Kumar (2002) suggests palliative 

kundalini awakening could reduce anxiety related to death, help individuals surrender to 

the process, and dissolve karma, thus making the transition between life and death more 
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serene. However, Kumar (2002) did acknowledge that mainstream science has no 

explanation for shaktipat or kundalini. Two case studies by Shannahoff-Khalsa (2005) 

also evidence how kundalini can be utilised to alleviate fear and empower terminal 

cancer patients. Shannahoff-Khalsa (2005) used kundalini meditation with a terminal 

breast cancer patient to reduce her anxiety and fear related to death. After one session, 

the woman experienced rapid relief of her fears and had learnt a coping technique that 

could be performed from her bed whenever she felt the need. In the case study of a male 

with terminal prostate cancer, Shannahoff-Khalsa (2005) taught the patient various 

kundalini yoga techniques in two sessions. According to the patient,  kundalini yoga 

alleviated the discomfort of radiation therapy, improved the efficacy of medical 

treatments, and greatly improved his feelings of self-determination concerning his 

treatment plan and outcome (Shannahoff-Khalsa, 2005).

Disclosing Spiritual Experiences

Disclosing experiences like kundalini awakening is correlated with spiritual, 

psychological and physical benefits (Palmer & Braud, 2002). However, Davis, 

Lockwood, and Wright (1991) found that fear of being invalidated,  ridiculed or labelled 

‘crazy’ were common motivations behind non-disclosure of spiritual experiences. Those 

who did disclose were extremely discriminating in who they chose to tell. These fears 

are not unfounded. Research by Roxburgh and Evenden (2016) found the majority of 

those who did engage with helping professionals felt silenced and dismissed, 

confirming apprehensions they already had about disclosing their experience and 

preventing any further exploration of the phenomena. 

Similarly, Woollacott et al. (2020), who interviewed 106 kundalini experiencers, found 

80% of those who spoke to health professionals were dissatisfied with the responses 

given, especially from traditionally trained health care providers.

In related research, Holden, Kinsey, and Moore (2014) found 19% of NDErs who 

disclosed their experience to health care professionals and non-professionals perceived 

negative responses. Furthermore, disclosures made soon after an NDE and more intense 

NDEs resulted in “extremely negative, unpleasant, and harmful” disclosure experiences 

(Holden et al., 2014, p. 284). In view of their findings, Holden et al. (2014) suggested 

all healthcare providers needed improved spiritual competency so they may do no harm.
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Kundalini and the DSM-IV

The category of religious or spiritual problem was added to the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders - Fourth Edition (DSM-IV) to depathologize 

spiritual experiences and increase the empathy and competence of mental health 

professionals engaging with those in spiritual or religious crisis (Benning et al., 2018). 

However, there is little literature as to the efficacy of this addition to the DSM. For 

example, Brown (2005) surveyed 258 American clinical psychologists about their 

knowledge and use of V-code 62.89. They found that while 45% of those who 

responded stated they were aware of V-code 62.89, 66% did not employ it in practice. 

Qualitative elements of the research suggested that while the psychologists regularly 

worked with individuals experiencing spiritual issues, they tended not to use V-code 

62.89 as a diagnostic tool. Reasons given for not engaging included feeling V-code 

62.89 was too clinically weighted, inadequate reimbursement and a lack of training 

(Brown, 2005).

In a similar vein, Scott et al. (2003) found that within a respondent pool of 1000 clinical 

psychologists, only a small number referred to V-code 62.89 for assessing or treating 

clients, despite many acknowledging the roles religion and spirituality play in wellbeing 

and mental health. The category of religious and spiritual problems explicitly creates a 

space for a non-pathologizing orientation towards spiritual and religious dimensions in 

therapy. However, the scant amount of research into the category and an apparent 

reluctance by clinicians to engage with V-code 62.89 could mean it has not been as 

effective as first hoped for (Scott et al., 2003). 

Furthermore, therapists who want to become competent in religious and spiritual 

practices and their effects on emotions, cognitions and attitudes towards health have 

little information or training resources to rely on (Benning et al., 2018). Finally, 

O'Connor and Vandenberg (2005) found mental health care professionals pathologized 

non-Christian practices more than normative Christian practices. 

Summary

In part two of the hierophant cycle, I presented the academic literature related to 

kundalini awakening. This included foundational kundalini research, research that 

identified relationships between kundalini and NDEs, panic attacks, psychosis, physical 

illness, psychedelic drug experiences, other spiritual/religious experiences, and the 
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KAS. Much of this work used variations on Sannella’s (1987) expanded physio-

kundalini model. Additionally, I presented research that investigated the potential 

therapeutic benefits of kundalini, spiritual competency, and disclosure reluctance. In the 

next section, I articulate my preliminary interpretative lenses based on my learnings 

from the academic literature.  

Preliminary Interpretive Lenses | The Academic Literature

The overlap between kundalini and NDEs, psychopathologies, physical illness, 

psychedelic drug states, and religious, mystical and spiritual experiences suggests 

western research lacks an overarching framework to explain the different domains 

kundalini awakenings manifest within. Perhaps this is because dominant SAP ontology 

and epistemology is incongruent with kundalini awakening. 

This research certainly demystifies kundalini awakening and adds to our body of 

knowledge. However, much of the empirical research appears ethnocentric, reductionist 

and cognicentric because it is constrained within SAP ideology. It is ethnocentric in that 

it uses its own view of the human psyche and reality to understand kundalini 

awakening. It is reductionist because the RTC and CTs especially reduce kundalini, a 

spiritual phenomenon, into its parts to satisfy empirical requirements. Finally, the 

cognicentric approach to knowledge acquisition means knowledge gained through 

internal modes of perception are not available to researchers. More and more, I like 

intuitive inquiry because it facilitates broader science by embracing cognition AND 

intuition.

Researchers showed that kundalini and psychosis are distinct and separate. However, 

kundalini can co-occur in those with pre-existing psycho-physiological conditions. The 

strain of awakening can disrupt psychological and physiological functioning and look 

like biological dysfunction or psychopathologies in the context of kundalini could be (a) 

purifying or purging processes, (b) evidence of systematic overwhelm, (c) organic 

biological disorders, or (d) perhaps a combination of any and all categories.

It also suggests the DSM V-code 62.89 is perhaps not as helpful as hoped for. For me, 

this research mirrors my own disclosure reluctance within the biomedical setting. I have 

underlying physical illnesses, and I did not know how to contain the huge surges in 

energy in the early stages of awakening. I think this manifested as intensified anxiety, 
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depersonalisation, dissociative states, and panic attacks. Additionally, although I did not 

cognitively understand at the time, in hindsight, I have experienced a number of ‘sacred 

maladies’ over the last three years, which I framed from a biomedical perspective.  I do 

wish I could have accessed spiritually competent medical support, and I still wish for it. 

However, I am reluctant to disclose kundalini to my doctor for fear of being invalidated 

or pathologized.

Part Three | The Cultural Underpinnings of Kundalini 

Introduction

In terms of western research, Valanciute  and Thampy (2011, p. 839) wrote, "One of the 

contributing factors [to our]  insufficient understanding or acquisition of [kundalini 

knowledge] is a superficial interpretation of the eastern tradition or philosophies". This 

was evident in the surface level descriptions of kundalini as originating from “various 

sacred traditions” (Kason, 1994); “ancient yogic texts” (De Gracia, 1997; Greyson, 

1993a; Regner, 1999; Ring, 190; Thalbourne & Fox, 1999); and “traditional Indian 

metaphysics” (Ossoff, 1993). It was also evident in the secularization of KY techniques 

in the RTCs and CTs. After engaging with the academic literature, I still felt confused 

about (1) the cultural context and origins of kundalini and (2) how the RTC/CTs 

researchers had framed kundalini. So, in part three, I explored kundalini awakening 

from within its cultural context.

In just the same way I struggled to locate my topic within my disciplinary lens and find 

my voice, I struggled to justify using oral platforms in an academic thesis because I was 

taught to dismiss this kind of knowledge as illegitimate. This is because modern science 

credits the written word as a causal factor in the birth of science. This privileging of the 

written serves to undermine the legitimacy of knowledge that emerges from oral 

traditions or is disseminated orally (Gosselin, 2006; Grimes, 1996). 

Nonetheless, during the research, I was drawn towards teachers with direct experience 

of kundalini. As I listened to their oral transmission of kundalini knowledge from within 

a  guru-disciple relationship of my own making, my body vibrated and expanded and 

spontaneously engaged in yogic breathing and mudras (sacred hand movements). The 

Guru-disciple relationship and the oral transmission of knowledge are cornerstones of 

Tantric knowledge acquisition and dissemination (Saraswati, 1984). In my own way, I 
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was embodying Tantric learning practices, so it felt very natural to learn about kundalini 

awakenings in this fashion. 

However, I tempered my intuitive, embodied reactions with rational discernment. 

Therefore, while this next section draws from academic literature, it is primarily 

informed by a new generation of professional scholar-practitioners in the Tantric 

traditions who write academically and offer their teachings through online platforms. 

These teachers are (1) Christopher Wallis, a respected Sanskrit scholar-practitioner who 

wrote the book Tantra Illuminated (2013) and founded the Tantrika Institute; (2) 

Christopher Tompkins, a PhD scholar-practitioner with degrees in Religion and Sanskrit 

who writes about Yoga as embodied in the traditions of Tantric Shaivism; and (3) Igor 

Kufayev, an artist, and spiritual teacher whose teachings draw from the Zen, Sufi, and  

Tantric Kashmir Shaivism traditions. I add the caveat, however, that "simple direct 

knowingness" is beyond traditions, concepts, languages, and "isms" (Beasley, 2013; 

Kufayev, n.d-a).

The Cultural Underpinnings of Kundalini

Tantra grew out of indigenous Indian Goddess worshipping shamanist practices to 

become India's predominant religion during the medieval period (600-1200) (Bjonnes, 

2011; Wallis, 2013). Tantric employment of the body to attain freedom and liberation 

profoundly influenced all yogic traditions, including Patanjali's eight limbs of ashtanga 

yoga (a framework of practices designed to stabilize the gross and subtle bodies and 

support the kundalini awakening process), and  Hatha yoga, the foundation of modern 

yoga (Friedman et al., 2010; Wallis, 2013). Yogic body-based practices and 

philosophies, including asana (yogic postures); mudras (sacred hand gestures); mantra 

(sound vibrations); pranayama (breath control) and meditating on subtle body chakras, 

all have their roots in Tantric Shaivism (Wallis, 2013). 

Over time Tantric scriptures and practices influenced and underpinned the major theistic 

schools of post-Vedic India such as Buddhism, Vaishnavism, Jainism and Indian Islam 

and later diffusing into East Asia, Indonesia and Southeast Asia (Wallis, 2013). 

Traditions such as Vajrayana Buddhism practised in Tibet and Bhutan, and Japan’s 

Shingon Buddhism (which contains elements of Vajrayana Buddhism) exemplify the 

different paths tantric lineages have taken and their influence on Eastern religions and 

philosophies (Allison, 2019).
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Shakti on the Move 

Bound within the formless consciousness and unlimited potential of Shiva, Shakti 

creates, sustains, dissolves and conceals all creation and absorbs all forms back into 

herself (Edwards, 2014; Krishna, 1975; Kufayev, 2020). As she does so, her names 

change.  For example, the term prana (life force, breath) is interchangeable with the 

term Prana-Shakti, which illustrates prana is simply a different manifestation of Shiva-

Shakti energy (Beck & Taylor, 2015). The same is true of the term Shakti-Kundalini, a 

word representing the idea that embodied kundalini power and cosmic shakti power are 

the same and ultimately emanate from Shiva-Shakti. 

Prana 

While material science finds the existence of prana or 'life energy' controversial, 

unverifiable and non-scientific (Cooper, Harris, & Clark, 2015; Rock & Clark, 2015; 

Taylor, 2015). The word prana contains multiple complex meanings.  Prana is variously 

described as "the first essence underlying the breath" (Mumford, 2005, p. 239), "the 

vibration between atoms" (Rose, 2019, para.2), or quite simply, the air we breathe 

(Krishna, 1970). 

Tantric literature describes three expressions of pranic energy. Para-Kundalini, the first 

manifestation, refers to unmanifest cosmic energy (Shumsky, 2003). The second 

expression of prana is Prana-Kundalini, the vital energy underpinning the created 

universe which animates all things, including mind-body function in humans (Shumsky, 

2003). In Tantric traditions, this energy, Prana-Kundalini, is simply referred to as 

kundalini (Saraswati, 1984). Shakti-Kundalini is the third manifestation of kundalini 

energy, which expresses as consciousness and acts as an intermediary between 

unmanifest cosmic energy and the dynamic energy of creation (Shumsky, 2003). 

Fundamentally, these three forms of kundalini energy are one energy manifesting in 

different ways. What these ideas suggest is that humans are not separate from each other 

or the universe. Rather, Chit-Kundalini's aspect (the power of consciousness or 

consciousness itself) is present in the body of every man, woman, child and thing in the 

cosmos (Kufayev, 2020) pulsating quietly for most, but partially or fully awakened in 

some. In essence, prana ontologically validates the idea that we are connected to the 

universe, and the universe is connected to us. 
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However, there is more to kundalini awakening than metaphorical representations of 

kundalini as a serpent power ascending up the subtle body anatomy. While ground-

breaking when first published, Avalon's understandings of kundalini, which still 

continue to inform western thinking, are now outdated and superseded by better work 

(Tompkins, 2017; Wallis, 2018).  Tompkins' (2017) recent translations of tantric 

scriptures understand the kundalini serpent metaphor to represent subatomic spin or 

vibrations (spanda) as a core natural principle underpinning the woven universe rather 

than a dormant energy coiled at the base of the spine. Thus, while embodied, kundalini 

is also a perfusive, active, coiling and uncoiling vibrational force undifferentiated from 

Shiva-Shakti. Lim (2017, p. 144) further articulates the vibrational and perfusive nature 

of kundalini by describing it as the "combined light from individual and universal 

consciousness" and "an energy exchange with the universal energy source at the 

quantum level".  Based on translations of the ��� �������������� Tantra and other Tantric texts, 

Tompkins (2017) suggests kundalini is never dormant, and in fact, if it were, the body 

would be lifeless. From top to bottom,  Figure. 5 on the following page presents artwork 

from the ��� �7�������� ��� ���
���8 Tantra (date unknown), which depicts coiled and ascending 

kundalini, not as dormant, but as the sonic vibration of Shiva-Shakti.

Kundalini-Shaktipat or Top-Down Awakening

Within Siddha Yoga and tantric traditions, kundalini is also described in terms of the 

descent of cosmic grace. Usually, the descent of grace occurs within a Guru/disciple 

relationship through energy transmission from one person (an enlightened being) to 

another (the initiate). This kind of experience is known as Kundalini-Shaktipat, which 

translates as the ‘pat’ (descent) of Shakti (Lim, 2017). According to tantric scriptures, 

shaktipat, which can be transmitted short or long distances by touch, word, look, and 

thought, is the safest method of awakening (Saraswati, 1984; Tirtha, 1962; Wallis, 

2013; Woollacott, Kason, & Park, 2020). However, descent of grace, or top-down 

kundalini experiences, also occur outside of guru/disciple relationships and yogic 

traditions. 

Kundalini Moving in the Body 

Inside you is a fire, and once that fire is lit, you become connected to the cosmic fire 

that forms the very foundation and source of the intelligent cosmos; it is the fire of 

creation (Choudhury, 2018). 
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In sacred literature from around the world, including The Kabbalah; the Tao te Ching; 

the Upanishads; the Qur'an; the Bible; Vedic and Tantric scriptures; and the Bhagavad 

Gita, the movement of spiritual energy or kundalini in the body is explained in terms of 

heat and light (Goretzki, Thalbourne, & Storm, 2013; Panameno, 2013). Further 

supporting the phenomenological evidence of spiritual heat and light, scientific research 

by Benson et al. (1982) and Kozhevnikov, Elliott, Shephard, and Gramann (2013) found 

reliable increases in the body temperature of expert meditators who used Tummo 

practices and visualisations.

Te Ao Maori makes reference to kundalini heat and light in ancient Maori karakia 

(prayer), where she is known as Ahi Tawhito (ancient fire), Ahi Tipua (supernatural fire) 

and in other terms depending on how the kundalini experience manifests herself (Ngata, 

personal communication, 02 July 2019). In Christian mystical traditions, Kundalini is 

said by some to be the holy spirit or holy fire; however, this is not a consensus view 

(Gnostic Instructor, 2012; St Romain). Nonetheless, the illumination/enlightenment 

experiences of medieval Christian mystics such as St. Theresa of Avila and Catherine of 

Siena, and contemporary contemplatives like Meister Eckhart, all include accounts of 

heat and light (Cunningham, 2011; Saraswati, 1984). In Buddhist traditions, embodied 

kundalini is known as prabhasvara (uncreated light), while the corresponding term for 

kundalini in Tibetan is tummo which means "fierce one" (Louchakova & Warner, 

2003). 

Kundalini and Subtle Body Anatomy 

Samkhya (a school of Hindu philosophy), Vedantic and Tantric scriptures conceptualize 

the impermanent human body and the permanent soul as existing simultaneously in two 

parallel dimensions; the gross body and the subtle body which are connected by the 

causal body (Mookerjee, 1982; Saraswati, 1984). The gross body dimension refers to 

the physical body which is born, eats, breathes, moves, and then dies (Mookerjee, 

1982). The subtle, or astral body, is comprised of subtle elements invisible to the naked 

eye. The subtle body vivifies the physical body's functions and relates to how we feel or 

act and our perceptive sense organs (Mookerjee, 1982). The causal body anchors the 

physical and subtle bodies together and is the seed from which a subtle body springs in 

each lifetime. It holds a karmic record of our past habits, thoughts and actions and 

carries the permanent soul from one life to the next upon reincarnation 
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abode) and the sacrum bone. This idea is evident when we unpack the word kundalini's 

etymological roots.   

Kun: Means earthen pit or cavity. 

Da: Means to give or ‘bestow. 

Lini: Means the beginning and end, omega and alpha. 

Referring back to the etymology and the Sanskrit root words ‘di’ or ‘da’, we see it 

speaks of a little pot of earth (Kunda) or a single cell. These root words perhaps allude 

to kundalini in the body. Thus, from an etymological perspective, kundalini can be 

described as a feminine, coiled, primal earth energy originating from a single cell that 

gives rise to consciousness by the grace of the bestower (Dale, 2011). 

The sacrum bone is recognised the world over as the abode of consciousness, or shakti-

kundalini, in the human body (Costian, 2018; Dixon, 2008; Gardiner, 2006; 

Louchakova & Warner, 2003; Mumford, 2005; Myrick , 2015; Rele, 1950). Rele (1950) 

writes that ancient yogic descriptions of the Kanda are similar to those for the sacrum. 

From this perspective, both are described as cavities, where the seed of consciousness 

lies. This idea is further illustrated by yoga postures designed to balance the muladhara 

chakra, which typically involves either elongating or compressing the sacral bone area 

(Batalha , 2018). Yogis and yoginis are not alone in this understanding. 

Ancient Egyptians associated the sacrum with Osiris, the god of the afterlife and early 

Greek, Muslim and Jewish civilisations associated the sacrum with resurrection (Stross, 

2007; Sugar, 1987). The German word for sacrum Kreuzbein translates as ‘crossbone’, 

which is an apparent reference to the crucifixion of Christ and the resurrection that 

followed (Ojumah & Loukas, 2018). In the secular bio-medical space, the anatomical 

name for the sacrum, used since the time of Hippocrates in 400 BC, is hieron ostoun 

which translates to the holy bone in Greek and was later translated to sacrum (Latin for 

sacred) by the Romans (Costian, 2018; Fox, 2010). In ancient Hebrew, the sacrum was 

referred to as Luz, which means hazelnut (Sugar, 1987). Additionally, in Western 

esoteric traditions, the sacrum bone is represented by the zodiac sign Aquarius (the 

water bearer) and the holy grail, a cup depicting the water of life (Stross, 2007).  



60

The Biomedical Body 

According to Louchakova and Warner (2003), the way forward for western psychology 

and medical sciences is to move away from the concept of the body as flesh solely 

innervated by the soma-sensory cortex in the brain and explore non-physical notions of 

the subtle body. Louchakova and Warner (2003) also observe that the lack of 

transpersonal body-theory and marginalisation of the body is incongruent with the many 

body-orientated therapies used in transpersonal therapy, a discipline that acknowledges 

the spiritual. Beck and Taylor (2015) assert that humans can both generate and interact 

with external energies, which influences physiological mechanisms. These concepts 

suggest that the human body comprises different levels of materiality and interacts with 

the energetic field in nature.

Enduring cross-cultural conceptualizations of the body as fleshy, energetic, and 

perfused with cosmic consciousness contrast powerfully with the dominant western 

scientific, bio-medical and psychological narratives that inform how we see our bodies 

(Breen & Darlaston��Jones, 2010; Deacon, 2013; Harris, 1994). The biomedical 

paradigm rests predominantly on two assumptions; the doctrine of mind-body dualism 

and reductionism (Bishop, 1994; Ogden, 2012). Mind-body dualism suggests the body 

lies in the physical domain while the mind occupies the mental or spiritual domain 

(Bishop, 1994; Ogden, 2012). From the biomedical perspective, human beings are 

viewed as biological organisms (materialism) who can be understood by investigating 

their constituent parts (reductionism), using the principles of physiology, anatomy, 

physics and biochemistry (Mehta, 2011). Within the biomedical approach, aspects of 

wellness and illness are reduced to the flesh while the spirit is ignored, and 

psychological and social factors are obscured (Bishop, 1994; Ogden, 2012). The dualist 

philosophical framework that underpins our ideas about the body are so ingrained in 

western science, medicine, psychology and culture that most of us treat the biomedical 

view of the body as fact and consider nonbiological conceptualizations of the body, 

health and illness as unscientific in nature and therefore illegitimate (Mehta, 2011) 

Catalysts to Kundalini Awakening and Types of Awakening 

While kundalini awakening appears to be a cross-cultural phenomenon, not all 

awakenings manifest in the same way. Beck and Taylor (2015) suggest three factors that 

influence kundalini awakening experiences. First, the levels of prana a body can 
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produce differ between individuals. Secondly, the quality or purity of prana varies from 

person to person. Thirdly, the physiological makeup of people is different. Some 

individuals have a physiology that can adapt to the increased prana and associated 

changes in the brain and body. Others have a system that struggles to adjust and 

integrate the upsurge in energy. Thus, one individual may have kundalini manifestations 

such as surges of creativity, increased psychic abilities and genius, while another 

individual may experience psychosis and physical breakdown (Beck & Taylor, 2015).  

Kundalini release is enhanced or disrupted by many factors, for example, health, diet, 

genetic predispositions, environment, and past experiences, to name but a few (Beck & 

Taylor, 2015). Less tangible influences on kundalini release to the Western reader are 

past lives and karmic debts (Dixon, 2008; Mark, 2008). Taylor (2015) makes a 

distinction between high and low arousal kundalini awakenings. He characterises high 

arousal awakenings with active, ecstatic or psychotic elements as ergotropic and lower 

arousal awakenings with more serene experiences as trophotropic. 

Traditionally kundalini awakenings took place within a guru-disciple relationship with 

suitably prepared and screened aspirants. As such, traditional yogic and tantric texts 

tend not to focus on the potential difficulties of spontaneous kundalini awakening or 

non-yogic catalysts (Taylor, 2015). 

Comprehensive training and preparatory disciplines in Vedic and tantric yoga practices 

focus on breath, postures, sound vibration and intention to uncoil and recoil kundalini in 

the sushumna nadi and move prana through the ida and pingala nadis (Mookerjee, 

1982). These practices are explicitly designed to catalyse safe, gradual, kundalini 

awakenings underpinned by personal effort and divine grace (Tompkins, 2017; Wallis, 

2018). When overwhelming or frightening experiences do happen in the context of 

structured traditions, they are framed as part of the process, that although difficult, 

ultimately lead to positive outcomes (Fonteijn, 2019; Greyson, 1993a). Most Eastern 

philosophies suggest kundalini awakenings that occur outside of proper guidance and 

preparation are dangerous and can induce adverse effects, including psychosis 

(Greyson, 1993a). 

Once well-guarded practices for spiritual enlightenment that were available to only a 

select and prepared few are evolving and spreading worldwide as they move away from 

their cultural origins. The internet hosts a wide variety of information, platforms and 
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communities related to kundalini awakening (Fonteijn, 2019). It can be challenging for 

those interested in or experiencing kundalini awakening to distinguish between 

contemporary, safe, effective methods and potentially dangerous and exploitative 

offerings. Many new-age consciousness-raising tools are offered in good faith. 

However, some are hawked by individuals and organizations less concerned with 

spiritual development than making money (Beasley, 2013; Collie, 2000). 

There is a degree of commodification at play here, too. One example of contemporary 

shaktipat among many is Venant Wong, who describes himself as a ‘kundalini 

activation process’ (KAP) facilitator and “transmission vehicle” who transmits raw 

Kundalini & deep consciousness (Wong, 2020). The KAP programme holds worldwide 

five-day workshops with follow up online support to those interested in becoming KAP 

facilitators charging USD $6990 per person. I am not inclined to disbelieve that Venant 

Wong transmits kundalini; however, when I explored his website, the main student 

prerequisite appeared to be the ability to pay.

Increasingly, kundalini awakenings are occurring outside of the traditional yogic 

framework. Consequently, western researchers describe a wide variety of triggers or 

catalysts to kundalini awakenings and kundalini-like-experiences that are unrelated to 

yogic practices. (Cunningham, 2011; Dixon, 2008; Fonteijn, 2019; Grof & Grof, 2017; 

Harris, 1994; Kaselionyte  & Gumley, 2018; Lim, 2017; Mookerjee, 1982; Tzu, 

Bannerman, & Griffith, 2015; Woollacott et al., 2020). Unlike the structured yogic path 

to awakening, catalysts or triggers outside of the traditional yogic and tantric 

frameworks are homogenous only in their variety. 

Table. 1 on the following page presents a (non-exhaustive) summary of kundalini 

catalysts or triggers as identified in yogic/tantric literature and by western kundalini 

researchers (Bragdon, 2006; Dixon, 2008; Edwards, 2014; Goretzki, 2008; Greyson, 

1993a; Louchakova & Warner, 2003; Mookerjee, 1982; Saraswati, 1984; St. Romain, 

2010).  To provide some structure, I sorted the triggers into categories; however, I 

acknowledge many of the experiences can fall into two or more categories.

Preliminary Interpretive lenses | Kundalini Contextualized

There is a marked contrast between the worldviews underpinning SAP and 

Tantric/Vedic worldviews. This is not contradictory for me. Both worldviews generate 

knowledge regarding the different facets of being human.  
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There are two paths to awakening. The masculine Vedantic approach renounces the 

phenomenal world and the body, while the feminine Tantric path embraces everything 

as Shiva-Shakti. Understanding kundalini awakening from these non-dual perspectives 

makes kundalini awakening a participatory yet detached experience, relational yet 

impersonal, and embodied yet cosmic. I am comfortable with these paradoxes.  

The difference in whether kundalini/prana/life energy can be validated lies in 

ontological assumptions about reality and which methods are considered valid for 

obtaining knowledge. Western science perceives prana and kundalini as unverifiable 

using empirical methods. So far, research has used the body or western psychological 

constructs as proxies to quantify parts of the kundalini phenomena. In contrast, 

Tantric/Vedic traditions acknowledge both empirical knowledge and internal ways of 

knowing and suggest true knowledge is found within. Thus, from the Vedic/Tantric 

perspective, kundalini is ontologically valid and can be known through experience as a 

normal part of individual and collective human psycho-spiritual evolution.  

Table 1: Summary of kundalini catalysts or triggers from the Eastern and Western literature

Yogic and Tantric catalysts for awakening Catalysts for awakening outside of tantric and yogic traditions

Tantra: Spiritual /  religious triggers:
Tantric alchemy Buddhist meditation
Sexual rituals (not focused on to the degree found in the west) Christian baptism
Tantric soma-spiritual rituals Sufi whirling dances 

Siddha yoga: Monastic contemplation
Shaktipat (transference of spiritual energy from Guru to disciple) Unfocused thought, prayer and contemplation

The eight limbs of yoga: Secular trigger:
Yama (self restraint) and Niyama (positive duties and observances) Intellectual contemplation
Asana (yogic postures) Interpersonal triggers:
Pranayama (breath control) techniques Sexual activity
Pratyahara (the withdrawal of the senses) Childbirth
Dharana (single-pointed concentration) Orgasmic asphyxiation
Dhyana (meditation) Heartbreak or romantic love
Samadhi (absorption) Safe, happy and supportive childhoods

Specific tantric and yogic practices to raise kundalini: Exposure to individuals with awakened kundalini
Mudra (sacred hand gestures) Energy medicine modalities and energetic practices
Mantra  (vocal sound vibration) taught under a Guru's supervision Environmental: 
Bandhas (somatic yogic locks or binds designed direct prana flow) Exposure to acoustic or mechanical vibrations
Releasing karma (the sum of ones current and past actions) Interactions between universal energy source and embodied electrons 
Releasing samskara (mental impressions left by thoughts & actions) Sun and moon cycles

Other yogic philosophies designed to raise kundalini: Energetically charged geographical locations
Raja yoga (mental regulation through meditation) Sacred geographical locations
Bhakti yoga (acts of love and devotion) Being at altitude
Jnana yoga (obtaining spiritual knowledge and wisdom) Clean air and water
Karma yoga (unselfish action) Pleasant and unpleasant nature experiences
Laya yoga (the dissolution of self/merging with supreme consciousness) Embodied:
Kundalini yoga (practices mantra, tantra, yantra, yoga, and meditation) Extreme emotional release

Loss, abuse, emotional deprivation, loneliness
Recreational drug use
Near-death experiences 
The decompression of DNA through intention
Physical exertion and athleticism, or dancing and singing
Genetic predispositions
Age

Notes:
*  Tantra influenced all yogic traditions including Patanjali's eight limbs of ashtanga yoga
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In the first three days, I felt a lot of bodily discomfort with a backache. I got all kind of 

memories of mutual destructive experiences with my wife, and I made a firm decision 

that this negative spiral must stop. The fourth day the awakening began with shaking 

and vibrating of my body. The remaining days of the retreat were emotionally calm and 

serene even though the shaking continued. Some other visions about the circle of life 

appeared. I had an OBE, and a vision of my passed away father-in-law with a personal 

message for me. The years after the retreat [were] like a roller coaster … The kundalini 

energy was very active and rushed through my body especially during meditation and 

tantra … [Later] I received Shaktipat or Deeksha and learned how to transmit this 

Kundalini energy to others (Fonteijn, 2019, pp. 3-4). 

Once his kundalini stabilized, he found he could utilize his newfound equanimity and 

compassionate witness consciousness during interpersonal dealings with clients. This 

included educating clients in witness consciousness, or “neutral observer stance”, as a 

tool for observing dysfunctional emotions and transforming them into healthier 

emotions. Now, within the Psychotherapeutic setting, he simply teaches his clients to 

“observe, accept and transform”. 

Fonteijn (2019) noted that while observation and acceptance aspects need to be learned, 

transformation happens organically if clients are willing to embrace change. 

Fonteijn (2019) also acknowledged the growing discussion around kundalini awaking 

on social media platforms. Yet, he perceives kundalini as not tied to any lineage or 

practice. Instead, Fonteijn (2019) framed kundalini as a universal energy that compels 

mental and physical purification. Through his direct experience of kundalini 

phenomena, Fonteijn divided the experiences into four subtypes of experience (body, 

emotion, cognitive and spiritual) and noted that not all individuals experience all 

symptoms, or to the same degree.   

Christina Grof | Kundalini Awakening During Childbirth 

Christina Grof described her kundalini awakening experience during childbirth as an 

“enormous spiritual force” she did not understand releasing within her. The experience 

was halted by the administration of morphine (Dixon, 2008). Christina described feeling 

fearful and embarrassed about losing control of herself within the biomedical 

framework. However, during her second child's birth, a more powerful version of her 

initial childbirth awakening experience occurred again. After her second child, Christina 
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threw herself into yoga. Although she had yet to acknowledge yoga as a spiritual tool, 

her practice led to other kundalini experiences (Dixon, 2008). Later still, meeting 

Swami Muktananda catalysed an awakening she had been resisting; Something 

‘snapped’ inside her and a powerful force unleashed in her body. Like Swami 

Muktananda, Christina described currents of energy that began in her toes, up her legs 

and spine, and into the top of her head (Dixon, 2008). During this encounter, Christina 

was overtaken by involuntary breathing rhythms that, in combination with the other 

sensations, both terrified and excited her (Dixon, 2008). 

Usui Reiki | Universal Healing Energy 

Separately the kanji ideographs rei (��) and ki (��) mean ‘spirit or divine’ and ‘breath 

of life’ or ‘consciousness’ (Halpern, 1993). Together, reiki (����) translates into 

English as universal life force energy. However, like the concept of prana, empirical 

evidence does not support its existence (Lee, Pittler, & Ernst, 2008). While reiki's 

precise origins are unknown, similar energetic healing systems can be traced to India 

and Tibet's earliest scriptures (Gilberti, 2004).

This orally disseminated practice became lost over time until the ancient Sanskrit texts 

were revealed to Mikao Usui, the founder of Usui Reiki, on holy Mount Kurama during 

a 21-day prayer and fasting practice Usui had embarked on in preparation for his death 

(Gilberti, 2004). On the last day of his practice, Usui Sensei saw a light hurtling towards 

him at speed. His first impulse was to escape, but instead, he remained still and 

surrendered to the experience. The light descended and struck him on the forehead, and 

he became enlightened (Gilberti, 2004; Rand, 2013). During the incident, large 

transparent bubbles containing Sanskrit symbols appeared before him. As each bubble 

moved into sight, each Sanskrit symbol's healing potential was revealed to him and 

committed to memory. Usui Sensei understood his experience as God-sent spiritual life 

force energy that bought with it the ability to transmit healing vibrations (Gilberti, 2004; 

Rand, 2013).  

After his miraculous experience, Usui began healing beggars and the infirm in Kyoto. 

Over time Usui Sensei codified universal healing energy into a healing system that 

could be passed on to other healers through ‘attunement’ (Rand, 2013), a practice that 

shares similarities with the act of shaktipat. In contrast to Western cultures whose 

scientific methods doubt the existence of life force energy, the Japanese government 
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honoured Usui Sensei for his healing services to others (Rand, 2013). This is perhaps 

unsurprising given the presence of Shingon Buddhism in Japan, early evidence of 

Tantric philosophies propagating into East Asia and the Japanese term �� (ki), which 

etymologically supports the idea of universal life energy. Today, over 4,000,000 reiki 

practitioners worldwide use reiki to release emotional blockages, relieve stress and pain, 

balance subtle body energies, accelerate natural healing, and support traditional medical 

healing modalities (Rand, 2013). 

Richard Bucke | Cosmic Consciousness 

Dr Richard Bucke, author of the 1901 book Cosmic Consciousness about spiritual 

illumination and a distinguished scientist and physician, described an “illumination” 

experience he had aged 38. His illumination experience was precipitated by a significant 

shift in awareness aged 35 after an evening of reading Browning, Keats, Shelly, 

Wordsworth and Whitman with friends (Greenwell, 2002; Kason, 1994; South, 2000). 

That evening, Bucke (1901) described being in a peaceful and calm state of mind. 

Ruminating on the pleasant evening and ideas discussed, he suddenly found himself 

“Wrapped around, as it were, by a flame-coloured cloud”. He wrote of a Brahmic splash 

of splendour and an “intellectual illumination quite impossible to describe” and “upon 

his heart … one drop of Brahmic bliss leaving thence forward for always an aftertaste of 

heaven” surging into his brain and permanently changing his life (Greenwell, 2002, p. 

123). Burke’s co-emergent experience was a spontaneous enlightenment experience. 

However, during the occurrence, also he retained normal mental function (Parker, 

2018). Bucke (1901) described his enhanced intellectual and moral state that followed 

as "perennial cosmic consciousness." (Lockley, 2013). Following his cosmic 

experience, Bucke gathered 34 records of similar experiences and found they occur 

most frequently in mid-life at around 37 years of age (Lockley, 2013). As a scientist, 

and from direct experience of enlightenment, Bucke considered spiritual and religious 

phenomenon amenable to serious scientific study (Lockley, 2013). While Bucke did not 

use the term kundalini awakening explicitly, many of the experiences he catalogued 

could well be categorised as kundalini awakenings (Lockley, 2013. Like Ring (1992) 

and Krishna (1970), Bucke suggested perennial cosmic consciousness to be the next 

stage in human evolution (Kason, 1994).  
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Preliminary Interpretive Lenses | Autobiographical Accounts 

The autobiographical accounts of kundalini awakening, kundalini-like experiences and 

reiki awakening occurred within different contexts, countries, and points in time. Yet, 

they share remarkable similarities with kundalini phenomenology. These accounts show 

that individuals can experience multiple ‘bottom-up’ kundalini rising experiences and/or 

‘top-down’ descent of grace experiences. Thus, while kundalini awakenings occur in 

and through the body, the transmission of God’s grace plays a vital role in the 

background. Table. 2 below summarises the types of awakenings, catalysts, and 

experiences described in the autobiographical accounts of kundalini and kundalini-like 

awakenings.

Grounding the New understandings of the Hierophant Cycle 

Before exploring my co-researchers’ kundalini experiences in the chariot cycle, I want 

to ground the hierophant cycle’s ideas relating to shaktipat, mantra, kriya and states of 

consciousness in every-day terms. From the tantric standpoint, kundalini awakening is a 

normal human potentiality. 

Indeed, the experience is on a spectrum where some people experience partial 

awakenings, others gentle full awakenings and others explosive, destabilising 

Table 2: Preliminary interpretive lenses for autobiographical accounts of kundalini awakening 

Author Type of awakening /  Catalyst or trigger Experiences

Dr Willem Fonteijn (1) Spontaneous awakening Backache
(2) Shaktipat Release and purging of destructive memories
Spiritual/religious trigger: Buddhist Vipassan�= retreat Involuntary shaking and vibrating 
Siddha yoga: Shaktipat (from Guru to disciple) Equanimity 

Internal visions
Out of body experience
Encounter experience
Mental and physical purification

Christina Grof (1) Spontaneous awakening Felt sensation of enormous spiritual force
(2) Shaktipat A snapping force felt internally
Interpersonal/embodied trigger: Childbirth Currents of energy 
Siddha yoga: Shaktipat (from Guru to disciple) Involuntary breathing rhythms 

Usui Reiki (1) Descent of grace Seeing external light
Spiritual/religious trigger: 21-day prayer /  fasting practice Direct knowledge of healing

Dr Richard Bucke (1) Descent of grace
Secular trigger: Intellectual contemplation Equanimity 

Seeing external light
Intellectual illumination 
Bliss
Witness consciousness
Profound change in world viewTantric rituals: 
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experiences. However, these people have bodies just like ours, and we live in the same 

world. Thus, as I see it, these experiences are not foreign to your body or your lived 

experience of the world. 

Everyday shaktipat: Quite simply, this is the transmission of energy from one being to 

another. We have all experienced being in the presence of individuals who lift our 

spirits, elate and delight us. In contrast, we’ve all had draining experiences devoid of 

physical contact with people like Colin the Energy Vampire from Taika Waititi’s What 

we do in the Shadows. These different people are a part of humanity’s collective 

evolutionary impulse, and they transmit energy. Consequently, we are all experiencing 

varying degrees of shaktipat with every interaction. 

Everyday mudra, kriya, mantra, and pranayama: Think about when a song you love 

plays on the radio while you are driving. Perhaps you will snap your fingers or tap the 

steering wheel. To me, this is a mudra. When you involuntarily stretch your body after 

waking in the morning or while you are sitting at your desk, I think this is kriya. If you 

have had experiences that moved you, angered, or overwhelmed you, you have 

experienced emotional kriya. Finally (I think), when you find yourself face to face with 

beauty, the feeling is often expressed verbally (mantra) or as gasps of awe (pranayama). 

Simply put, everyday kundalini, in all her various manifestations, is the force that sends 

shivers up our spines (or sushumna channel), makes our hearts (or anahata chakra) sing, 

and blows our minds (or sahasrara chakra) wide open.  

Everyday Alpha waves and changes in breathing and heart rate: Think about your 

conscious states and your transitions between wakefulness, sleep, and dreaming. Alpha 

states are associated with daydreaming, resting, or in the early stages of sleep. Thus, it is 

not just meditators or contemplatives that experience these states related to kundalini 

activity. As we move between conscious states, we, too, experience changes in 

breathing and heart rates in our daily lives. So, while these experiences occur in spiritual 

contexts, they also underpin everyday aspects of being human.
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CYCLE 3 | THE CHARIOT
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Introduction 

The chariot represents forward momentum, discipline, willpower and focus. The 

Chariot signifies being outwardly focussed, overcoming conflicts, and implementing a 

plan of action that, if successful, contributes to eventual victory (Sergel, 2017a). The 

Chariot archetype embodied the forward momentum involved in finding co-researchers 

and collecting the data. It also represented the discipline required to transcribe the 

interviews and the focus needed to analyse and present the summary findings. 

During cycle 3 of intuitive inquiry, the researcher “(a) identifies the best source(s) of 

data for the research topic, (b) develops criteria for the selection of data from among 

these sources, (c) collects the data, and (d) presents a summary report of data in as 

descriptive a manner as possible” (Anderson, 2011, p. 45). Anderson (2011) urges the 

researcher to follow their enthusiasm and intuition, a suggestion I have never 

encountered in a research methodology yet one which resonated with me immensely. 

For example, the recruitment phase of research contained synchronistic and intuitive 

elements; however, none of the other research approaches I engaged with had a 

framework for describing this process.  

Cultural Context 

This research was conducted in Aotearoa, New Zealand, a country that can be described 

as an increasingly multicultural and secular culture with a marginalized indigenous 

population. Despite growing secularization in New Zealand (Statistics NZ, 2019), as a 

western country, our institutions and culture are steeped in the residue of mainstream 

Christian religious values, rituals, and doctrines (Berman , 2009; Dawson, 1961). 

However, Christianity in New Zealand and around the world is shifting. Ward (2005) 

suggests we are not becoming less spiritual or irreligious. Instead, we are becoming 

‘unchurched’ in that our relationship with God no longer necessarily leads to affiliation 

with religious institutions. Furthermore, immigration and the internet has loosened the 

grip organized religion once had on western societies. Consequently, western cultures 

are becoming more spiritually and religiously pluralistic societies, where exposure to 

various belief systems can be personalised to suit the individual's requirements (Ward, 

2005). 
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One example of this shift is the blending of Christianity and Goddess Spirituality. 

Beavis (2016) describes this shift as ‘Christian Goddess Spirituality’ (CGS). 

This umbrella term encompasses (1) ‘revolutionary Christian feminism’ which uses 

predominantly female language to express relationships with God/dess and deities and 

blends Christian and Neo-Pagan elements; (2) ‘renovationist theology’, which employs 

some female symbolism for deities and assigns some female roles to deity; and (3) 

‘revisionist Christianity’ which uses gender-neutral and non-oppressive words for 

God/dess. Beavis (2016) suggests this could be characteristic of an emerging 

recognition of the Christian female divine. For example, within the CGS umbrella, she 

cited a Christian feminist organization, a Catholic sister and the Christian college they 

were situated within who saw no conflict between ‘Goddessianism’ and Christianity. 

Within the CGS umbrella, practitioners self-identified as  Christian, Christo-Pagan, 

Christian-Wiccan, and Muslim-Christian-Goddessian (Beavis, 2016). So, while a 

Catholic sister may prefer to worship Saint Brigid, a Christian-Wiccan may prefer to 

venerate Goddess Sophia; yet both see themselves as Christian. Beavis (2016) writes 

this emerging bricolage or inter-spirituality within Christianity somewhat resembles 

East Asian attitudes that see religions as complementary value systems that can co-exist 

without contradiction (Beavis, 2016). 

Another aspect of our shifting Christianity worth noting is the worldwide growth of 

charismatic Christianity which now accounts for a quarter of all Christians worldwide. 

(Anderson, 2013; Granberg-Michaelson, 2015). Charismatic Christianity, also known as 

Spirit-filled Christianity, includes Pentecostalism, Charismatic, and Neo-charismatic 

movements (Burgess & Van der Maas, 2010; McCloud, 2015). Charismatic Christianity 

emphasizes powerful conversion experiences and encounters with God via the Holy 

Spirit, which present variously as psychic gifts like glossolalia (notably within 

Pentecostalism), involuntary bodily movements, swooning, prophesying, faith healing 

(laying on of hands), and modern-day miracles (Cook, Powell, & Sims, 2009; Edwards, 

2014; Robbins, 2004; St. Romain, 2010). 

Neo-charismatics, which are now more prevalent than Pentecostal and charismatic 

movements, often consider themselves post-denominational (Burgess & Van der Maas, 

2010; McCloud, 2015). Thus, like CGS, neo-charismatics focus more on unscripted and 

egalitarian spiritual experiences than denominational hierarchies and labels.  Although 
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they are not mainstream, the various forms of CGS and charismatic Christianity perhaps 

present evidence that we are experiencing religious change. 

This change potentially provides a space for validating kundalini awakenings within a 

Western Christian framework for those who want it.  

Part One | Research Procedures

The chariot cycle has three parts. Part one presents the research procedures, co-

researcher vignettes and my researcher positionality. In part two, I describe my hybrid 

approach to thematic content analysis. Then, in part three, I present a summary report of 

the findings. However, interpretation of the findings is forestalled until cycle 4, the 

hanged man cycle.

Ethics 

Ethically, I grounded this project within The Massey University Code of Ethical 

Conduct for Research Involving Human Participants (2017) and The Treaty of Waitangi 

concepts of partnership, participation, and protection. My research proposal 

(4000019213) was peer-reviewed and notified to the Massey University Human Ethics 

Committee as low risk. This project presupposes the researcher has a caring disposition 

and is an ethical being. This caring disposition fundamentally reframes the research 

project as a mutual interaction between the researcher and co-researcher with personal 

consequences for all involved. I gave my co-researcher pseudonyms to maintain their 

anonymity and excluded specific references to place names and places of work tied to 

an individual co-researcher within the thesis. After transcription, I returned a copy of 

each transcript to every co-researcher. This step acknowledged the data was co-created 

and provided further opportunity for co-researchers to address any concerns or 

discomfort they had regarding their data. The research invitation and consent form are 

presented in Appendix D. 

Inclusion and Exclusion criteria 

During the data collection stage, I interviewed eight individuals from around Aotearoa 

who had experienced kundalini awakening. My eligibility criteria included English 

speaking individuals of any gender at least 2 years post initial awakening experience in 

New Zealand. 
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Recruitment | Intuitive, Purposeful, Snowballing, and Synchronistic  

Initially, I followed interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) purposeful 

sampling guidelines (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999; Smith & Osborn, 2004). 

Additionally, snowball recruitment was a helpful technique that helped access hidden 

kundalini experiencers I may not have otherwise encountered (Van Meter, 1990). In 

total, I recruited six women and two men. I followed Osborne’s (1990) suggestion to 

use the term “co-researcher” rather than subject or participant for two reasons. Firstly, 

my co-researchers were more knowledgeable than I. Secondly, although I was yet to 

cognitively grasp my own kundalini awakening, I instinctively knew I was implicated in 

the research; so, there was no “me” and “them”. 

I directly contacted three co-researchers via Facebook messenger. One co-researcher 

had publicly disclosed their experience on several platforms. I found the next co-

researcher advertising a spiritual event while absent-mindedly scrolling through 

Facebook while the third co-researcher offered services on Trademe. The second and 

third co-researcher made no mention of kundalini awakening, yet intuitively, I felt a 

strong, non-rational embodied knowing to invite them to participate in my research. 

This embodied intuition was underpinned by a quiet certainty they would agree to 

participate. These initial three encounters led to the snowball participation of five other 

co-researchers. My eighth co-researcher approached me after I posted an invitation and 

study information on the Facebook group Lightworkers of New Zealand. Like me, she 

had just joined the group and characterised my invitation as synchronistic, saying, 

“When they accepted me [your invitation] was the first thing that I saw. We needed to 

do this, and I got accepted so that I could see [your invitation] on there”. For my part, 

again, although I did not know much about the group, I had felt an intuitive urge to post 

my research invitation on the platform.  

Woollacott et al. (2020) describe kundalini awakenings as a “socially hidden 

phenomena” at odds with mainstream western ways of experiencing the world, so it 

stands to reason it could have been difficult to recruit participants. But it was not; the 

recruitment process just flowed. I felt serene and guided the entire time, and people 

simply showed up. This feeling of flow and serenity was quite a new and puzzling 

feeling for me. 
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Gaidir was 34, and her first kundalini awakening experience took place aged around 27 

in a kundalini yoga class. I asked Gaidir what a typical day looked like for her. She 

replied, “I get up around 3:30 am in the morning, and then I practice. I don't usually 

work a lot of evenings. I always do my practice for a couple hours every morning, and I 

have done that for maybe 8 or 9 years”. 

Vitus was 57. His kundalini awakening occurred during an Osho meditation class when 

he was in his mid-thirties. When I asked him for a brief snapshot of his daily life, he 

said, “My days tend to be quite different. The first thing that I've always done and most 

important for me is I go out into the garden, and I inspect my roses. I always want to be 

highly productive in the morning because I’m like a sloth at night-time”. 

Laetitia was 36, and she understood her kundalini awakening to have occurred two 

years earlier in the context of reading Proof of Heaven by Alexander Eiseley. She said 

on an average day, “I get woken up by my six-year-old calling out that he wants to get 

up. Tuesdays, I have a session with a psychiatrist counsellor. Any other day the week is 

pretty much just what I want to get done”. 

Sirona was 44 when I interviewed her. Her first kundalini experience occurred in a 

kundalini yoga class, and overtime “just sort of unfolded”. Describing an average day, 

Sirona said, “It's definitely different each day. Some mornings I get up in the morning, I 

might go for a walk with my dog or with my partner and other days I get into my little 

office, meditation area and put some chanting on and just the meditation, a little bit of a 

warmup before that happens”. 

Peregrine was 44. Her kundalini awakening occurred when she was around 40 or 41 

after seeing a spiritual healer and in the midst of pain and post-natal-depression. When I 

asked about a typical day, Peregrine replied, “Since I had my experience… I’ve been 

doing a daily meditation practice. I pick and choose, but I generally do something every 

day, and in addition, I do qigong. I’ve just discovered kundalini yoga in the last couple 

of months and am semi addicted to that”. 

Interviews 

The interviews took place from July to September 2018. Following IPA guidelines, I 

chose a semi-structured interview format to learn about the living experience of 

Kundalini Awakenings in New Zealand. (Smith et al., 1999; Smith & Osborn, 2004).  



78

I generated 34 interview questions structured within seven loose themes that were 

designed to cover (1) pre kundalini awakening, (2) the experience of kundalini 

awakening, and (3) post kundalini awakening. See Appendix E for the full interview 

schedule. 

1. Grand tour question to establish rapport

2. Life before kundalini awakening 

3. Co-researcher understandings of kundalini awakening 

4. Signs of kundalini awakening 

5. Kundalini awakening and support 

6. Implications of kundalini awakening (how is life different now?) 

7. After kundalini awakening – advice for others 

From an academic perspective, my themes were based on previous engagement with the 

kundalini literature. However, as I write this section, I see unacknowledged aspects of a 

wounded researcher guided my questions regarding support after kundalini awakening 

(Romanyshyn & Anderson, 2007). These questions were motivated by my negative 

experiences within the New Zealand health system. My prejudices implicitly assumed 

some of my co-researchers would share these experiences, so I took care not to 

superimpose my experiences onto my co-researchers’ narratives when interpreting the 

data. 

I interviewed co-researchers in their homes and via phone. Some interviews followed a 

linear question-answer format. Some felt (to me) like a conversation between new best 

friends. In one interview, I surrendered my schedule entirely and just listened to the 

story, retrospectively organising the narrative into themes. The interviews were 

recorded with each co-researcher's permission and were on average 1 hour and 15 

minutes long, with the shortest being 46 minutes and the longest two hours and eight 

minutes long. In addition to the interview data, one co-researcher provided me with 

their kundalini awakening diary. Additionally, I began listening to one co-researcher’s 

podcast, reading books my co-researchers had found helpful and exploring links one co-

researcher thought would help with the research. Thus, my research began to contain 

elements of action research in the sense that I was conducting research with the help of 

my co-researchers (Dick, 2007).



79

Transcription 

I transcribed all the interviews verbatim and included conversation fillers, inaudible 

sections, pauses, false starts, and emotional content (MacLean, Meyer, & Estable, 

2004). Also, I listened to each interview while I meditated and noticed strong somatic 

and energetic responses to much of the content. Consequently, at the transcription stage, 

IPA stopped resonating with me, but I did not know why. I felt (but had yet to 

consciously articulate) a vast dissonance between the empathic resonance I felt when 

engaging with the data and the IPA emphasis on ‘interpreting’ my co-researchers’ 

lifeworlds. IPA seeks to decipher the hidden meanings that lie beneath apparent 

meanings in ways participants may be unable or unwilling to do themselves (Eatough  

& Smith, 2008). I felt disingenuous “interpreting” my co-researchers’ kundalini 

experiences because all the co-researchers were exceptionally open, literal, and 

cognisant of their own kundalini experiences and the meanings they made from them. In 

fact, they understood a lot more about kundalini than I did. I wanted to engage with 

their descriptions and understandings of kundalini awakenings “quite literally” (De 

Gracia, 1997) at “face value as genuine occurrences“  (Sannella, 1987, p. 93), and “treat 

them as an expression of experience itself” (Willig, 2007, p. 210). I began to feel that 

IPA did not support my feminine, intuitive, embodied ways of knowing, yet I had no 

other methodological framework; so, I stalled.  

Methodolatry 

Anderson (2011) describes this state in the research as “auspicious bewilderment”. 

However, I perceived nothing auspicious about my bewilderment at the time. When I 

wrote using IPA, I hated what I saw. My writing was jilted and jangly and hollow and 

stilted. Mentally, I was confused and plagued with indecisiveness. I simply could not 

integrate the steps of IPA with the interview data. I had been privileging a ‘proper’ 

qualitative research methodology at the expense of the phenomena being investigated 

because I uncritically chose an “off the shelf” methodology kundalini awakenings could 

be pigeon-holed into at the cost of my intuitive ways of knowing (Chamberlain, 2000; 

Crotty, 1998)  

Although IPA's values aligned with the research, the methods did not, and I did not 

know how to proceed. In early 2019, I also used the interview transcripts as a roadmap 

to interpret and understand parts of my own kundalini experiences. 
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At this time, I had not yet grasped or named what I was experiencing; however, my 

dualistic worldview was falling away, and I had nothing to replace it with. 

Consequently, I could not articulate my researcher positionality. Neither could I 

reconcile kundalini awakenings with psychology, a discipline I was coming to 

experience as reductionist, dualistic and science-based. The auspicious bewilderment I 

found myself steeped in 2019 forced me to explore the philosophical underpinnings of 

mainstream western psychology. In doing so, I was able to reconcile my research topic 

with psychology and validate my ways of knowing.

Researcher Positionality Substantiated

My research process was never value-free. I am an implicated researcher from a health 

psychology post-graduate background and align myself with qualitative research values. 

My academic goals were to validate my eight co-researchers’ experiences, fill gaps in 

the research literature, and educate healthcare professionals about kundalini 

awakenings. However, the research process morphed into research-as-spiritual-work 

because it was instrumental in helping me understand and integrate my own kundalini 

awakening (Romanyshyn & Anderson, 2007).  Moreover, as the research progressed, I 

transformed as a researcher. I became more confident using my own voice and 

privileging the topic and less attached to research paradigms and methodologies. Now I 

situate myself as a researcher within a transformative and critical research paradigm 

who is cognizant of the axiological, ontological and epistemological assumptions 

underpinning methodology. From this standpoint, any methods, be they qualitative, 

quantitative or other, are suitable for transformational research. The only caveat is the 

methods must be appropriate to the topic and provide an in-depth understanding of the 

subject matter (Anderson, 2011; Frey, 2018)    

Part Two | Data Analysis: A Hybrid Approach to Thematic Content Analysis

Introduction

Kundalini awakenings seem to catalyse a change in attitudes, orientation, and 

behaviours over time. To express the longitudinal nature of kundalini awakening, I 

applied Beasley’s  (2013) tripartite transition model to my kundalini awakening 

interview data. The model is intentionally simple, can be applied to individuals or 

communities, and describes three distinct phases of transition: before, during and after.  
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Just like the transitions between childhood, adulthood, and old age, there are no defined 

boundaries between transitions in the tripartite transitions model, but they are clear 

nonetheless (Beasley, 2013). 

I chose a hybrid approach of inductive and deductive thematic content analysis (TCA) 

to analyse the lived experiences of kundalini awakening in Aotearoa.  In the context of 

intuitive inquiry, TCA is employed to objectively illustrate the thematic content of 

interview transcripts by identifying semantic level themes in the data set (Anderson, 

2007). My approach to creating a thematic framework was flexible and evolved during 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006).

TCA's atheoretical position and its fluid methodologies have been critiqued as having 

an ‘anything goes’ approach that can result in superficial descriptions of ‘emerging’ 

themes and opaque auditable decision trails (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Wilbraham, 1995).  

All eight co-researchers were articulate and self-aware; thus, I did not look for anything 

beyond semantic content patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, the sorting and 

naming of TCA themes and codes did require some interpretation. To demonstrate the 

rigour and credibility of my themes and codes (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

 Inductive Analysis | ‘Before’ Kundalini Awakening

For the ‘before’ section of the data, I wanted to present a clear summary of the thematic 

content unencumbered by a layer of theory, so I used an inductive or ‘bottom-up’ 

coding strategy where the themes and codes were derived from the data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006; Patton, 1990). I balanced the TCA analysis with aspects of hermeneutic 

phenomenological reflection and embodied resonance. Van Manen (1997) suggests that 

some inductive meaning units (underpinning themes or codes) extracted from a given 

phenomenon are unique and relate only to those phenomena; these are called essential 

codes. Incidental codes, while they may occur frequently, are only incidentally related 

to the phenomena under study. Some of my codes contained both essential and 

incidental meanings. I called these codes fused to illustrate the combination of the two 

elements (Fielden, 2003). I loosely based my inductive analysis on Anderson’s (2007) 

guide to TCA, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic analysis and Fereday’s 

(2006) hybrid approach towards inductive and deductive coding. 

However, I created my own auditable four-step system for hermeneutically moving 

between intuitive coding and final themes for the inductive stage of analysis. 
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Step One | Inductive Coding 

In step one, having become familiar with the individual transcripts and having a tacit 

sense of commonalities across the data, I began generating inductive codes for each 

transcript based on the data's content. This resulted in 55 inductive codes, which I 

grounded with exemplars from the data and sorted in order of prevalence to represent 

some level of patterned responses across the transcripts (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Steps Two and Three | Phenomenological Meaning Units 

In step two, I categorized the phenomenological meaning units within each code as 

essence (16), fused (23) or incidental (16) (Fielden, 2003; Van Manen, 1997). In step 

three, I grouped related codes into ten superordinate themes, which I present below. 

1. Essence: Foreshadowing 

2. Essence: Previous knowledge of kundalini 

3. Essence: Triggers or catalysts  

4. Fused: Family background 

5. Fused: Being before kundalini 

6. Fused: Significant illness or injuries 

7. Fused: Mental health and wellbeing 

8. Fused: Recreational / Pharmaceutical drug use 

9. Fused/Incidental: Contextual  

10. Essence/Incidental/Fused: Deductive 

Themes one through eight are explicitly referred to in the summary report of ‘life before 

kundalini awakening’.  The contextual theme, made up of eight codes, informed my 

analysis but was not explicitly represented in the final summary. I did not include the 

deductive theme, made up of 12 codes, in the ‘before’ analysis because this content was 

addressed in more depth later in the ‘during’ and ‘after’ deductive themes.

Step Four | Somatic Validation  

One of my co-researchers, Peregrine, described how she would think of words (some 

triggering, some not) and then observe her body’s somatic response.  

This technique resonated with me, so out of curiosity and as an embodied means of 

validating my inductive coding, I sat with each ‘essence’, ‘fused’ and ‘incidental’ code 

and observed my somatic response to the codes contained within themes one to eight. 
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This process was surprisingly powerful on two counts. Firstly, quite intense somatic 

reactions bought my researcher wounds related to the codes named ‘trauma’, 

‘depression’ and ‘health care providers’ again into conscious awareness (Romanyshyn 

& Anderson, 2007). Secondly, I experienced pleasant, expansive reactions to many of 

the codes featured in my eight themes. I took these responses as validation of both my 

inductive coding and their subsequent arrangement into themes. (see Appendix F for the 

inductive coding auditable decision trail).

Deductive and Inductive Coding | ‘During’ and ‘After’ Kundalini

Phase One | Four Initial Deductive Themes

Creating and refining the deductive themes was a two-part process. In phase one, I made 

an a-priori template (hereafter referred to as a codebook) of deductive themes and codes 

by extracting kundalini phenomena meaning units (KPMU) from the academic and grey 

kundalini literature. I did this to illustrate that my co-researchers’ kundalini experiences 

were not isolated or anomalous, but in fact, synonymous with a vast body of ancient and 

contemporary kundalini phenomenology. Table. 3 on the following page summarizes 

the processes involved in phase one. (see Appendix G for the deductive coding 

auditable decision trail).

 This phase generated my first four deductive themes below:

1. Kriya Yoga (Embodied spiritual development)

2. Jnana Yoga (The mind or intellect).

3. Laya Yoga (Dissolution of self, merging with supreme consciousness)

4. Bhakti Yoga (Changes in self-orientation, self-substantiation, and self-

realization)

The deductive codes worked well for the thematic content related to kundalini 

phenomena; however, the initial four themes did not elucidate the relational or 

culturally situated aspects of kundalini awakening. Also, I recognized I was using a 

completely yogic scaffolding to frame New Zealand experiences. Thus, step one felt a 

little dis-situated because I am not a yogi, and most of my co-researchers, while they 

had practices and rituals, were not yogis or yoginis in the explicit sense little dis-

situated because I am not a yogi, and most of my co-researchers, while they had 

practices and rituals, were not yogis or yoginis in the explicit sense. 
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‘Before’ Kundalini Awakening | Inductive Themes

This section presents three essence themes related to life before kundalini awakenings: 

‘foreshadowing’, ‘previous knowledge of kundalini awakening’, and ‘trigger’s and/or 

catalysts’. The essence themes are contextualised by the two fused themes, ‘family 

background’ and ‘being before kundalini’. Elements relating to the fused themes of 

‘mental health and wellbeing’, ‘recreational/pharmaceutical drug use’ and ‘significant 

illness or injury’ appear within the essential ‘triggers and/or catalysts’ theme. The 

remaining co-researcher narratives related to ‘mental health and wellbeing’, ‘family 

background (upbringing)’ and ‘significant illness or injuries’ are presented in Appendix 

I.

Fused Theme | Family Background

Seven of the eight co-researchers came from Christian families who ranged from 

nominally to devoutly religious. Figure. 8 on the following page illustrates the religious 

traditions my co-researchers were raised in or exposed to. 

Fused Theme | ‘Being’ Before Kundalini

Gaidir and Artemis both professed a love of spiritual activities, books, and artefacts 

from a young age. The other six co-researchers were not particularly spiritual or 

religious. They were ordinary people carrying their life experiences and worldviews 

assimilated from the western cultures they were situated within. Figure. 9 on page 91 

provides a snapshot of my co-researchers describing ‘being’ in the world before their 

kundalini awakening. 

Essence Theme | Foreshadowing

As Lim (2013) notes, it is important to understand that “pre-awakening” experiences 

and events often take place beyond the level of consciousness or within collective and 

individual conceptual frameworks that misinterpret or do not recognise the significance 

of these events and experiences. Despite growing up in New Zealand and the United 

Kingdom, both seemingly secular societies, all of my co-researchers exhibited 

meaningful foreshadowing to kundalini awakening. These manifested as earlier spiritual 

experiences, seeking or questioning natures, and perhaps as genetic predispositions. 

Many co-researchers had multiple manifestations of foreshadowing. Figures 10 to 17 on 
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pages 92 to 95 present these experiences as Venn diagrams to illustrate the intertwined 

nature of spiritual phenomena foreshadowing kundalini awakening. 

Figure 8. Fused Theme: Family Background
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