
Sharing from Experience

with Karunamayi and Cetanarupa 

Cetanarupa - Hari Aum. In this interview, Karunamayi shares with us her passion of bringing 
yoga and its transformational effects to those who find themselves embroiled within addiction, 
whether as an addict themselves or those who support them. 

Karunamayi has been practicing yoga for over 12 years, has been teaching for the past 5 and 
living, also currently managing the Mandala Yoga Ashram in Wales UK. She is an intuitive, 
compassionate and skilled yoga teacher who brings a wealth of life experience to her teaching. 
With an inclusive approach, Karunamayi helps students from diverse backgrounds to explore and
become aware of their potential. 

To begin with Karunamayi, please tell us a bit more about yourself, when, how and why you 
started working with those in addictions?

Karunamayi - Yeah I'd love to. I live and work at Mandala yoga ashram. Which is an ashram in 
Wales, England. I've been living and teaching here for 2 years now. I also manage the ashram as
a part of my karma yoga, which is an inspirational and enlightening experience. I've been 
practicing yoga for 12 years and teaching for the past 5, which has been the most amazing 
experience of my life. I trained in the Satyananda tradition for my yoga teacher-training course 
but I teach quite an eclectic style. The most important part for me is that people reconnect to their
bodies. Rather than telling them what they're experiencing, or the benefits listed in books and 
things like that, I encourage people to explore the experience they're having. In this way, the 
practice is an exploration to bring themselves closer to themselves.

The inspiration and why I wanted to work with people with addictions - having gone through an 
addiction myself and come out the other side of it, many many years ago now, about 15 years 
ago, …I had a dependence on heroin. It had started as just going partying and having a good 
time. It ended up in a place very different. Just dependant on it completely, which ruled my life. 
Then I came out from the other side of that, with help from my family and friends. Several years 
down the line now I wanted to give back to people in that same situation. To inspire them and to 
show them that their lives can be different. It doesn't have to be the place or the hole that they 
find themselves in. 

I was teaching evening classes for people coming from work, I loved doing that but I watched a 
very inspirational internet film, which was called 'Addiction, recovery and yoga,' by Lindsey 
Clennell - http://www.adyo.org/home.html and it struck me. They interviewed lots of people that 
had been through their addiction and used yoga and the 12 steps and it totally inspired me. It just 
really touched me, one of the ladies that talked. I knew that's what I needed to do with my yoga 
and my teaching, …to bring it to the people who really need it. That's where it all stems from. It's 
a work in progress.

Cetanarupa - Wow, so powerful to have been there yourself and to share from your own 
experience and as you said, not telling people what to do. Facilitating the environment, the space 
for them to actually experience it themselves, I think that is empowering for people. 
Can you share about on your vision?

Karunamayi - I've worked in a couple of places, with people with addiction. Once in a residential 
centre and once with pilot project for people that used to come to visit day by day into the centre. 
What I've experienced and heard from people is that what tends to happen is, you get a certain 
amount of treatment for a certain period of time, which helps them through their detoxification and
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it gets them on the road to embracing the idea that they can recover from the place that they 
found themselves in. Then often treatment finishes so they've been lifted up to a point to think, 
'yes I can do this,' but then it kind of falls by the wayside for one reason or another depending on 
the funding that's available in the different areas of the country. 

My vision is to be able to create a yogic rehab centre that people come and stay at for an 
extended period time, maybe six months or a year. Heavily inspired by how things work here at 
this ashram, to bring elements of that in, to provide a safe and sacred space for people to work 
with the addiction and work with the reasons why they found themselves in that place. Also I'd 
like to extend that so its open, not only to people that have gone through this but also to their 
families and the professionals that work with them as well, because it's so important that we all 
have a deeper understanding of what goes on for everybody that's involved with an addiction. So 
that is what I'd really like to be able to do, is to encompass everybody.

Cetanarupa - I think you have touched on some really big points here. The whole relapse 
prevention. I was wondering, did you see in residential program that you were working in, people 
coming back a number of times, or is that something you've experienced?

Karunamayi - When I was with the residential centre, which was in Cornwall, I used to go there 
every other week and spend a couple of hours with each group. I also used to work in the local 
library as well and we'd work together with this group. There was a particular guy, he was 
homeless and he was really enthusiastic, one of the most enthusiastic students actually and we 
worked very well together. They help them find more housing or wherever they're going to do 
after they leave the centre. He came into the library and he was obviously homeless again 
because he had a sleeping bag and his rucksack with him. I think it's the nature of addiction, it 
just happens to some people. They have these good intentions, they find themselves in the right 
place, but something always, well not always, takes them back to where they were before. It's 
very sad.

Cetanarupa - Yeah, I really think it has to do with that, any type addiction or habit, you get off the
merry-go-round and you fall into old habits and all of a sudden you're back there. It's that self-
destructive nature. You were also speaking about the families and the impact that it has on not 
just the person in the addiction but those around them. What an inspirational vision you have, it 
sounds amazing.

What are the main lessons you have learnt that could be of help to other teachers?

Karunamayi - I think one of the most important things is to keep it really simple and to repeat the 
practices that you teach with them. I found that a lot people couldn't even sit comfortably on the 
floor and they weren't even comfortable in their own skin. So teaching them how to sit more 
effectively or to stand, or just to become more aware of their body and their breath is really the 
first thing to be able to do. 

Make sure that you've not trying to cram too much into the sessions for them as well. Because we
know so much as teachers, you want to be able to share that, and enthuse that, but particularly 
for people in that place it needs to be very simple, regularly repeated and always returning back 
to the practices that you've done with them before. 

I think another one as well is not to be expecting it to be a traditional yoga class. I've had a class 
before where they wanted to go out for a cigarette break half way through and it was like, OK, I'm 
facilitating this session but there has got to be some dialogue with them otherwise you might find 
that people act out. They might be resistant to, if it's something that's part of the program that 
they don't want to do, so you kind of have to not take that personally. Be empathic with them and 
compassionate towards them. Let it be more free and easy, it doesn't have to be very rigid, there 
can be those elements that you wouldn't normally expect to find in a yoga class.

Cetanarupa - You have touched on many points there - keeping it simple, regular repetition and 
not traditional. I think especially as yoga teachers it’s having that flexibility of the mind. We don't 
know who is going to walk through that door and being accommodating.

So what are the essential elements to teaching a class for Yoga for Drug and Alcohol Addictions?

Karunamayi - I think it's really important to build the trust with the group of students that you 



have, and obviously with you as a teacher, so that they can learn that is okay for them to be as 
they are. It may be that people are going through a detox and they can't lie comfortably in 
shavasana. There can be outbursts of emotional crying or laughter and things like that, so they 
need to feel comfortable within the group themselves, with the group dynamic, and with you as 
the teacher.

I've done partner worked with them before, where you sit and just look at each other, or you work 
together with gentle postures to help you to move into postures or to stretch deeper into them. I 
think it's very beneficial that trust is built from the beginning. 

I think yoga nidra as well; I would definitely do with my classes because it gives them so much. If 
they were feeling challenged by some other physical postures they can have that sense of 
relaxation through the practice and also they're working with a sankalpa as well. So it's a positive 
intent that they are bringing into their life. Also obviously the physical benefits, they have a more 
restful sleep, it can aid their concentration, their general relaxation. 

Also it's really important to remember, and to give to the students, that there is no simple quick 
fix. Yoga isn't necessarily the answer to all of their problems and their issues because often 
there's much more underlying the addiction. The addiction is the physical manifestation of that, 
whereas there could be other things in their lives that are challenging or that they've had 
problems with which they don't want to look at or deal with, so the addiction comes on top of that. 
It's giving the opportunity to work with what they've got but also knowing it's going to take time 
and being honest with them about that at the beginning. 

I think really enthusing with every student that I have, the fact that we're coming to the mat or the 
block to practice, but also what's important is that that it then goes out into the rest of your life. 
That's why it's called practice because we practice it to then take it into our day-to-day life and the
benefit of that as well. 

Cetanarupa - Absolutely. What are the big practices that they can take into everyday life, is it the 
awareness, the connection to their body? What do you think are the main practices?

Karunamayi - I think antar mouna in terms of actual practices for meditation, particularly the 
initial stages, because it brings you much more into the present moment. 

In this they're aware of how their body feels, the sensations within their body and then they're 
extending their awareness out to the sounds that they can hear. Even those first two stages to 
ground the meditation practice, it's taking them out of the chaotic mess that their mind could be in
and bringing them much more into the present moment. That's what all of this is about. 

Addiction is impulsive, with sudden decisions, you get this mind play that you act out on, this is 
where relapse happens. Whereas if we can teach them techniques to sit with it, to be with it and 
to observe as it is, but not actually get so entrenched and then act out all those habits that they've
fallen into, that's how they can then take this into preventing themselves from relapse or 
preventing that habitual behaviour once more.

Cetanarupa - I was thinking if they can't really sit for a lengthened amount of time how would you
teach antar mouna throughout the class, do you just weave it in?

Karunamayi - You can do that. When working with a new group of students I would begin with 
them all seated on a chair first of all because most people can sit in a chair comfortably, they're 
got a back rest and because we're starting at that point, everyone's together, rather than finding 
out who can't sit comfortably and then saying 'okay to do this you could use your blocks or your 
supports.' Often people feel as if they're standing out from the class because they can't do 
something properly, which we don't want to teach people, it's not that your body can't get into the 
shape and therefore you can't do the practice, so if you start everybody at the same level, most 
people can sit comfortably for five or ten minutes, because you only need to do short practices 
with them initially to start off with. 

Even just getting a group of people to sit or lie with their eyes closed could be challenging enough
when they are new to the practices, so I think it's just gradually introducing everything in small 



gentle steps and reminding them, that we might have this goal, whatever that might be, to 
practice asana or to prevent relapse, or whatever is, it can feel very far away from their 
experience that they have at the moment, so you teach them all the little steps that they can then 
find towards the goal that they're working towards. 

I think it's just being very gentle with what you do with people and building on it gradually. This 
really helps them to accept the place where they are in that moment and then work towards 
where they want to be.

Cetanarupa - That's such a great approach, I've found people with addiction often have this all or
nothing thinking and by saying that it's not all or nothing, it's just one step at a time, on day at a 
time, exactly what you've been saying, that's beautiful. 

What obstacles/problems have you encountered that teachers may not foresee? How did you 
manage these obstacles?

Karunamayi - I've actually been very blessed and lucky with most of the organisations that I've 
worked with because they've been very much behind me. I know from other teachers, sometimes 
there can be difficulties in the organisation. There can be resistance from members of staff or 
they don't believe that yoga can be beneficial for their clients, so that can be something, but 
fortunately I haven't had to go through that, but I know that in some people do. 

I think also finding funding is a massive obstacle I know it's like that in England anyway. It can be 
a very long drawn-out process so I think it's knowing and recognizing that before you begin the 
funding applications. If you're waiting to hear back from people you need not to be pushy but to 
be constantly coming back to them and reminding with deadlines and being very clear about what
their money will be used for. Writing your own funding applications a very useful thing to do 
because you know what you need, you know when you need it and then you can communicate 
that to them clearly. 

What I'm doing now, because the funding is so difficult to get here in Wales and obviously I'm 
very busy being at the ashram as well in teaching and managing here, is I'm going to volunteer. 
So although I'm not actually getting paid for my time, I will be doing something I feel passionate 
about and also it's a way in to an organisation’s. This is something that people could look at. 

I think as well within a group you might have resistance, there'll be certain people that don't want 
to be doing it especially if the group is compulsory, if it's part of the workshops they do where 
they're staying or where they're working with their addiction, I think the most honest thing I can 
say is to try and keep your sense of humour. It's the most important thing and also don't take 
things personally. It's very easy to do that in confrontational situations but I think if you can just 
take that moment and know that they're just acting out what they're feeling and that's absolutely 
fine, that's where they are right now, and just try to find the humour in it or just let it go and work 
with the rest to the group. Sometimes they might get up and walk out and that's fine or as the 
time passes they become less resistant to an actually engage with it, which has happened in my 
time. 

Cetanarupa - That's where we use our own yoga practice, to not take things so personally. To 
know that we are ok as teachers. I guess we can share that and have a beneficial impact by 
being ok in our own skin and showing it's ok for other people also.

Karunamayi - Yeah I think that's one of the most important things. When I have been going 
through difficult times I've used a mantra that 'it's okay to be as I am' and it is OK to be as I am. 
We can be such harsh critics on ourselves. 

Other people react in that same way as well, so giving them that openness and compassion, 
that's most important, just to be as they are. I tend to share with the groups my history, my 
personal experience, because they then understand that I know where they’re coming from and 
I'm here on the other side of it now. I hope that it can inspire one or two of them to recognize that 
they're in this place at the moment but things can change.

Cetanarupa - That's just so beautiful. I feel that often people in addictions will have doctors or 
psychiatrists, people telling them what to do, and when we can share from our own experience 
and say 'this is where I come from' and 'this is what I've done' and 'this is what worked for me,' it's



received a lot easier and people don't feel like they're being controlled, they don't need to rebel. 
They can just accept it or not.

Karunamayi - Exactly that's it. 

I can understand where they're coming from, it's like if you've never experienced this, you've 
never been in the place where I am, how can you know what I need to do or how can you say 
that I should do one thing or the other when you don't know. I can't remember that saying now, 
it's something about walking a thousand miles in someone's moccasins or something like that. 
We can never truly empathise with people unless we've been there. That's inspiring for people to 
see that.

I think this levels the whole thing as well, because a lot of people have problems with authority or 
doctors because they've been around the block so many times, sometimes they've tried and 
failed and hearing the same things from these people, when they know that somebody else has 
been in the same position and they found a different way to deal with their lives, that really helps 
them because it's a level playing field then.

Cetanarupa - I guess the great thing about addictions is because there are so many different 
types; a lot of people will be able to relate. So it's not like you have to have had a narcotics, or a 
drug addiction to be able to teach people with a drug addiction. You could be addicted to work 
and have the same principles and understanding.

Karunamayi - Absolutely. 

When you think about it we we're all addicted to something one way or the other, whether its 
people that are constantly on Facebook, or checking their emails. … just the habitual patterns 
that our mind continually takes us through. It's very interesting …or food or sugar, there's just so 
much out there. 

And it all comes down to the same way of looking at it, being more aware of what's happening in 
your mind, more aware of what's happening in your body, in your breath and coming closer to 
yourself.

Cetanarupa - Which in essence is yoga.

Karunamayi - Absolutely, without a doubt.

Cetanarupa - Is there research or teachings that have supported and inspired your work?

Karunamayi - I wrote a project for my yoga teacher-training course as we had the opportunity in 
our second year to specialise in something that we were really interested in and wanted to focus 
on for the last six months. I chose addiction and found many interesting authors. 

To name a couple of them, there's a doctor called Gabor Maté who wrote a fascinating book 
called 'In the realm of hungry ghosts.' he's a very interesting guy. Also there's an organisation 
called the 'Prison Phoenix Trust' who work in the UK and organise for teachers to go into prisons.
They write letters to and from prisoners, they provide books and CDs. I've met with the director 
and they're absolutely inspirational in what they're doing. 

I think it's about getting yoga and help with addictions into the community, that's a really important
thing. To be able to give back to people. 

In all honesty, the experiences in the teachings that I've had myself, has been my greatest 
teacher. Also remembering that your students are not just students, they're teachers as well. 
Always being clear in that, there is no border, there is no dividing line between the students and 
the teacher. We are all teaching each other, and we're all empathising with each other and 
learning in that way.

There's a book call the '21st Century of Yoga,' which is a collection of essays and there's a guy 
called Matthew Remski who wrote an essay about bringing the concept of all yoga studios, this is 
he's writing from North America, that all yoga studios become soup kitchens. I just love that. That 
is sense of community. Yoga has become very commercialised now in some ways. The 



advertising of these beautiful women in amazing postures that they can get themselves into, but 
yoga is about Union and it's about bringing people together and providing the space that people 
can do that, so I just loved his idea that you teach a restorative yoga class and they can smell the
stew that's bubbling away quietly in the kitchen next to you and then you get together and eat 
together and share your experiences. I just think that is such a great thing to do.

Cetanarupa - It's really taking away that putting teachers up on pedestals, there's no hierarchy 
and its humbling offering.
Are the key messages you would like to give to anyone considering work with drug and alcohol 
addictions?

Karunamayi - As I mentioned before, I think perseverance to keeping going when it feels that 
you're not getting anywhere, when you're trying to find somewhere to work, or you're waiting for 
the funding to come through. 

Retaining your sense of humour, at all times, which can be a challenge sometimes but it is so 
important. 

Understanding your motives, understanding why you want to do this sort of work, why you want 
to work with people that are in this place so that you can really come with the non judgemental 
attitudes for yourself and those that you're working with. 

Also I think when you're working with a centre, I used to offer free classes for the staff that 
worked at the centre, as an introduction to me and an introduction to yoga, which was very 
beneficial for them because they actually understood more about it and they knew me, so they 
could then tell the people that would come in for the sessions, that it's not as way off as you may 
think it is, as some people don't know anything about yoga. They were really supportive as well. 
Once you've got them on side they're much more likely to be positive about what you're doing 
and enthuse the clients to come in and to do some too. 

I think really focusing on where you want your goal to be and returning to it because sometimes 
things don't happen, things don't come off and that's just the way it is, but then thinking 'okay I 
need to get back on this and come back to it again and again and again.’

Cetanarupa - That's really important that you raise understanding of your own motive, because, I
guess it's like a sankalpa, by continually seeing and going back to it. When things do get 
challenging and come up, you can remember why.

Karunamayi - Yeah when things don't go as you wish them to, maybe the class hasn't gone as 
you thought it would, or people show up for one class and they don't come back again, or there's 
an element of the group dynamic that doesn't work so well, or there's confrontation, you can 
sometimes wonder, 'why am I doing this?' 

It's just like you said, going back to that sankalpa and taking a step back from it and remembering
why you're doing it and coming from the right place in yourself as well. It's very easy to be coming
in to be the teacher, this is how I wanted it to be, but it's a very organic process, I think, all 
teaching is isn't it and particularly so with people with addictions.

Cetanarupa - Yeah. It just reminds me of that saying – 'I plan and God laughs.' You have 
touched on so many great elements and points on teaching with addictions, is there anything 
you'd like to add, anything further?

Karunamayi - Just remember that we have a light inside of us, and all of us have a light inside of 
us. We can share that light with the people that we work with and with everyone around us. 
Although it feels that it becomes sometimes obscured by feelings or emotions and life, that's 
something that we all have deep inside us and we connect to people, people become inspired by 
that, so yeah just holding that light inside your heart I think.



Cetanarupa - I'm just filled with so much when I hear those words, thank you.

Karunamayi - This just came out of my mouth, from my heart.

Cetanarupa - I can feel that, it's beautiful. 

You're teaching a workshop at the Mandala Ashram in the UK on this topic, is this something that 
you're intending to run annually or is it the first time you are doing it?

Karunamayi - It is the first time that we've taught it here and that came on the back of me 
completing my project and giving my presentation to the people on the course and the tutors 
here. So it depends what happens, if we get the participants to run the course. The numbers are 
quite low at the moment but it's not until May, so we'll see. If it’s a success I would love to do it on
a regular basis. I might not be at the ashram next year but I could still come as a teacher from 
outside. So yes, watch this space, we'll see what happens.

Cetanarupa - That's fantastic thank you so much for sharing Karunamayi, I've benefited so much
from listening to your experience, where you've taken this and your vision too, and it’s very 
inspiring.

Karunamayi - That's ok, no problem.

Cetanarupa - I look forward to watching that space and thank you again. 
Hari Aum Tat Sat.

Karunamayi - Hari Aum.


