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"AS VULNERABLE
DEPENDENT CREATURES,
WE DEPEND ON
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TRUTHFULNESS AND
JUSTICE
AS A CONDITION OF HUMAN
FLOURISHING."

Allison Liebling

Samenvatting
Chapter 1
Introduction

Yoga is booming; we all know that. But what about Yoga Therapy? Yoga is so much more
than just doing some asanas in group classes. Although Yoga Therapy goes all the way
back to T. Krishnamacharya, it is still a rather new form of therapy, especially here in the
Netherlands. And most of the people don’t know what Yoga Therapy is about. Yoga
Therapy in the Viniyoga tradition means adapting the yoga practice to the individual needs
of the practitioner in a holistic way. Since I have experienced myself the benefits of
approaching yoga in this manner, I became curious if this form of Yoga Therapy can also
help people who have no access to a yoga therapist and who are emotionally or mentally
seeking for some tools to manage their lives, because of their extreme circumstances.
This paper aims to contribute to the research of Yoga Therapy and demonstrate the
methods and benefits of Yoga Therapy to a larger audience, taking into account two focus
points: identifying yoga therapy as a specific form of yoga. And secondly; this paper
focuses only on Yoga Therapy given to female prisoners in the Netherlands. There is a lot
written about yoga given to incarcerated people, and what struck me a lot is that there is
no distinction between yoga group classes, private classes, or yoga therapeutic classes. I
hope this paper is a contribution to these research papers in describing how Yoga Therapy
especially affects incarcerated women.
The main question I would like to answer in this paper is how Yoga Therapy helps female
prisoners in dealing with their lives in a positive way and how it can help to change these
women in a constructive way?
There are several reasons why I chose to work with women: Very early on, I knew I would
like to work with people who have difficulty living a ‘normal’ life. I guess my own childhood
and puberty made me flirt with crime, drugs and other illegal things in life very early,
because of an enormous empty feeling inside, a desperate search for love that led me to
these horrific choices. And although I have never been incarcerated myself or had to
go into an official rehab, I know I could have easily gone down that path if
the circumstances had been even worse. Since I have
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Since I have embraced yoga in my life, I have learned to search for the love within myself
instead of outside myself and my whole life has changed so drastically in a positive way I
could never have imagined. So I guess, I relate to people who choose the dark path and
become (self) destructive. And what touches my heart is that our society mostly sees these
people as outcasts, numbers, losers and nobodies. But they are not, they are people.
Before I started this research, I was strongly convinced that Yoga Therapy could be a way
of therapy that could give these people their dignity back and let them feel human again.
You will read if this was also one of my conclusions after the research….

Chapter 1
Introduction

Turning my research to a female prison has had also some practical reasons: I have
reached out to several institutions in the Netherlands to ask if I could do a research into
Yoga Therapy. Prisons, rehabs, homeless shelters etc., and The Yoga Prison Project was
one of the only organisations who positively wrote back. I am not going into full details
now, for they will be fully written down in chapter Methodology, but it took me almost two
years before I got approval to conduct my research project in the prison of Nieuwersluis.
The Netherlands is a very bureaucratic country and so I also felt like I had to take the
chance I was given, as it had already taken me a long time to get a yes.
The literature study in this paper will give a brief history of Yoga Therapy and the lineage it
is coming from, as well as a brief overview of the literature about yoga in prisons
nowadays.
The methodology of my conducted research is an empirical research done with 10
incarcerated women in a period of 12 weeks. The research results come from the
questionnaires these women filled in 3 times during the research, my own observations
during these 12 weeks and the feedback I got from the staff working in the prison as well
as the Yoga Prison Project.

I wish you a pleasant reading.
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Chapter 2
Literature review
Introduction
This literature review follows a two-fold approach. First I briefly overview some scientific
articles in chronological order about yoga projects in several prisons over the world and
draw some conclusions from these articles that I have encountered myself as well during
the yoga therapy project with the women in Nieuwersluis.
Secondly, I want to outline briefly what I understand by Yoga Therapy and the lineage in
which I study and practice, so as to give a clear explanation about how this thesis should
been read. Because yes, yoga is booming but only very gradually are people getting to
know the term Yoga Therapy. And it seems to me there is a lot of confusion about what
people define as Yoga Therapy, ranging from yoga therapy as an extended form of
physiotherapy to bodywork that supports psychologists in their work, to giving private
yoga classes as an addition to group classes, to using yoga tools for alleviating mental,
physical and emotional disorders. I will therefore briefly outline my definition of Yoga
Therapy, according to which I carried out my research.
Yoga in Prison articles
For the project I have selected four scientific articles that all handle the theme ‘yoga in
prison’. I will briefly review each article in a chronological order:
1) 2001, The Effect of Yoga Practice on Hope and Optimism in Prisons – H. P. Elscot,
Australia.
2) 2010, The Art of Yoga Project: A Gender-Responsive Yoga and Creative Arts Curriculum
for Girls in the California Juvenile System – D. A. Harris & M.L Fitton, California, USA.
3) 2012, Can human beings flourish in prison? - A. Liebling, United Kingdom.
4) 2015, Doing Yoga Behind Bars: A Sociological Study of the Growth of Holistic Spirituality
in Penitentiary Institutions – M. Griera & A. Clot-Garrell, Spain.
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1. The Effect of Yoga Practice on Hope and Optimism in Prisons
This article is an outline of a six-month research Project, involving a weekly yoga class of
ninety minutes in a woman’s prison in Australia. Elscot describes her mistakes and
observations. Her main conclusions are that yoga helped to reconstruct the self-awareness
of these women, whose physical shape was very poor, and who were upfront about their
sexual and personal problems. And yes, her research shows that the practice of yoga does
improve levels of hope and optimism in prison inmates. One difficulty she mentions is the
large number of short term and remand prisoners.
I recognised a lot in this article; her conclusions were the same as mine, as well as the
difficulty of conducting a research with the same women for three months.

Chapter 1
Introduction

2. The Art of Yoga Project: A Gender-Responsive Yoga and Creative Arts Curriculum for
Girls in the California Juvenile System
This article is an overview of a year-long Yoga Project where yoga, visual arts and creative
writing are combined to help girls in juvenile systems in California learn how to create a
positive future for themselves. The article shares the goals, objectives and experiences of
this program. Also outlined in this article, just as in article 1, is that many young women in
this programme lacked a fundamental awareness of, and connection to, their own physical
and emotional needs.
What also struck me in this article was the emphasis on the placement of women in an
institution originally designed for men. This is also one of the things I encountered in my
own research. A lot of my clients were in prison due to the manipulation of a man (a
partner, brother, nephew). And in relation to the prior statement; for yoga in prison to be
successful long-term it is essential to work collaboratively with the facility staff of the
prison. This is also true for my own research.
3. Can human Beings flourish in prison?
This lecture by Liebling focuses on the concept of flourishing, which is broader than wellbeing or pleasure but focuses on the development of character and potential and
participation in community. The talk elaborates this aspect of flourishing in comparison
with how prison environments are being designed. What kind of a prison environment is
suitable for a person to flourish? In order to flourish we must feel connected to others.
Humiliations, indifference, deliberately taunting, inactivity, unfairness and unpredictability
can precipitate feelings of hopelessness, powerlessness and despair. It seems that some
prisons are more survivable than others; especially a feeling of personal development is
very important in letting people flourish.
This theme was an unforeseen aspect in my own research for a lot of my clients had
trouble with the prison staff, couldn’t handle the indifference and unpredictability with
which they were treated, and suffered from not feeling supported by the staff.
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4. Doing Yoga Behind Bars: A Sociological Study of the Growth of Holistic Spirituality in
Penitentiary Institutions
This article focuses on the emergent and relevant presence of the holistic symbolic
universe in prisons. Holistic activities and therapies become symbolic resources through
which inmates can make sense of their uncertain situation and (re)construct their selfimage while also working as a peace-making mechanism that fits in with the institutional
order. Yoga is one of these activities that has become more common in Catalan prisons.
And the growth of these holistic expressions is not an isolated phenomenon but rather one
that is widespread in other European contexts. And this article goes on showing the positive
reception among inmates and the important institutional functions these holistic therapies
have.

Chapter 1
Introduction

For instance: within a total institution individuals lose their own autonomy over spaces,
objects and even over the possibility to narrate their own lives. Inmates’ own self-narration
is constructed and imposed on them by others which clearly affects their self-image, selfesteem and agency. Holistic therapies recover the sense of the self and introspection. They
also help to give meaning to the prison experience by portraying it as a period of personal
and spiritual growth. They create quiet and smooth relationships between inmates and
prison staff. Another important aspect of holistic practices in prison is that they fill the
time: because boredom can become the worst of the punishments. All the reasons why
holistic therapies are gaining popularity were also present during my own research, so
this was a very recognizable article for me to read.

All the articles that I found gave me a lot of confirmation on my own research. It also gave
me some reassurance in regard to certain topics, and insights on things I couldn’t explain
myself, but showed me through the articles how the mechanisms of the prison as an
institution influence certain behaviours of the women. In Chapter 5 I will describe these in
more detail.

Yoga Therapy
As already explained in my introduction to this chapter there are a lot of different forms of
Yoga Therapy going around in this world. Since I am writing this thesis for the training
programme in Yoga Therapy of the Viniyoga tradition it is clear that I am using this
tradition to practice my profession as a Yoga Therapist. But I feel the urge to make a short
statement of which specific elements in this line of Yoga Therapy are very authentic and
not easily found in other Yoga therapy practices:
Firstly, I want to outline briefly a few things on how the lineage of Viniyoga in the tradition
of T. Krishnamacharya sees yoga. In the Yogic system, the mind is considered to be located
in the heart region. And mind and body are inseparable. In order to change our thoughts,
we need to work with the energy (prana) in the body and vice versa. Yoga uses asana
(posture) and pranayama (breath) to direct this energy.
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But when it comes to healing or yoga for health, the practice of self-study is also
important (Heath, Healing and Beyond, Yoga and the Tradition of T. Krishnamarcharya).
And so this tradition formulates the following concept of Yoga Therapy:
"Yoga Therapy is a self-empowering process, where the care-seeker, with the help of
the yoga therapist, implements a personalized and evolving practice, that not
only addresses the illness in a multi-dimensional manner, but also aims to
alleviate his/her suffering in a progressive, non-invasive and complementary
manner. Depending on the nature of the illness, Yoga Therapy can not only be
preventative or curative, but also serve a means to manage the illness, or
facilitate healing in the person at all levels. "

Chapter 1
Introduction
(From the curriculum handout of KHYF Yoga Therapy Training).

What is important to realise from this, is the acknowledgment that yoga therapy can only
help when there is heart-to-heart connection between the care seeker and the care giver.
When we want to change things in our lives, self-discipline, and, even more, motivation, are
usually needed. Often we know deep down we should change things for the better, but it is
hard to really listen to that voice and act on it. When a heart to heart connection has been
established, where there is trust and safety, it is easier to open the heart and listen to it
and also act on it. In line with this is the condition that the role of the care seeker should be
active/pro-active. Only when we feel deeply inside the urge to change, can we make the
adjustments and changes to facilitate this change. We cannot force yoga on people, for it
just won’t work then. The mind and body both need to feel the willingness to undergo the
changes. And finally Yoga therapy should always happen in an individualised setting. This
is because each person has a unique system which we need to work with. The fact that
yoga therapy works holistically, taking into account living habits, diet, sleep, work,
relationships, age, and (cultural) background, makes it impossible to give yoga therapy in
group settings.
Within this meaning of Yoga Therapy I have tried to to do my research with the women in
the prison Nieuwersluis. The methodology I have followed in this research can been read in
the next chapter.
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Samenvatting
Chapter 3
Methodology
In Chapter 1 I stated that my main question for this research project was: How Yoga
Therapy helps female prisoners in dealing with their lives in a positive way and how it can
help to change these women in a constructive way. In order to answer this question, I will
describe how my research was established and which methodology I have followed.
Finding a prison & respondents
In order to start my research the first thing I needed was a prison and respondents who
would participate in my research. After some research on the internet, I quickly found the
Yoga Prison Project, The Netherlands. This organisation offers trauma-sensitive based
yoga and mindfulness to prisoners in the Netherlands. The organisation is fully in line with
Prison Yoga US, founded by James Fox. I first contacted the organisation in the
Netherlands in August 2017 and met the two founders, Ms. Carolien Pentinga and Ms.
Femke Manger for the first time in January 2018. The two ladies were very open to me
doing research into Yoga Therapy in Prison, on one condition: that I would participate in
training with James Fox in October that year. This workshop would teach me how this
organisation sees yoga in prison and which techniques and values they use to educate
their teachers as prison yoga teachers. I did this training which was very interesting. It
didn’t offer much new information for me, but it was interesting to hear how experienced
James Fox was and how he has built his organisation and the educational structure to
educate yoga teachers to be able to work in prisons. During this weekend training I had a
very interesting talk with James Fox about my training as a yoga therapist. He highly
recommended letting my research go through, especially because I work mainly with
people in a one-to-one setting as a yoga therapist, which would, according to him, never
be possible in a prison in the US.
After this training I received a message from Carolien and Femke in November 2018 to
notify me that there might be an opening for my research in a female Prison in Utrecht.
They asked me to write a research proposal and how my research project would look like
in practice. After sending them this I received a positive confirmation from them in April
2019 that I could start my project in the female Prison Nieuwersluis as soon as I wanted.
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Research Set up
In my research proposal to the Yoga Prison Project I asked for a research group of 8 – 12
people to whom I would give Yoga Therapy for three months. This was one of the
conditions KHYF asked for each yoga therapist trainee. I suggested seeing each
respondent every two weeks, so six times in total. I also asked, if possible, to be fully alone
with the respondent in a safe, closed space where no one would bother us during the
sessions but also my own safety would be ensured. As a last condition I asked if my
research group could consist of female prisoners who are nearing the end of their
sentence, so that my Yoga Therapy could support their rehabilitation into the society. And
it was also very important for me that all the women join voluntarily and that it should not
be something imposed to them by the staff.

Chapter 1
Introduction

The prison was very willing to help me with organising my research group, giving me a safe
space, a beeper and weekly contact with the department manager Ms. Mia Voorwerk. Only
the condition of working with women who would soon return to society wasn’t possible for
them. I need to say here that the Yoga Prison Project was giving yoga group classes in this
prison at the time I was doing my research there and they also wanted to start with a
research project in that period for which they needed only prisoners who had no yoga
experience. This made the group of women they could select for me a bit more selective.
They asked me instead if I was willing to work only with women whose sentence was longer
than five years. I agreed to this. And they found ten (even more) women willing to work
with me for this period of three months.

Qualitative & Quantitative Research method
Then, in order to answer my research question, I felt a mix of a qualitative and quantitative
research method was needed. On one hand I wanted to be able to measure a possible
progress in how my yoga therapy may influence how a respondent perceives her quality of
life, before, during and after the project.
On the other hand, I knew from other scientific yoga articles and my yoga therapy training
that the results of yoga therapy are very difficult to measure in statistics, because the
results work mostly on subtle levels and often take a while to come to the foreground. So I
used two research methods that could complement the results; a questionnaire and
personal interviews.
For the qualitative part I decided to work with a questionnaire from the World Health
Organisation from 1996 (https://econtent.hogrefe.com/doi/full/10.1027/1015-5759.13.3.164)
used in a study in 2008 by the department of Psychology of the Tilburg University focusing
on the quality of life. This is a questionnaire with 26 questions on the quality of life
perceived by the respondent. The answers measure a scale ranging from never to always.
This questionnaire was filled out three times during the research project by each
respondent: before the therapy started, halfway through the research period (after three
sessions) and after the six sessions, after finishing all sessions.
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To add to the questionnaire, I also used a quantitative research method, namely holding
personal interviews with the women after 3 and 6 sessions, asking them their experiences
and observations of the Yoga Therapy they received. Also after the project was done we
held a closing ceremony where all the women shared their experiences of working with me
personally.

Chapter 1
Introduction

The Research
My research started on 17th July 2019 and lasted till October 2nd. Prior to this, every
woman filled in the questionnaire for the first time.
Every Wednesday I would drive to Nieuwersluis and see five women for one hour
each, one-to-one. I started with 10 people, but ended up treating 12 people, due to
transferrals in the start group. Each individual had six classes, except for the women who
got transferred and the ones that replaced them. After three sessions they would again fill
in the questionnaire before the fourth session. And during the third session we would
discuss how they perceived the sessions and if they felt any changes or things related to
the sessions. The same procedure would happen during and after the sixth session. And as
a closing of the project we did a closing ceremony with all the women, who joined and
stayed till the end together, as one group.
One practice fits all?
The sessions I had with these women were very different from each other. Some needed
pranayama, some asana, some visualisations, some meditation, some talking, some
listening. Because I always had in mind to enhance their quality of life, I always focused on
that with each woman. If some women had back pain from the poor beds in prison, we
worked on that. If someone had serious guilt feelings about their committed crime, we
would work on that. Mainly pranayama, asana, visualisation and mantra were given as
tools. Next to that I always observed the practice and started each session with some
counselling by talking/listening to the client. After each session I would work out a personal
practice as constituted during the practice together, which I would mail to the department
manager. She handed out the printed examples to the women. The first two to three
sessions with all the women were for me important to stabilise their complaints. So I gave
them mainly very simple practices that focused on feeling more content with their
situation, relaxing them and help them sleep. After these three sessions I worked a little
more deeply, sometimes confronting them in a gentle way with their mind patterns and
changing their practices.
I need to say another two things about the structure of the sessions I gave. The first thing
is that most of the women I saw knew nothing about yoga apart from the physical asanas
combined with a bit of breath control. The first sessions with all the women I focused a lot
of bringing the breath into the practice and observing the breath. Also most women didn’t
feel comfortable doing the practice on their own with me observing them. So mostly I
did the practices together with them and guided them into feeling the practice instead of
automatically doing it without any feeling. This took a big part of the sessions.
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Another point which I want to state clearly is the fact that I never gave a practice to trigger
old traumas within these women. I decided very early in my project, after hearing some of
their life stories, that it would be much more helpful for them to focus on the healthy part
in them, the part that is free from trauma, that feels positive and full of hope. With the help
of mantras and visualisations I put a lot of emphasis on this part of the practices.

Chapter 1
Introduction

In the next chapter I will show the results of the questionnaires answered by the women as
well as a brief description of the sessions with each individual woman.
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Chapter 4
Results
Tables & Transcriptions
In this chapter I will present the results of my research conducted with the 12 women in
Nieuwersluis Prison. I have decided to present the results per person in an alphabetical
order. This is because it will become clear when interpreting the results that it is almost
impossible to read overall, general conclusions that are applicable for all the women. So, it
is better if I present the results per person individually. In order to guarantee the privacy of
the participating women, I have changed the first names in this report.
The results are always presented as a combination of the quantitative results of the filled
in questionnaires, in the form of a table, and the transcriptions of their oral or written down
feedback on the sessions.
Questionnaire
Off course I have used a questionnaire in Duch, but it is necessary to give an overview of
the asked questions in English here so that it is possible for the reader to interpret the
tables given in this chapter. The questions asked in the questionnaire are the following:
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IN THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS IT IS GOING TO BE ASKED ON WHAT SCALE YOU HAVE
EXPERIENCED CERTAIN THINGS IN THE PAST TWO WEEKS:

Chapter 1
Introduction

IN THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS IT IS GOING TO BE ASKED ON WHAT SCALE YOU HAVE
EXPERIENCED CERTAIN THINGS OR WERE ABLE TO DO THINGS IN THE PAST TWO WEEKS:
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IN THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS IT IS GOING TO BE ASKED HOW SATISFIED OR
DISSATISFIED YOU WERE WITH CERTAIN ASPECTS OF LIFE IN THE PAST TWO WEEKS:

Chapter 1
Introduction
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1.Anna
Anna filled in the three questionnaires, but was transferred to another prison after the four
sessions we had. When I first met her, she suffered from post-traumatic stress syndrome
after she witnessed a shooting. She sleeps poorly, has nightmares, sees the boy who was
shot in her cell and finds it difficult to stop her head. Unexpected noises scare her and she
feels very unsafe. From her answers in the three questionnaires the following table can
been drawn:

Anna
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After the third session Anna responded to question 27 with the following:
"I get strength and support from the sessions. And I am very happy with these sessions,
and they do me very well. I am abler to go inside myself, which gives me a more peaceful
feeling than before I did any yoga."

Chapter 1
Introduction

And when she got replaced after our fourth session, she filled in the last questionnaire in
the new prison one month after the transferral. Her answer for number 27 was:
"When I started these sessions with you I felt better and better, now after my voluntary
transferral, I feel very unhappy. I feel homesick, everything feels gone. There is no yoga
here which I regret deeply. There were a lot of possibilities at Nieuwersluis and I miss them
a lot here. I have the feeling nobody is looking after me here, also my family isn’t visiting.
The one-to-one sessions worked for me very therapeutically and well. And I noticed
a positive difference of body and mind. I would like to advise everyone to join these
sessions. Noortje, you are a real gem!"
The results show she was benefiting from the sessions a lot, which helped her to feel more
calm. She flourished a lot in the four times I saw her. She was able to breath more deeply,
to stay in her visualisations and she felt very warm and open. She did her practice every
day in her cell which I could tell by how she did her practice and how much she benefited
from it.
After the transferral I visited her two months later in the new prison. She looked very dull
and unhappy. She had tried to commit suicide and felt very lost. She cried a lot when I went
to see her; I was her first visitor since the transferral. She didn’t do her practice anymore,
since she was sharing her cell and felt very uncomfortable with her roommate. I advised
her to make a deal with her roommate to give her one half hour in the evening before the
closing of the doors, that she has the cell to herself to practice again. I have no idea if she
has really done that.

2.Diana
Diana filled in just two of the questionnaires although she went to all the six sessions. The
second session she came to say she wanted to quit. After an hour talking she said she
wanted to give it another try, but wasn’t sure if she would do the practice in her cell. She
was very occupied with getting a leave from her detention. As an ex-drug addict, although I
am not sure she wasn’t using anything in prison, she was very tense the first session, with a
lot of shoulder pain and headaches. She finds it difficult to concentrate and is a bit
sceptical.
From her answers to the questionnaires the following table can be drawn:
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Diana

After the six sessions her response to question 27 was:
"The sessions are very good to me, although I feel a bit of stress still because I am already
20 months in custody and don’t know how it will end. This insecurity is killing me. I am
always able to talk very well during the sessions which I enjoy a lot. My shoulders and
headaches are still there a bit, but I did feel very well with the sessions. "
With Diana it was clear she wasn’t practicing on her own and needed the sessions to blow
off some steam about her trial and the insecurities she was dealing with. Every session we
worked on her shoulders and neck, which helped her relax and feel with less pain.

3.Esmee
Esmee filled in only two questionnaires because she was also transferred to another prison
after the fourth session. When I first met her, she came across as a girl who is friendly but
also very tough and distrustful. She finds it difficult to feel emotions and holds herself
strong. The first 2 sessions were really to build some trust and be patient with her. The 3rd
session I worked more deeply with her on an emotional level, which created a
breakthrough; she cried a couple of days after our sessions and felt very weird. But after a
week she told me she felt very relieved and like for the first time in her life she could feel
some softness in herself. She was very thankful for this.
From the given answers in her questionnaire the following table can be drawn:
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Esmee

After the third session her response to question 27 was:
"I found the one- to- one sessions as very pleasant, refreshing and helpful. Unfortunately,
due to the transferral to the other prison (completely unexpected), we had to abruptly quit
my healing process which we had just started. I really appreciate your support in taking
the right step for me, although still a baby step, to go into the right direction. This has been
an immensely difficult step for me, believe me…And that is also why it has been really hard
for me that we couldn’t finish this process together. But even so, I will take along all the
insights I have got from you into my future. And I am sure I will go on with this process
again in the future when there is possibility and freedom to do this. Because I really would
like to finish it; because no victory without battle, right? So I really would like to go on with
it. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for all your effort, time and wisdom and I wish
you all the luck with this wonderful yoga therapy project."
Esmee did her practice after the second session and she started to trust me in that way
that she understood that I didn’t wanted her to go back to all the traumas in her life, but
instead make contact with her softness, her hope, and her positivity. And slowly she was
opening up to that. This is also what I heard back from the department manager; she has
never been so open as when working with me in the therapy sessions. I also deeply regret
the fact that she was transferred without any notification and no time to finish our project
together. I have paid her a visit in the new prison and she was still doing well. She told me
herself, she felt a switch was turned on in her system and she continued to let her soft part
grow. Although she was very angry about her unexpected transferral, she stood above it
and could resign herself to it. Very powerful!
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I will come back to the process of Esmee and the fact how Prison Yoga Project has reacted
on her process in my conclusions in the next chapter.

Chapter 1
Introduction

4.Heather
Heather knocked on my door when Esmee was transferred and asked if I would like to
treat her in Esmee’s place. We only had two sessions, which is really too short to see any
big change after one month. Heather is in a lot of pain physically, but also filled with
emotions. She treats herself very badly; she wakes up with a coke and aspirin and eats
almost no vegetables or fruit. Has had four miscarriages, and a violent dad. Also she
doesn’t speak Dutch very well. I was only able to give her a mild, stabilizing practice, which
will take a while to do the work. I do hope she continues with her practice and benefits
from it more and more.
From the given answers in her questionnaire the following table can be drawn:

Heather

Her answer to question 27 after the second session was:
"The sessions were very pleasant for me. I had only 2 sessions, so I noticed little difference
with my complaints. It would be wonderful if the sessions could continue."
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5.Sandrine
Sandrine did all the six sessions with me and when she started she knew already she would
finish her detention 2 weeks after the end of our project. She filled in just one
questionnaire, and this shows how she is in her behaviour; easily forgetting things, scatty
and very unclear. It was clear from the beginning she wasn’t interested in doing asanas.
But she wants to meditate and contemplate. But I also encountered a very strong mind,
which felt very blurry, with unclear assumptions. She spent a lot of time talking about the
behaviour of others and how to deal with it. I worked mainly with her in bringing her back
into herself, not being occupied with others around her and focusing mainly on her own
position. But this was a very hard case for me, for I had a feeling that I couldn’t really
reach her and I had difficulty with inviting her to feeling and breathing and less thinking.
She herself thinks she is very spiritual and above other people in this world. She also
believes it’s her faith to help other people to open their eyes. She wasn’t interested in
working on herself, but was mainly occupied with the behaviour of other people around
her. She didn’t do her practice and she didn’t fill in the questionnaires; mainly she came to
talk. I received a postcard in our last session which stated:
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"Namaste, thank you for your support and your good energy. Only love, S."
From the answers given to the first questionnaire, this table can be drawn:

Sandrine
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6.Sanne
Sanne filled in all 3 questionnaires but also got unexpectedly transferred to another prison
after our fourth session. Sandra struck me as a very well-behaved woman, believing
strongly in God, minding her own business. The first sessions she tells me she has a lot of
pain in her back and mainly wants to improve her sleep. Next to that I notice that
she is a bit down all the time, undergoing her sentence passively without any joy. We
worked a lot on the physical pain and her positivity.

Chapter 1
Introduction

From the answers given on the questionnaires the following table can be drawn:

Sanne

In the second questionnaire her response to question 27 is:
"I get very relaxed from the practice and the sessions; these are really the moments for
myself which I cherish deeply."
And after the third questionnaire her response to this question is:
"Still I am relaxed, but my transferral has been a pity, really. I sleep again very badly and I
don’t have anything for myself here. I miss yoga every day. Thank you for being there for
me. You have been a great help."
Sanne was easily doing her practice every day, because she felt so much benefit from it.
The fact that she felt supported by me also helped her a lot. I could see her open up, we
laughed a lot, she felt happier and her notion of pain diminished drastically after the first 3
sessions. But also for her the transferral to the other prison put her a few steps back. When
I got to visit her in the new prison, she cried a lot and said she felt very lonely.
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I advised her to keep doing her practice, even just in her head, and that if she is in too
much pain she should go to her safe place in her head a much as she can. I do hope this
helps her a bit.

Samenvatting
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7.Silke
Silke, like Heather, asked if she could join the sessions when she found out some people
were transferred to another prison. We did three sessions together, and she filled in the
questionnaire two times. When I first met her, I saw a very open, cheerful girl with strong
opinions. She said she wanted to participate in order to gain more peace in her head. She is
very energetic, talks a lot and has a lot of fire in her body /eyes.
The first session I gave a more calming practice. She was very eager to do the practice
and I noticed already some difference the second time. I noticed she was fighting a lot with
anger in herself and against other people so we worked a lot on that in the second and
third session. Her answer to question 27 in the questionnaire was:

Results

"I am definitely feeling a difference; I can make myself more calm with the exercises which
help me if I feel anger coming up. Thank you for your time in explaining how this works and
also letting me feel how you can guide the anger in the body; very special. You are a cool
woman and I enjoyed working with you, but it was too short!"
Because she did her exercises and also had a good friend, Syara, with whom she could
share her practice and experiences, she was able to experience some differences in her
busy head and anger management. I would have loved to have been able to work with her
longer and deeper.
Her answers to the 2 questionnaires are shown in the following table:

Silke
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8.Stacey
Stacey had voluntarily signed up for this project, but didn’t get the information right. The
fact that she had to practice herself in her cell and that it was one-to-one didn’t respond to
her wishes. After the first session she came back to me stating that her expectations had
been different and that she didn’t want to continue with it. Even after a talk about it, I felt a
lot of resistance and that she had her mind made up not to continue.
There was no use really to take her along in these project results for the above mentioned
reasons and no results of her meetings will be shown here.
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9.Sune
Sune followed the whole project and filled in 3 questionnaires. She was very eager to learn
more about yoga. After our first meeting she struck me as a very well-established woman,
rich, a beautician who cared a lot about physical appearance as well as healthy living. She
is already doing a lot of physical exercises every morning. She is a woman with strong
opinions but also with a soft side; she knits sweaters and socks for other prisoners, but only
for the ones she likes. She is always very positive about her life and circumstances. She
would like to get more power and energy from yoga. I started off by giving her a very
physical, but also grounding practice. We maintained this practice almost for the entire
project, in which we went subtler every time. We spent a lot of time bringing the breath into
her practice, as she was just doing some exercises without breathing with it. And she
improved so much. After the third session she had an emotional breakthrough and cried a
lot. After that she claimed she felt better than ever and felt her mind was even more
content with herself.
From the given answers the following table can be drawn:

Sune
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And her answers to question 27 were;
In the second questionnaire:
"I would like to say that the yoga classes with you have helped me enormously. I feel that I
am more strong mentally and I am also very glad that you are able to give me yoga
adapted just for me. The Ashtanga based yoga is really working for me. I personally think
your project is a big success from which I will benefit for the rest of my life."

Samenvatting
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And in the third questionnaire:
"I understand now what it means if people say; I am content with myself! This form of yoga
is totally for me and I also realise now that yoga is mainly working on your mind-set rather
than just the physical. I did not have any complaints, but I have never felt so good in my
life as I do now. Thank you."

Results

10.Syara
Syara joined also for the whole project and filled in all 3 questionnaires. She was already
joining the yoga group classes and benefited a lot from them. Her main priority for
following these one-to-one classes was to be more at peace with herself. Syara is very
easy to like; a real mother figure with a warm smile and always a good mood. From the
first session on it was clear she was really serious about this form of therapy. And in the
whole project it was clear she was doing her practice for herself in the cell. In the last
sessions it became more and more clear that she was still grieving a lot for the loss of her
mother. And that is also the reason why she came into contact with the ‘wrong people’ who
let her end up in jail in the end. We worked a lot on giving this loss a place.
The table that can be drawn from her answers to all the questionnaires is:

Syara

YOGA THERAPY FOR FEMALE PRISONERS

PAGE 24

And her answers to question 27 were;
In the second questionnaire:
"This has been such a positive experience. I learn a lot about my body and my inner body. I
definitely notice some difference. The complaints are less because I know my body better.
And I am taking more rest, because I need it and feel that I need it."

Samenvatting
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And in the third questionnaire:
"Before these sessions I wasn’t able to sleep properly. That is much better now. I have
found more peace. I know I still have a long way to go, but it is going well. This was such a
wonderful experience; I will never forget it. Thank you so much!"

Results

11.Tara
Tara joined also for the whole project and filled in all 3 questionnaires. She was also
already joining the yoga group classes and benefited a lot from them. She had a clear
goal: she wanted to learn how to meditate. The real reason behind this was that she wants
to feel more at peace with her life. During the first sessions Tara struck me as a very eager
student.... a bit too eager and wanting to be perfect. I also noticed she didn’t have any
friends or people to be close with in prison. Most other women in this project didn’t get
along well with her. We worked a lot on her own strength, on staying close to herself and
on her self-confidence.
The table that can be drawn from her answers to all the questionnaires is:

Tara
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And her answers to question 27 were;
In the second questionnaire:
"I like the sessions very much and find them very informative. It is much
more intense than the group classes and the normal exercises we get there. In
what I find comfortable I find more peace and take more time for myself."
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And in the third questionnaire:
"I experienced these sessions as very intense and special. To be more open
to myself, to give myself what I need has been a real process for me, but it
feels such an enrichment. To live life from the heart without expectations
gives so much peace. And that was my goal; to find inner peace. So Namaste,
dear Noortje, and thank you for this precious gift!"

Results

12.Zaneta
Zaneta also joined the whole project and filled in all 3 questionnaires. She wanted to get
more peaceful, finding relaxation and becoming more flexible. The first session it
immediately became clear to me that she was very frustrated with her situation. She had
just been transferred from a prison where she had a lot of privileges, to this prison where
she didn’t get them anymore. We spent a lot of time, almost every session, with her talking
about this frustration and letting her anger come out. In the beginning she was doing her
practice, but because it didn’t go fast enough for her to feel any change, she dropped her
practice, but kept coming to the sessions. I felt it helped her a lot for me to listen to her
and give a mild practice during our sessions. In the end I felt she started to realise that it
was she who was holding herself back, and not the external factors around her, but there
was still a long way to go by the end of the project.
The table that can be drawn from her answers to all the questionnaires is:

Zaneta
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And her answers to question 27 were;
In the second questionnaire:
"Informative, I came closer to myself (mind and body) and feel more peace."
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And in the third questionnaire:
"During your sessions I came to myself and at peace, also after the sessions. This is mainly
because I could unwind with you, which was very helpful for me. Also my breathing
improved a lot, which make me feel more calm and gives me more peace with the situation
I am in."

Results

End of the project
At the end of the 3 months I decided to do a closing ritual with all the women together,
apart from the women who were transferred in the meantime. The closing ritual consisted
of meeting together in a circle where I started by telling my own experience of this project.
After this everyone was invited to give their own experience of the project. I made sure
everyone could speak freely, nobody would respond, just listen and respect each other’s
opinions. This was a beautiful sharing round, where a lot of the same things were said. All
the women gave thanks for the sessions and expressed the value of someone who takes
time for them, levels with them without judgement of consequences. They also all
expressed that they felt seen and taken seriously, which gave them relaxation and peace.
After this I gave each woman a postcard addressed to another woman in the group with a
personal text from me written on it. I asked them to stand up, walk to the woman the
postcard was addressed to and read the text to her out loud. This ritual ended with some
cake and tea.
The result of this ritual was that there was a warm group feeling. All the women were
sitting together with the tea, nobody was left out and everybody talked to each other. The
department cheff, Mia, who was present at this meeting, spoke with astonishment about
this afterwards. She had never seen the women so warmly together. Also, when she asked
the group if they would rather continue with the individual sessions than the group yoga
classes, they all unanimously responded with a yes. They all expressed more benefits from
the one to one sessions because they are individual, deeper, and confrontational. They
described the group classes as relaxing, but the individual classes as more
transformational, where they really could change patterns and get tools to also work on
themselves outside the sessions.
In the next chapter I will discuss these results and give my own analysis on how this project
has helped female prisoners in dealing with their lives in a positive way and how it can help
to change these women in a constructive way (which was my research question).
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Samenvatting
Chapter 5
Discussion
In this chapter I will give my own analysis of the results presented in chapter 4. This
chapter looks at all the participants in alphabetical order. It’s focus is mainly on their own
given feedback rather than the results from the questionnaires. The reason for this is that
the questionnaires tend to give a distorted picture. They show a snapshot of how the
person is feeling at that moment, but leave out the reasons for the answers; for instance, if
someone had an argument with a staff member just before filling out the questionnaire,
the answer to question 9 is probably more negative than if this had not happened. Just as
yoga therapy works as a holistic practice, I feel just looking at the results from the
questionnaires is too one-dimensional. So I will describe a rough conclusion from the
questionnaire and then go more deeply into the way the yoga therapy worked for that
client, especially by interpreting the feedback from that person, and what I learnt as a
yoga therapist in that specific case.

Anna
Anna struck me as a happy bird whose wings had been clipped. Deep down, the happy
Anna was still there, and by focusing on that part in her practice, this part of her started to
flourish again. As you can see in the questionnaire, after 3 sessions she felt happier and
healthy, but it is also clear that after her transferral to another prison her feeling of wellbeing dropped again drastically. What struck me a lot in this case is that Anna felt so alone
and not seen, and that as soon as she started to feel less alone and more seen, through
our sessions and her practice, she started to grow immensely; she laughed again, was able
to see how her boyfriend was bullying her and keeping her small, and even started to help
other people in the prison. The feeling that somebody was seeing her and taking time for
her, was so healing for her! And for a woman suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) after witnessing a shooting it shocked me that she wasn’t getting more
help in overcoming this trauma. Nobody is / was watching her and I wasn’t surprised she
attempted suicide when she was transferred to another prison and lost the little
acknowledgement she got in Nieuwersluis. To me, her case showed that making a genuine
connection with someone, really seeing them, can help them immensely to start trusting
themselves again and start working on their self.
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Diana
Diana was a very difficult case for me. In the first session she was very tense, trembling a
lot and not open. The second session she wanted to quit, but we talked for an hour. After
that her trust in me started to grow and she became more and more calm. The insecurity
about her trial and future was driving her crazy. I felt strongly she wanted to change her
life, get a job, a house and to stop using drugs. She was working hard for that in the period
when I was seeing her. I felt that her self-confidence started to grow in our sessions and
she began to become more confident and content. But this was all in the hope that she
would be released from prison soon. With hope a person can flourish a lot! She was getting
educated in prison, looking for a house, for a job. She told me she turned down drugs from
her roommate and desperately wanted to begin another life, quiet and normal. But I
always feared what would happen if she wasn’t released. Would her trust in herself be
strong enough then?
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The moment when, after a few sessions, I noticed that her eyes were not trembling any
more, was very significant for me. From always being on the alert, she was more and more
able to relax, to go inward and to feel the stress in her body. I really hope she is still
making contact with that part of herself, as she recently heard she has been convicted
for a sentence of 15 years in prison. Having to read this in the newspaper is hard for me; I
wish I could treat her still with yoga therapy, because I know she can benefit so much from
it in this difficult period for her, and that it would help her accept this conviction.
I still find it sometimes very difficult, as a therapist, to accept that sometimes I can’t help
someone more, or that someone doesn’t want to be helped. Letting go of this and not
getting attached is a difficult practice for me, which shows me my own human flaws and
the need to practice self-compassion.

Esmee
In this case, I want to focus mostly on what happened to after the third session and how
the staff and the Prison Yoga Project reacted.I have learnt a tremendous amount from this
case about who I want to be as a yoga therapist and how to fulfil that. As described in
chapter 4, Esmee and I did a deeper practice in her 3rd session, with a guided tadaka
mudra. She reacted very emotionally to this practice, crying continuously for a couple of
days and was very fragile. The reason why I decided to use this mudra with her was
because I felt she couldn’t make any connection with the soft, healthy part of her that had
been hidden inside her for a very long time, but that she had a very big longing for it. After
seeing her and hearing her life story I decided to see if we could make any connection with
this soft side. I asked her to focus on some happy childhood memories in her practice in the
first 2 sessions; she told me how difficult this was, but that, when it started to happen, how
relieved and happy she felt. So I decided to do the tadaka mudra; not too long, and
thoroughly guided. I also told her it could have a powerful effect, to drink a lot of water
afterwards and just be relaxed with it.
The day after I received a phone call from Carolien of the Prison Yoga Project, in which she
declared that she was very shocked by the fact that one of my clients was crying a lot, for
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a long time, after our session. During the phone call, she accused me of not being
professional and of handling the situation wrongly; because it was not safe and a reaction
like this is not something you want with very traumatized people. I felt very attacked and
not taken seriously as a therapist. I responded that I wanted to hear from Esmee herself
how she felt, and wondered if they had asked her how she experienced it? They had not.
She just went on about how irresponsible I had been and that she didn’t want to support
my research anymore. I responded that I would like to have a meeting first with my
mentor, Sarah, and suggested a meeting with Prison Yoga Project and the prison staff
afterwards. However, Carolien was reluctant and wrote an email that same evening to the
head of the prison, stating Prison Yoga Project was not supporting my research any more.
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I was shocked by this and also quite angry; I felt not taken seriously, but mostly I was
angry that nobody asked Esmee her opinion. That night I felt ill and had to vomit a few
times. I decided to wait, made a phone call to Mia, the department chef to enquire, and she
said Esmee was fine. Yes, she cried a lot in the last two days, but was not in any trouble,
just emotional. The next Wednesday the first thing I did was to pay a visit to Esmee in her
cell and ask her how she experienced the week, the practice and the crying. Firstly, she was
glowing; she looked so clear! She said she felt very bad; so sad, so much sadness had come
out of her. And in those two days, she was a bit afraid, because she couldn’t stop crying
and didn’t know what to expect next. But after that she felt so much lighter, and so
relieved. Like something really fell off her shoulders. She told me no one had ever made
her feel this way before. She also had EMDR-therapy but it made her furious. The practice
we did made her feel soft and open and at ease. She was so grateful to me for it. And she
really wanted to continue her sessions, she stated. Also, Mia told me that day that Esmee
was very open the last days, coming over to talk. A drastic change, for this iron woman…
What have I learned from this whole situation? My own practice on my intuition is
something to trust. Next to that, I feel even more that the healing part in people who are
traumatised is based in that part of them that was not damaged; to focus on the light, the
positive things, to let the light become stronger than the dark. I was shocked by the fear of
the Prison Yoga Project. And how they want to stay away from any reaction in someone’s
practice. The fear of triggering something bad is so strong, that they believe a therapist
has to stay far away from any reaction. But change needs reaction, and we shouldn’t fear
it, but trust it. Trusting the process creates a path for the light to flourish. It was sad for me
to experience the way an institutionalised foundation like the Prison Yoga Project rejects
something so harshly, without even considering a conversation with me or checking in with
the client herself. And it made it clear to me that there is still a long way for Yoga Therapy
in the Viniyoga tradition to find its way to these kinds of institutionalised organisations,
changing the way fear should be addressed. I do believe many people can be helped much
more in this way. To conclude describing this case, I am very grateful to Mia and the head
of the Prison, Mr Versteeg, for trusting me and my work as a yoga therapist and
letting my research continue after this incident.
The email I wrote in response to the withdrawal of the Yoga Prison Project from my
research can be found in the annexes.
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Heather
Because Heather took Esmee’s place, she only had two sessions with me. After the first two
weeks, her energy level had improved slightly and she was in a little less pain. But the
complaints were still there. I think what Heather’s case shows is that Yoga Therapy takes
time; for patterns, whether in breathing, moving, eating or sleeping, do not change
overnight. And Heather has had a very rough life and has not taken care of herself for
many years. There was so much pain in her body and she is so harsh on herself. What is
also important in this case is her difficulty with men; having a violent father and several
violent partners has not developed a sound view of men. I noticed in our conversations
that she finds it difficult to be in prison with so many male staff members around her; she
is afraid of them, but at the same time also angry with them, because she thinks she is
mistreated by them. This is a theme I will come back to later in the conclusion.
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Sandrine
As stated in chapter 4, Sandrine was very elusive for me; although she came to all six of
the sessions and I always felt that she was enjoying the sessions, it was very hard for me to
really reach her. In the first two sessions we did a lot of breath work with simple movement
and guided meditation. She loved it; but she didn’t do the practice in her cell the other
days. When I asked her why, she started to talk for hours about other people and not
herself. Every time when I asked her something about herself, she was always very brief,
as though it was not important. Confronting her didn’t help either. She stayed scattered,
and vague.
The only change I noticed was that she started not to interfere anymore with her fellow
prisoners, she started to mind her own business and stopped fighting. And this stayed the
whole period when working with her.
The case made me a little insecure as a therapist because I couldn’t reach her and
convince her to do the practice daily in any way. I felt more like someone to talk to for an
hour; which is of course also fine. Sometimes I also got slightly scared by her, because she
was so unreachable and vague. I think if she had been one of my ‘normal’ clients, I would
have stopped the project, as I had the feeling that I couldn’t give her the care she was
seeking. In a way this case made it clear for me that not all clients fit, and that that is okay
as well. I guess, I made her a little more self-aware, and this helped her a lot in minding her
own business and not fighting so much any more with her fellows.

Sanne
Sanne was benefitting a lot from Yoga Therapy. As I have described in the previous
chapter, Sanne was not sleeping well, had a lot of pain and was a bit indifferent about her
feelings. When we started our work together, I gave her a very mild, langhana* practice to
help her fall asleep more easily and sleep through the night.
*In yoga asana practice, langhana postures are those that are more relaxing, slowing the heart rate,
breathing and metabolism, relaxing the nervous system, and calming the mind.
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During the second session I gave her a practice to help her back pain and she responded
very well to it. Also, the chanting gave her great peace. Her pain became less, she slept
better and a beautiful smile started to appear. She told me that the sessions and the
practice in her cell had become special moments for her to really connect to herself and
feel at ease with herself. When she was transferred to another prison after our third
session, this struck me a lot. The base we had started to build was so fragile…
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I couldn’t possibly understand why the prison had decided to transfer her. When I asked
Mia about it, she explained that there was no personal reason whatsoever. There was not
enough space for her in the building for long-term prisoners, so they decided to put her in
another prison. Maybe she would be brought back, maybe not. It was all decided by people
who are not working in the prison itself, but at the main Office of Justice. A person who has
no idea who Sanne is, has decided this just from running some numbers and a name that
came out. Mia told me Sanne heard the evening before her transferral that this was
happening. They brought her 9 boxes for her stuff and the next day she went to a place
she has never seen before.

Results

As you can see in her questionnaire and her own written response, her whole wellbeing
dropped again after this transferral; the pain came back, she slept very badly again and
she felt very lost and lonely. When I paid her a visit in this new prison she cried when she
saw me. To me this case shows that yoga therapy only works when it is supported by at
least one of two aspects in the person’s life. The little bit of trust, that little feeling of being
happy with herself, that had come after a few weeks, was erased when the yoga therapy
stopped. And she felt she had no space to do her practice anymore (she had to share a cell
in the new prison). The work you do as a yoga therapist with a client is very subtle, and
needs a safe space. When that safety falls away, or something as disturbing as a
transferral takes place, it is very easy for the old patterns and complaints to come back. A
prisoner’s emotional process should be taken into consideration, before making decisions
which could easily affect that process. To me the serious effect of a transferral is
something I never realised when I started this research, but it is very significant for the
wellbeing of an incarcerated woman.

Silke
With Silke, the case was very much a lot of anger and fire within her. When we started to
work on pacifying that anger and fire, she began to calm down a lot. She had a very nice
friend, Syara, who was also doing Yoga Therapy with me, and that connection was very
good for her. As with some other cases, the anger in Silke was caused mainly by very
destructive relationships with men - her brother, her boyfriend and her dad. They gave her
very little love, made her an accessory to criminal practices and used a lot of
anger and violence towards her.
Several times, I felt the need to explain to these women the basics of a healthy relationship
between a man and a woman, and to show them how to react when people are
manipulating or threatening them. With Silke I even did a little role-play. She was very
unhappy about how her ex-boyfriend came to see her in prison. He was always angry and
yelling and just awful. But he brought her little son, so she could see him.
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She felt, therefore, that she had to undergo his bullying, because otherwise he might not
continue to come with her son. I told her to do the (langhana) practice and focus on the
mountain, with parvataya as mantra, before the visiting hour, and we practiced how she
could make sure he had nothing to cling to; not reacting, not responding, just asking him if
he would like to leave the room for 10 minutes, so she could have some time alone with her
son. The next week she was so happy, because it worked!!
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This case shows that there is still a lot to be taught to women about how to react to men
who are dominant. And this same education should also be given to the male staff in
prison, so they understand the anger and fear in female prisoners towards them.

Results

Sune
Sune’s case was different again. It was important to her to live in a healthy way and treat
herself well. She was very eager to learn more about yoga. The physical asanas were no
problem for her, but the breath and the focus were things for her to work on. Because she
still didn’t know if she was going to be convicted for her crime, it was hard for her to focus,
and to stay with her breath. But with her hard work and discipline, she started to get there.
After the third session she felt ill for a whole week, had to cry a lot and felt like shit. But
afterwards she told me she felt it was stuff that had to come out; she felt cleaner and
mentally stronger. In Sune’s case I felt the yoga therapy was exactly what she had been
longing for. She was already doing some practice every morning, but did not really know
what to do. By fine-tuning her morning practice and making it very grounding, she
benefited a lot from it. I also felt she became softer, more in touch with her caring side. In
the first sessions she was complaining a lot about her children, but then she started to talk
more compassionately about them. Yoga Therapy is really helpful in that it is holistic and
looks to imbalances. I could see that the practice she was doing was increasing her vata
dominance, which made it difficult for her to focus and go inside. After some grounding it
started to improve. This case showed me that is really important that you know what you
are doing. Just doing some random exercises can actually make things
worse.
I recently received an email from Sune; she is released from prison, found not guilty, and
wants to continue working with me in yoga therapy. We have scheduled a meeting soon.

Syara
Syara was the mum of the department; a very warm-hearted woman who strikes you as
smart and sociable. The first sessions I couldn’t understand why she was in prison. Or
rather, how she got onto the wrong path. When we started the yoga therapy she stated
she wanted to be more at peace with herself, to sleep better and to feel more relaxed.
During the sessions we worked a lot on experiencing how the body works together with the
mind, and how a relaxing practice can give a better sleep condition, but also a calmer
mind. As you can see from the results in her questionnaire answers, her whole wellbeing
increased; she has more energy, sleeps better, has less pain.
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It was beautiful to see how Syara herself discovered, during our sessions, that she had
never grieved over the death of her mother, and how this had affected not only her
behaviour (becoming a criminal), but also her sleep and her state of mind. The last
sessions we worked slowly a bit on this grief and letting her experience how she won’t
collapse, when she really feels the loss. This was very special for her. Syara’s case shows
clearly that when a sense of self-connection is restored, the whole system becomes more
relaxed, healthier and peaceful. The connection with Silke, and the feeling that they could
share their emotional experiences, helped both of them to continue with their practices and
feel a sense of connection / togetherness in this process.
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Tara
Tara was a difficult case for me in the beginning. This woman is so faithful, only serving
people and doing everything more than perfect. Her whole being just screamed to me:
Please, see me! But her very desperation makes her also very annoying. And this you could
tell by how she interacted with the other women in prison; nobody seemed to like her very
much and she didn’t have a lot of friends. After the second session, I decided to confront
her with the fact that she was doing her practice for me instead of herself. I asked her
what she feels during her practice and she asked me what she should feel. I answered that
I cannot know; she is the one doing the practice. This was very difficult for her, but exactly
what she needed.
In the next sessions we worked a lot on going into her own (gut) feeling, and also that in
her daily life she should start doing things because she wanted to do them, not because
she thought other people wanted it. This was a very difficult practice for her and she even
told me that was the reason she got into prison; her ex-boyfriend committed a murder and
made her responsible for getting rid of the body. Instead of saying no, she
did what he asked, even though she knew it was wrong; she just couldn’t stay with herself.
During our practice of self-connection, working on the muladhara and the svadhisthana
cakra, she discovered that she falls for women instead of men, and she slowly started to
fall in love with another woman in prison. This was the first time in her life that she had
dared to give into that feeling, without guilt about what anyone else would think.
What this case of Tara has taught me as a yoga therapist is the importance of
confrontation in yoga therapy: change cannot take place if we only stimulate what is
already close-up. Confronting a care seeker with the samskara-s that are holding the
person back from their potential is a vital part of the therapy. I have learned though, that it
is very important to feel when someone is ready to receive this confrontation or not. In this
case it was, luckily, bull’s eye. But sometimes the confrontation can be too painful, or
cannot be picked up yet. I feel this, again, is only measurable by being in touch with your
own heart and gut. If you are able to create a heart-to-heart connection, then this
confrontation can take place. For me this is something that cannot be learned, but has to
be felt. And this feeling is something that needs (yoga)practice, too. So that is mainly the
reason why I do my own practice every day.
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Zaneta
I felt Zaneta’s mind was very strong; she felt very frustrated and angry with her
transferral to Nieuwersluis and she just couldn’t cope with the fact that this transferral had
happened to her. In the first two sessions, I felt doing some breathwork and langhana
practice with her made her more calm and peaceful, but she could not bring herself to
doing the practice herself in her cell. Her mind was so strong…
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The next sessions were just mainly for her to unwind and for me to listen to her
frustrations. I told her in the fifth session that I felt she was still in a mourning period and
not ready yet to change her situation for the better. I explained that yoga therapy only
works if the care seeker actively wants to do some work herself, and that I could not do
the job for her.... but also that it was okay that she was still in this phase, that there was no
rush and that her system probably needed this period to work through this transferral by
being angry and frustrated about it. And that was okay.
This seemed to calm her down a lot; the last session she was much calmer and it seemed
that she was accepting this transferral. She told me she did also her practice a few times in
her cell, and practiced the breathwork a lot. This made her calmer and more at ease with
the situation she was in. I learned again that each case has its own pace; we can’t rush it.
The yoga therapy too is so individual, it works at a different tempo with each one. I felt I
couldn’t do so much for Zaneta, just hold her space and give her space to be angry. And
sometimes that is all you can offer. I feel it is a great shame that I couldn’t work more with
her, for I feel that there was a lot of potential in her healing process and that yoga therapy
was a good therapy for her, to feel and get more control of her (strong) mind.

Results

As described in this chapter, I have learned so much from all the different cases in
Nieuwersluis. It was a big surprise that I could learn so many different things from this
research. Yoga Therapy is a very layered form of therapy where so many different things
can be addressed. I hope this chapter gives a good overview of each case separately and
what I have learned from it as a therapist, but also how each person needed a different
approach. Over all, I am glad to read that every woman appreciated the therapy a lot and
felt that it really helped and established something they could work further on in their daily
life. I will conclude with the conclusion of this research project, where I will refer back to the
themes from my literature review: transferral in prison, men-designed prisons, flourishing
in prison and the sense of the self.
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Conclusion
After presenting the results and discussing them, I think I can state that this research
project was very worthwhile for the women involved in this project, as well as for myself in
learning and growing as a yoga therapist. But of course there are some statements I wish
to make. Firstly, I want to make some proposals as to how this kind of study can be
improved in the future. Secondly, I want to dwell upon the necessity of yoga therapy in
prisons.
Further research studies on yoga therapy for women in prisons
Whenever, in the future, other prison yoga therapy research studies are done, it is very
important to make clear rules about the necessity of following the project for the whole
time period. By this I mean that there should be clear agreements, that even when
participants of the project are being transferred to another prison, the therapy will
continue in that prison.... or, at the very least, that the therapist will be informed
beforehand that the client will be transferred, so that there is time to end the therapy in a
constructive way. As stated before, yoga therapy is a very powerful but subtle form of
therapy, where safety and trust are paramount. All the factors that can disturb this safety
or trust should be thoroughly talked through with the prison staff beforehand. For
instance, I was very happy that there was no surveillance during my sessions; this
enhanced the trust factor.
Secondly, I feel that the fact that prisons have been designed primarily with men in mind is
is something that should be taken into the research as well. And, related to this, the oftendistorted relationships with men that many women prisoners have had, should be
acknowledged. I have no idea how, but there should be some emphasis in the yoga therapy
sessions, on the fear and disgust for men that I encountered so often in these cases. With
several cases in my project it became clear that these women had a distorted view of
relationships with men, and were not able to cope with the orders of the male staff in the
prison. I think any yoga therapist should be aware of this distorted view and put some
methodology in the sessions to work with this. For me it worked very well that Mia, the
department chief, was a woman, but there were also women who had a male mentor and
couldn’t share their stuff with him.
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Lastly, I would recommend that a better research methodology would be to drop the
questionnaire and replace it with a qualitative interview, so that a more in-depth statement
can be gathered from the participants, than the written remarks in my own research. And
this would show in more detail how the sessions for each participant worked specifically. As
stated before, I felt the questionnaire was just showing a fragment instead of the actual
work done during the sessions and in their own practice. But doing interviews is quite timeconsuming, next to the general execution of the research, so it is something to consider
wisely.
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The importance of Yoga Therapy in prison
In this conclusion I want to dwell upon the necessity for yoga therapy in prisons that
became clear to me during this project. Especially when we look at prisons as a place for
prisoners to contemplate their actions and prepare themselves to become a better version
of themselves on their release, yoga therapy seems a perfect form of therapy for this.
Yoga Therapy is namely very direct; addressing that which needs to be healed, fixed or
reinstalled. Because it is a form of therapy that doesn’t only approach the mind, but also
the feelings, the only way to go around it is by not participating. And it is very individual,
which makes it much more transformational than a yoga group class, for instance, where
only general things like more relaxation can be accomplished.
The best proof of the direct effect of this therapy is the fact that each participant started
some kind of education in prison after the project was done. Each participant was able to
flourish during this project, because of the feeling of safety, trust and being seen, that was
given to them in the sessions. This is a very underestimated concept in prison. Allowing
incarcerated women to connect again with their inner world, their feelings, their dreams
and the healthy part of them, can result in an enormous amount of joy for life; people
want to take action again, want to change, go forward, become a better person, not
because they know that is something that is expected of them, but because they actually
feel it themselves. And they know it is real. It is not coming from drugs, from medicine,
from a violent love affair, or something external. It is coming from within themselves. That
is something so precious; nobody can take that away anymore. And that is exactly how I
think Yoga Therapy helps female prisoners in dealing with their lives in a positive way.
So I want to call upon other Yoga Therapists to give more yoga therapy in prisons, and I
want to ask principals of prisons to seriously consider yoga therapy as an official form of
therapy within their institution, because it can change people’s lives for the better.

Thank you for reading.
28-08-2020
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Appendices
In this part I will present the material that supports my thesis and it's analysis, such as the some
sample data and, the intake questionnaire, etc.
It will appear in the following order:
- Intake form as handed out to the participants prior to the first session (p.38).
- The email correspondence between the Yoga Prison Project in the case of Esmee (p.39).
- Some practice examples given to the participants by me (p.40).
- Some example reports which I filled in for myself as a track record for each participant (p.43).

Intake form prior to each first session:
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The email correspondence between the Yoga Prison Project in the case of Esmee:
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Some practice examples given to the participants by me:
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Some example reports which I filled in for myself as a track record for each participant:
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