
a more positive relationship with my 
body and mind, and has made me fit-
ter, stronger and more flexible, which 
has vastly improved my self-esteem. 
You can’t avoid life traumas, but I have 
found my daily practice buffers me 
against events that previously would 
have had me hiding under the duvet,” 
she shares.

I’m interested why exactly yoga 
has this effect. “Through the focus 
on the breath and moving the body, 
we become more aware of being in 
our bodies, something queer and 
particularly trans people can be 
dissociated from,” Josetta explains. 
“When we consciously breathe more 
deeply, we create a positive feedback 
loop to the brain, saying that we are 
safe and relaxed. Yoga can also release 
and bring up a lot of emotion, and I try 
to hold a space for that in my classes. 
One of my students calls my yoga class 
his ‘therapy’. I teach lots of people who 
are new to yoga, so I get to see many 
wonderful recovery journeys.”

Alex Johnson first attended 
Josetta’s classes last year. “I was some-
body who felt yoga would do nothing 
for me, but I was going through a very 
rough patch in my transition. I went 

through what I consider a mental 
breakdown. I questioned everything I 
had done up to that point. Physically, I 
was developing horrible side effects to 
my medication, as well as stress. I had 
no way of coping,” they remember.

“Yoga helped me reconnect with 
a very troubled body. It went beyond 
physically challenging myself, but 
mentally retuning my body. Yoga really 
is for anybody and everybody. I would 
recommend it to anyone who has ever 
thought to themselves: ‘No I can’t 
do this, I’m too fat, I’m too shy to be 
around people doing all sorts of silly 
poses’. Yoga has taught me to love my 
body, and to challenge my body; to 
challenge my own mental thoughts. To 
block out negativity and focus only on 
what is important in that room for that 
one hour – yourself!”

But classes like this might not suit 
everybody. Jess Geddis tried yoga four 
years ago after a knee injury. “Initially 
the physical elements of yoga really 
appealed to me, it was a way I could 
gain strength and get fitter,” she says. 
“As I learned more, I became aware 
of the mind-body connection. Having 
struggled with depression and anxiety, 
I was desperate to find a way to help 

me manage and live my life. Yoga gives 
me distance between my thoughts – 
for me, it’s a natural anti-depressant. 
Being on the mat gives me clarity 
and helps me regain control of my 
thoughts. Through yoga, I learned 
to be kinder, softer and more loving 
and accepting of myself – yoga allows 
me to create the headspace I need to 
do this.

“I practise yoga at home in a tiny 
space with my mat. YouTuber ‘Yoga 
with Adriene’ is my teacher and is so 
inspirational. There’s lots of great, 
free material on YouTube so you don’t 
need to go to costly yoga studios with 
crowds of people – especially if, like 
me, the social aspect is something that 
heightens anxiety. Although we can’t 
control the complications of life, we 
can control how we react to situa-
tions and yoga has really helped me 
with this.”

At 19 years old, Robin Watkins is the 
youngest qualified yoga instructor in 
the UK and is also a youth ambassador 
campaigning for yoga to feature on 
the national curriculum. Robin first 
tried yoga and meditation aged 12 after 
being bullied at school. “I had little 
belief in my ability academically, as 

Three years ago, my long-term 
relationship ended; I felt lost 
and didn’t know where to turn 
or how to cope. In the pub after 
work, my manager mentioned 
that she practised yoga and 
joked that the stress of the office 
would have turned her into an 
alcoholic if she hadn’t found 
yoga. Desperate to try some-
thing, I timidly ordered a DVD 

online, and a few days later tried yoga 
for the first time.

Lying on my mat, following the 
breathing patterns and tuning into 
things I didn’t realise my body could 
do, I felt normal for the first time in 
weeks. Since then, yoga has been a 
constant in my life – it’s helped me to 
manage stress, boost my self-esteem, 
find a supportive community and 
understand how strong my body, and 
mind, really are.

I’ve experienced first-hand how 
powerful yoga can be, and studies 
also show this. Boston University 
found that practising yoga twice 
a week can reduce symptoms of 
depression. A study by the University 
of Utah supports this, explaining that 
yoga’s combination of breathwork 

and movement helps ease stress, 
anxiety and depression by “reducing 
the impact of our stress response”. 
And the University of Waterloo also 
found that just 25 minutes of yoga a 
day can significantly improve our brain 
function and energy levels, helping 
us to control stress and knee-jerk 
emotional responses.

Although yoga is now quite 
mainstream, it originated in ancient 
India based upon an in-depth 
understanding of the body and mind, 
with practitioners learning about the 
“eight limbs of yoga”. But only one of 
those focusses on bending yourself 
into the downward dog, headstands 
and postures we typically associate 
with yoga – the other seven “limbs” are 
tailored around helping the mind and 
achieving self-acceptance, balance and 
control in your life.

Josetta Malcolm first tried yoga 17 
years ago and for the last decade has 
taught queer and trans yoga classes, 
as well as sessions on NHS wards. “I 
came to yoga suffering from anxiety 
and depression, having experienced 
various forms of trauma. I found being 
queer and of colour in a heteronorma-
tive, white supremacist society to be 

very damaging. Talking therapy is 
useful and the support of good friends 
is crucial, but yoga has been central 
to my continuing recovery,” she tells 
me. “On tough days, just getting on 
my mat for my yoga practice and 
sitting meditating for half an hour will 
see me through. I know how much 
it helps, and am pretty evangelical 
about its powerful ability to improve 
mental health.”

When Josetta studied yoga, she 
decided to teach her friends and within 
the queer community. “My friends en-
couraged me to set up my first LGBTQ 
class – I think they just wanted a queer 
class to attend!” She tailors her groups 
to be inclusive and empowering, taking 
into consideration people’s individual 
circumstances. “Many of my students 
don’t have anywhere else like it to go 
and be themselves, and be at ease with 
their bodies and sexual and gender 
identities. Queer yoga is a great way 
for us to find a supportive queer and 
trans community, which is crucial to 
wellbeing,” she says.

Like me, she’s felt a change since 
practising. “I do believe it is the most 
fun and powerful antidote to life’s 
traumas and stress. It has given me 

“Yoga 
helped me 
reconnect 
with a very 
troubled 
body. It 
really is for 
anybody 
and every-
body”

Inhale. Exhale. Repeat

ELLEN TOUT 
DISCOVERS 
WHY YOGA 
IS REALLY A 
PRACTICE OF 
QUIETENING 
THE MIND, 
AND HOW 
THIS CAN HELP 
US OVERCOME 
TRAUMA AND 
OBSTACLES 
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Clockwise (from top): Josetta 
teaching at L Fest, Robin on 

retreat in Scotland, Robin teaching 
and Josetta in the studio

“Yoga 
provides 
a natural 
high to 
shift my 
mood”

well as finding relationships with fam-
ily frustrating and difficult as I went 
through puberty,” she remembers. “In 
school we are expected to mentally 
perform but we are not being taught 
how to care for and train our minds for 
optimum health and function.”

Yoga helped Robin overcome 
challenges, and she now teaches in 
Gloucestershire, with classes and 
retreats specifically designed with 
young people in mind. “Yoga brought 
my awareness to the impact thoughts 
have on our emotions and behaviour. I 
noticed that all of my angry thoughts 
ended up only hurting me. The more 
I held onto anger, the more I was 
dragged back down into a depressive 
state,” she says. “With that awareness, 
I decided that life was too short to 
hold onto hurt. I chose to focus on 
creating peace. If I forgave and let go 
of the bullying, I could feel happy and 
take back what had got hidden away.”

Robin says the first time she tried 
yoga she “felt like a child again”. “Being 
able to just focus on the breath and 

move my body took away many of my 
worries. It felt refreshing to be able to 
play again and be in my body, which 
in my early teens I felt very separated 
from.” She says “yoga provides a 
natural high – the movement and 
relaxation shifted my mood and 
got me out of my head and into the 
present, focusing on gratitude. As you 
become aware of your body, you feel 
strong and healthy. It makes you feel 
empowered and amazed by the mag-
nificence of the body’s mechanics. You 
also start to focus on developing the 
person inside; you learn how to take 
care and be compassionate and loving 
to yourself and how to do the same to 
others, which builds your relationships 
and improves self-esteem.”

Based on her training, she describes 
why yoga is so powerful: “The hips are 
where we often store emotional stress 
and trauma to do with safety, sexual-
ity, creativity and our basic needs. 
And when people get stressed, they 
often hunch up, resulting in tension in 
the shoulders and back. We can focus 

on these areas in yoga and gently 
stretch out and breathe into areas of 
tightness to shift tension, which often 
has emotion and trauma at the root of 
its cause. Sometimes when practising 
yoga, past events and emotions can 
surface. This presents an opportunity 
to release it and create some space 
in the body and mind – to find a new 
healing perspective.

“My hope for the future is that we 
see a more diverse range of people 
promoting yoga so that people from 
different backgrounds, sexes, 
minorities and faiths all feel welcome,” 
Robin concludes. And Josetta agrees: 
“You can’t easily put into words what 
yoga is about and how or why it makes 
you feel so good. It is very much a 
practice you need to experience and 
learn about.”

To find out about Josetta Malcolm see 
yogaeastlondon.com. Robin Watkins is 
running a youth yoga retreat in Scotland 
6 to 10 August. Find out about her at 
blissbyrobin.com and @blissbyrobin. 
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