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Kleśas and pretas: 

Therapy and Liberation in Buddhist Recovery from Addiction 

Wendy Dossett 

University of Chester 

This article offers an analysis of Buddhist approaches to addiction recovery in the terms of some 
of the key debates in addiction/recovery studies.  Buddhist recovery teachings are analysed for 
the extent to which they embody models of addiction which construe the problem as a disease, 
as a moral problem, as a problem of powerlessness, as a problem of control, as a choice, as a 
social or a personal problem, and as continuous (or not) with putative saṃsāric experience. They 
are also analysed for the extent to which recovery is modelled as a change of identity or of 
practices, and how far ‘recovery ideals’ align with Buddhist soteriology. The article exposes 
philosophical and epistemological diversity across Buddhist recovery pathways, and argues that 
the therapeutization of Buddhism (Metcalf 2002) is inadequate as a categorical frame.  

Modern anglophone and European expressions of Buddhism1 are frequently cast in language at once 
existential and therapeutic; compatible with a secular, rationalist, positive psychology which assumes 
people both aspire to lead meaningful lives and seek effective strategies to overcome the barriers to 
this goal.   This overarching existential-therapeutic aspiration governs the values expressed in the 
appropriation and deployment in this context of certain Buddhist ideas and practices over others. The 
upsurge of interest in Mindfulness offers the classic example of this phenomenon; a phenomenon 
which introduces a tension within the teleology of Buddhist ideas and practices. On the one hand, the 
path of Buddhism is the path of Awakening; it has a distinctive epistemology and liberative soteriology, 
for which ethics (Skt. śīla) and wisdom (Skt. prajñā) are required. On the other, the path of Buddhism 
is a set of moods and practices, directed at being happy, aware, finding meaning and peace in daily 
life. Against this backdrop of tension has emerged a set of distinctive Buddhist engagements with the 
problem of addiction. The use of Buddhist teachings to successfully arrest otherwise hopeless 
substance use or behavioural disorders offers a significant counterpoint to the decadent 
‘McMindfulness’ discourse identified by Ron Purser (2019), in which Buddhist-derived practices and 
aesthetics are drafted and subsumed into the neoliberal ‘lifestyle’ project.  There is substantial 
difference between the type of engagement described by Thomas Tweed as ‘nightstand Buddhism’ 
(1999) which minimally impacts the lives of ‘sympathizers’, or what William Edelglass (2017) calls the 
‘Happiness Turn’ in Buddhism, and the profound existential change, or even metanoia which occurs 
when a person struggling with compulsive substance use becomes able to abstain long-term.  This 
being so, Buddhist addiction recovery offers an important case-study in the effort to lay bare the 
complex and contradictory elements of ‘Buddhist Modernism’ (McMahan 2008, 2012). Buddhist 
addiction recovery is, however, not a unitary phenomenon. This article2 contributes both to an under-
researched area of addiction recovery studies, and to the study of contemporary anglophone 
Buddhism, by illuminating the philosophical and epistemological diversity across Buddhist addiction 
recovery pathways, and by exposing the contextual inadequacy of the modernist  therapeutic turn as 
a categorical framework.    

‘Addiction’ is understood for the purposes of this article in general (rather than clinical) terms as 
compulsive and harmful uses of substances and behaviours.  Attention to ordinary language use 
uncovers two quite different configurations of the term. Addiction can be regarded as a stark deviation 
from ‘normal’ mental health or pro-social, moral behaviour, or it can also be, as it often is by Buddhists, 

 
1 This article focusses specifically on anglophone Buddhist engagements with addiction and recovery. This is 
not to imply that there are no Asian Buddhist engagements in Asian contexts.  See Vorng 2017. 
2 I am grateful for discussions of an early draft with Dr Dhivan Jones, Dr Paulina Kolata, Jack Graham and 
Richard Ollier.  
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considered as merely a placeholder for the human condition3. The human condition is, according to 
most Buddhist thought, marked by the kleśas (Skt.); defilements or afflictive mental states of greed or 
attachment, aversion and ignorance. Buddhists might concede that the kleśas manifest especially 
acutely for those society names as ‘addicts’, yet at the same time they are fundamentally the 
experience of all but the ‘awakened.’  The idea of the kleśas, and the associated notion of taṇhā (P.) 
tṛṣṇā (Skt.)  literally ‘thirst’, often translated as ‘craving’ or ‘attachment’ as the fundamental source of 
dukkha (P.)/duḥkha (Skt.) (unsatisfactoriness, suffering, dis-ease) and saṃsāric existence itself, 
positions Buddhism as a rich source for accounts of the modern experience of addiction.   

Thanks to celebrity psychologist Gabor Maté’s best-selling volume on addiction, In the Realm of 
Hungry Ghosts (2008), another Buddhist notion, that of the preta (Skt. ‘hungry ghost’) has gained wide 
currency in secular addiction treatment circles. Interestingly, Maté’s volume mentions Buddhism 
hardly at all, but the aura of the book’s intriguing title has contributed to Maté’s guru status in 
recovery circles. A preta is a being depicted in Buddhist cosmologies as tortured with insatiable desire, 
vainly attempting to slake unbearable thirst from flaming streams. The image powerfully conveys the 
lived experience of the misery of active addiction, while also, liberatively, setting it in the context of 
impermanence and flux. While this Buddhist notion has functioned as a metaphor in a great deal of 
secular addiction therapy discourse, practicing Buddhists have also mined their traditions and brought 
their practices to bear on their own, and others’ addiction problems.    

The numerous organisations, groups or traditions of Buddhist or Buddhist-influenced addiction 
recovery, which, for ease, I call ‘pathways’, are often associated with a key figure (or more than one); 
usually a published author and recognised Buddhist teacher and/or psychotherapist.  Some are closely 
linked to their originating founders, and sometimes their books; others have an institutional and 
organisational life of their own.   Some are related to traditional or modern lineages; some have 
initiated their own. Some pathways comprise tools and techniques deeply embedded in mainstream 
secular healthcare; others are distinctively Buddhist or Buddhist-influenced4 traditions of identity, 
commitment and practice, or mediate Buddhism through punk or Straight Edge subcultures.5 Some 
offer regular retreats and courses; others operate through local or global networks of regularly 
meeting/sitting affiliated or independent groups.   Much of their style depends on the personal 
experiences of the key figures and originators, as regards their engagement with addiction (as 
personal experience or as therapists, or both), their exposure to non-Buddhist recovery pathways 
(such as Twelve Step, Motivational Interviewing, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, and Family Therapy), 
and their engagement with Buddhism; specifically, their experience within different Buddhist 
traditions. Traditional Buddhist teachings6 show up to different extents and in different ways in the 
various pathways. 

This article draws on fieldwork interviews7 with six well-known Buddhist Recovery leaders and 
teachers;8 Kevin Griffin, Jean Tuller, Vince Cullen, Paramabandhu Groves, Vimalasara Mason-John, and 

 
3 See for example Brazier (2017, 260).  
4 This article takes ‘Buddhist’ as a discursive and unstable category. The implication here that some traditions 
of identity, commitment and practice are ‘more Buddhist’ than others is descriptive shorthand to indicate a 
spectrum of engagement with traditional lineages and dharma-transmission, canonical texts, ritual and ethical 
precepts.  
5 See Stewart (2017, 53-57) for an account of the interface of Straight Edge with Buddhism 
6 for example about dukkha, vedanā, causality, karma, four noble truths, realms of rebirth, impermanence and 
insubstantiality, going for refuge, bodhicitta, mettā, five hindrances, eightfold path, bodhisattva path, 
precepts, vows and brahmavihārās, 
7 Ethical Approval was given by the University of Chester Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee in 
February 2018. Gratitude for transcription is due to Laura Williams and Jack Graham.  
8 I would prefer to call them teachers, but it should be noted that Jean Tuller made it explicit that, as former 
Executive Director of Refuge Recovery she was not a ‘teacher’ (see ‘Note on Noah Levine’ for my rationale for 
including her).  
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Mary Stancavage, and on the published work of other significant authors and teachers. The interviews 
undertaken via Skype/Zoom during 2018 set out firstly to establish what these teachers and leaders 
perceive to be distinctive about their contribution to the field, and secondly to map their approaches 
against significant debates in addiction treatment literature, which expose fundamental philosophical 
disagreements about whether to construe addiction as a disease, a moral problem, a problem of 
powerlessness, a problem of control/will-power, or as a choice; and where and how the balance 
between personal and social responsibility should be fixed. There is also considerable debate about 
what recovery is, to what extent does harm-reduction or abstinence involve small lifestyle 
adjustments or a significant existential or identity shift, and to what extent (if at all) substance misuse 
is merely a ‘symptom’ of deeper issues which must be addressed. Thirdly I sought their views on the 
relationship between ‘therapy’ and ‘liberation’, and the relationship between the goals of recovery 
and the goals of Buddhism.  

 

Buddhist Recovery Pathways – The Field 

I begin by outlining the field of Buddhist addiction recovery represented by these leaders, and the 
wider literature and movement.  I propose to categorise the field into a loose typology and to 
introduce the leaders as they relate to these types. It is important to note that the boundaries 
between these types are frequently porous, with features of more than one type appearing in a single 
approach.  

1) Twelve Step and/or Mutual Aid-based  
2) Vow and precept-based  
3) Mindfulness-based  
4) Tradition-specific (e.g. Shambhala and Pure Land).  

Given the profile of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and Narcotics Anonymous (NA) and their influence in 
the clinical treatment field, especially in the US, it is unsurprising that some Buddhist approaches draw 
heavily on these recovery modalities. AA and NA are known for the two elements of their method; i) 
the Twelve Step programme and ii) the meetings in which members share their ‘experience strength 
and hope’ and inspire and support each other to get and stay ‘well.’ The work of vipassanā-influenced 
teacher Kevin Griffin, one-time professional rock musician, now the best-selling Buddhist Recovery 
author and teacher, based in California, relates most closely to the Twelve Step programme9 of 
Alcoholics and Narcotics Anonymous, and offers a Buddhist interpretation of the Twelve Steps. Griffin 
has authored several books, amongst which are: One Breath at a Time: Buddhism and the Twelve Steps 
(2004), A Burning Desire: Dharma, God and the Path of Recovery (2010), and Recovering Joy: A Mindful 
Life After Addiction (2015). He is a regular teacher at Spirit Rock and other centres in California, and 
has led retreats for people in recovery in the English-speaking world. Griffin’s popularity is due in part 
to his alignment with the Twelve Step programme, offering a Buddhist interpretation of the Steps, 
rather than an alternative to them.  Recovery Dharma, on the other hand, is a network of peer-support 
meetings found in the US, the UK and elsewhere, based on the meeting-with-a format model known 
in the clinical literature as Mutual Aid.  Recovery Dharma is a successor organisation to Refuge 
Recovery, co-founded by Dharma Punx (2003) author and originator, Noah Levine, whose hardcore 
punk and straight edge style has infused the resources and organisations with which he has been 
associated10. For Recovery Dharma representation, I interviewed Jean Tuller (see ‘Note on Noah 
Levine,’ below).  In June 2017 Refuge Recovery had 220 meetings, and in November 2018 it had 64011, 

 
9 The Twelve Step programme is not followed by all members of Alcoholics and Narcotics Anonymous, but it is 
a rigorous programme of personal examination, honesty, amend-making and service to others. See 
https://www.alcoholics-anonymous.org.uk/About-AA/The-12-Steps-of-AA  
10 For a history see Rogers, 2017. 
11 Interview with Jean Tuller  

https://www.alcoholics-anonymous.org.uk/About-AA/The-12-Steps-of-AA
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so it was growing exponentially. Now many of the meetings have become Recovery Dharma meetings 
and it is by far the most significant organisation in the sector.  

Irish teacher Vince Cullen is founder of the ‘Fifth Precept Sangha’, which falls into type number two.   
His work strongly contrasts with the ‘day-at-a-time’ approach of Griffin and Recovery Dharma. He 
argues for a classic Buddhist sajja(Thai)/sacca (P.) vow, which for many is a ‘once and for all’ vow 
combined with the assiduous observance of the pañca-sila (five precepts), in particular the fifth 
precept – the commitment to refrain from intoxicants which cloud the mind. However, Cullen also 
draws on a Mutual Aid model in the Sangha’s physical and online ‘sit and share’ meetings. His online 
meetings draw international interest, from America, Australia, Botswana and Dharamsala in India.  He 
also runs retreats, known as Hungry Ghost Retreats, based on the Fifth Precept Sangha’s central ideas 
and practices.  Cullen’s style is considerably shaped by his personal exposure to and subsequent work 
with Thamkrabok in Thailand; the monastery famed for its detox and vomiting programme for 
sufferers willing to take a sajja vow (Barrett 1997, Garrigan 2014).  Paramabandhu Groves teaches 
Mindfulness-based Addiction Recovery (MBAR) in London and is a retired consultant psychiatrist, who 
in the mid-noughties built what was to become the Mindfulness-based Relapse Prevention (MBRP) 
programme based on Mark Williams’s Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy for Depression.  Groves’ 
work dovetails with that of his US counterpart, G. Alan Marlatt. In collaboration with Vimalasara 
Mason-John MBRP became MBAR, a shift which indicates a reorientation from a specific focus on 
triggers to a wider life-in-recovery orientation, and did much to secure Mindfulness as an acceptable 
intervention in secular healthcare.  Grove’s own work falls predominantly into type number three, and 
he is the only teacher interviewed who does not identify as someone with personal experience of 
addiction. Black-British, now naturalised as Canadian, former playwright and director of the Pride Arts 
festival, Vimalasara Mason-John, who is the current President of the Buddhist Recovery Network, and, 
like Groves, a Triratna Order Member, teaches the Eight Step Recovery Programme, devised in 
collaboration with Groves, drawing on Buddhist teachings combined with clinical, therapeutic and 
recovery ideas. Mason-John is well known for her work with indigenous groups and people of colour 
both in and outside of Buddhist and addiction contexts. The Eight-Step Programme uses a ‘step’ 
paradigm which is a creative amalgam of some elements of the Twelve Steps, the Eightfold Path and 
the Four Noble Truths, so it could legitimately be placed in type one, but it is also influenced by the 
concepts and terminology of third wave psychotherapies, associated with type three.12 I also 
interviewed Mary Stancavage who, at the time of interview, was Director of Against the Stream (an 
organisation founded by Noah Levine – see ‘note on organisations founded by Noah Levine’), and 
whose personal story is in the (2014) Refuge Recovery book.  While Against the Stream was a general 
(not recovery-specific) meditation network based in the US, it attracted people with histories of 
addiction who identified with Levine’s punk image.  Stancavage has also been an executive director of 
the Mind Body Awareness Project which teaches mindfulness to at-risk and incarcerated youth in 
California. Additionally to the interviews, I engaged in personal correspondence with Ryuko Laura 
Burges who leads Buddhism and Recovery retreats at the San Francisco Zen Centre, the Hartford Street 
Zen Centre, Green Gulch Farm, and Tassajara Monastery in California.    

Two other important pathways of Buddhist recovery did not have specific teachers or founders 
associated with them that I could interview, but I explored their literature.  The Shambhala13 Heart of 
Recovery pathway links addiction recovery wisdom with Shambhala meditation and runs groups in 
several US cities14. The traditions represented by the teachers I interviewed are most associated with 
vipassanā, Thai Theravāda and, to a lesser extent, Zen. Heart of Recovery on the other hand draws on 
the Nyingma and Kagyu teachings of Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche15 known as the Shambhala Path of 

 
12 Such as Mindfulness-based, Compassion-focused and Acceptance and Commitment therapies. 
13 The Shambhala movement is, like Refuge Recovery, dealing with multiple sexual abuse cases involving its 
former head, Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche. 
14 https://www.buddhistrecovery.org/meetingslisting/meetings/United+States.htm  
15 who, perhaps ironically, died of complications of excessive alcohol use (Butler 1990, 17). 

https://www.buddhistrecovery.org/meetingslisting/meetings/United+States.htm
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Warriorship. The key text for the Heart of Recovery pathway is Eric Rainbeau’s (2016) Basic Sobriety: 
Shambhala Buddhism and the Twelve Steps.   Pure Land Buddhism, too, offers distinctive approaches 
to addiction recovery. Naikan (‘introspection’) is a method of self-reflection developed in Japan in the 
1940s by Jōdo Shinshū priest, Ishin Yoshimoto, which requires the cultivation of both ‘contrition’ and 
‘gratitude’. Both these practices or orientations draw on the Pure Land understanding that the work 
of liberation comes not through self-effort, for the individual is too corrupt and karma-bound, (hence 
‘contrition’), but through the grace of the Buddha Amida; thus ‘gratitude’ (Krech, 2001, Osawa-de 
Silva, 2006, Chernvenkova, 2017).16 The largest UK-based organisation drawing on Pure Land 
teachings, the Amida Order, led by Dharmavidya David Brazier, recently published a commentary, not 
on Naikan but on the Twelve Steps, in their magazine Running Tide.17 This is indicative of a 
phenomenon mentioned by several of the teachers interviewed, that Buddhism is often explored by 
recovery-seekers disenfranchised by the ‘God’ language in Twelve Step Mutual Aid, and who prefer a 
non-theistic interpretation of the Twelve Steps. It also indicates a specific resonance of Pure Land 
Buddhism with the Twelve Step programme insofar as Pure Land speaks of ‘Other Power’, an easy 
code-switch or replacement for the Twelve Step notion of ‘Higher-Power’.  Wamae Muriuki’s chapter 
in Jerome Miller and Nicholas Plants’ 2014 collection Sobering Wisdom: Philosophical Explorations of 
Twelve Step Spirituality aligns Steps 6 and 718 of the 12 Step programme with Japanese Pure Land 
ideas of the ‘overthrow of the self’ and the ‘surrendered life’ (110-111).19 

In addition to the books authored by my interviewees, there is an extensive literature of self-help, 
meditation manuals and Buddhist recovery wisdom. Darren Littlejohn has written two very popular 
books; The 12-Step Buddhist (2009) and The Power of Vow, (2013). I take the title of the second one 
to be imitating, or possibly even parodying, Eckhart Tolle’s 1997 spirituality blockbuster The Power of 
Now. The volume explores the Buddhist practice of vow/precept-taking contrasted with 
commandment-following in other traditions. Josh Korda, like Noah Levine, is a tattooed second-
generation American Buddhist in long-term recovery from drug and alcohol addiction who, with Kathy 
Cherry, leads the New York and Brooklyn Dharmapunx meetings. In his book Unsubscribe (2017) he 
describes the Buddha as ‘a spiritual rebel, a Dharma punk’ (5). William Alexander’s (2010) book, 
Ordinary Recovery: Mindfulness, Addiction, and the Path of Lifelong Sobriety, takes the Zen 
valorisation of the mundane or ordinary as the stuff of Enlightenment itself, through the Two Truths 
theory, and applies it to recovery experience. Alexander is associated with the huge American 
addiction treatment provider, the Hazelden Foundation, where he teaches meditation and Ordinary 
Recovery. Thérèse Jacobs-Stewart, in a Hazelden published volume (2010), offers a bricolage of the 
Twelve Steps with Jungian psychotherapy, Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, Naikan, tonglen and 
mindfulness.  Jacobs-Stewart is founder of Mind Roads Meditation Center in Minnesota.  12 Steps on 
Buddha’s Path: Bill, Buddha and We (2006) by Laura S, (it is common for member of anonymous 
fellowships to identify themselves by initial only), tells a personal recovery story of Buddhism and the 
Twelve Steps. ‘Bill’ in her title, is Bill Wilson, one of the co-founders of AA.    All of these authors have 
personal experience of addiction and recovery which they draw on to varying degrees in their texts 
and teachings. They also draw heavily on other more mainstream (not recovery-orientated) 
anglophone Buddhist authors. Pema Chödrön (from Chögyam Trungpa’s lineage), especially her When 

 
16 As well as Naikan, in Japan, a spiritual approach to addiction recovery known as Danshukai is widespread. 
Danshukai draws on elements of Japanese culture infused with Buddhist ideas, to offer a programme and 
fellowship similar to Alcoholics Anonymous but without the theism (Chenhall and Oka, 2006, 2016).  
17 Running Tide 33 (Spring 2015) Twelve Steps Part One 
http://www.friendsofamida.com/amidaschool/RT/RT33.pdf and Running Tide 34 (Winter 2015/16) Twelve 
Steps Part Two http://www.friendsofamida.com/amidaschool/RT/RT34.pdf  
18 Step 6: Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character. Step 7: Humbly asked Him to 
remove our shortcomings. 
19 See also Chen, 2011.  

http://www.friendsofamida.com/amidaschool/RT/RT33.pdf
http://www.friendsofamida.com/amidaschool/RT/RT34.pdf
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Things Fall Apart (1997), features frequently; but so too do Thích Nhất Hạnh, the Dalai Lama, Sharon 
Salzberg and Jack Kornfield.  

 

Note on Noah Levine  

During the data-gathering for this article, allegations of sexual misconduct against Refuge Recovery 
co-founder Noah Levine emerged.20 As a result of the allegations, Against the Stream (Levine lineage) 
meditation centres and Refuge Recovery out-patient centres closed (Abrahams 2018).  Levine’s 
authorisation to teach was revoked by Jack Kornfield and Spirit Rock Meditation Centre in February 
201921. Levine’s work is referenced in this article only because it plays such a significant role in the 
emergence of a distinctive and globally syndicated style of peer-oriented Buddhist recovery.  Omission 
would distort a picture in which Refuge Recovery, and its successor, Recovery Dharma, are significant 
global pathways of Buddhist addiction recovery and it would risk writing-out the thousands of people 
with former substance issues who attribute their recovery to Levine’s teachings. During the writing of 
this article, legal and organisational shifts were occurring on an almost daily basis and the situation 
will have moved on significantly by the time of publication. Soon after the allegations emerged, I made 
a judgment not to seek an interview with Noah Levine, but rather to seek an interview with the then 
Executive Director of Refuge Recovery, Jean Tuller, who is now no longer affiliated.   This was an easy 
decision; academia must respond actively when abuse is called out; but it was also costly, given 
Levine’s immense influence and impact upon the field.  At the time of writing, Refuge Recovery has 
been replaced by two organisations: Refuge Recovery World Services and a new organisation, 
Recovery Dharma22, led by a transition team which includes Jean Tuller.  Other than noting it, this 
article does not have the space to explore the scope for abuse where highly charismatic counter-
cultural leadership is maintained by a traumatised and vulnerable group, but this forms part of high 
profile and much-needed studies of sexual and other misconduct and abuse in Buddhist contexts 
currently being undertaken by other scholars.23    

 

Buddhist Recovery Pathways: A Historical Overview 

A romantic or devotional chronology places the historical Buddha himself as the first teacher of 
Buddhist addiction recovery. Levine describes the Buddha, whom he calls ‘Sid’, short for Siddhartha, 
presumably for accessibility reasons, as a ‘radical psychologist’ and ‘spiritual revolutionary’ (2014, ix)   
Mason-John and Groves in their (2013) Eight Step Recovery: Using the Buddha’s teachings to 
Overcome Addiction even cast him as an ‘addict in recovery’ himself.  A focus on the Five Lay Precepts 
(pañcasīla P.) four of which were shared by various contemporaneous Brahmanic traditions, and the 
fifth (avoidance of intoxicants), which was related to the Buddha’s specific focus on awareness 
(Wijayaratna 1990, Gethin 1998, 171; Kohn 1994, Trafford 2009)  also functions rhetorically to present 
the Buddha as a recovery teacher. This figuring of the historical Buddha emphasises his role as an 
individualistic spiritual virtuoso, in turn establishing him as the founder of a Buddhism that is amenable 
to a secularised and psychologised modernist interpretation. 

 In the modern period, addiction “treatment” in Buddhist monasteries in Thailand was offered as early 
as the 1950s (Poshyachinda 1993). However, the anglophone Buddhist Recovery ‘Movement’ as such 

 
20 This is by no means an isolated case of alleged sexual misconduct, abuse, assault, or other forms of abuse of 
power in Anglophone Buddhist contexts (Butler 1990, Fields 1992, Agsar 2019). 
21 https://www.spiritrock.org/about/EAR-council 
22 Joint Statement of The Board of Directors of Refuge Recovery and Noah Levine et al. 6 July 2019. Joint 
Statement of The Board of Directors of Refuge Recovery and Noah Levine et al. 6 July 2019. 
https://recoverydharma.org/joint-statement-july-2019 
23 Ann Gleig and Amy Langenburg  https://news.cah.ucf.edu/news/ann-gleig-luce/  

https://news.cah.ucf.edu/news/ann-gleig-luce/
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is a product of the early 2000s. The movement is rooted in California, the most Buddhist of all the 
States.24 However, it has made significant inroads in other parts of the US, in Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand and in Europe.    Several of the key teachers studied to Masters or PhD level at the world-
famous California Institute of Integral Studies (Mary Stancavage, Noah Levine, Vimalasara Mason-
John, and Ryuko Laura Burges). The Buddhist Recovery Network (BRN) was founded in 2008, at a 
meeting attended by G. Alan Marlatt, Director of the Addictive Behaviors Research Center at the 
University of Washington, and held its inaugural conference in 2009. The archives of the BRN record 
a debate regarding whether it should be named 

the Mindful Recovery Network or Buddhist Recovery Network. It was felt ‘Mindful Recovery’ 
might enable easier mainstream engagement, devoid of religious connotations. However, the 
conclusion was reached that ‘Buddhist Recovery’ was truer to the scope envisioned by many 
of the meeting participants. For many of us ‘Buddhist Recovery’ is much bigger, deeper and 
richer (Saintilan 2009).  

The BRN is not entirely coterminous with the wider Buddhist recovery movement, which is highly 
diffuse and includes thousands of ordinary recovering, recovered or recovery-curious people who use 
Buddhist resources to a greater or lesser extent, and with greater or lesser investment in the Buddhist 
‘credentials’ of the resources.   

The explosive growth of virtual environments including Recovery Dharma Online, Buddhist Recovery 
Academy and the various addiction specific teachings on the Insight Timer App has allowed a 
proliferation of teachers to enter the space. It has also allowed well-known (non-recovery) teachers 
to repackage their teachings in ways that directly address the concerns of people suffering with 
addictions. However, the best-known figures in the field have not changed significantly since the 
founding of the BRN, indicating the pivotal role of charismatic teachers in this movement.  

The rise of Buddhist Addiction Recovery must be considered alongside the wider historical process of 
the therapeutisation of Buddhism. Franz Aubrey Metcalf (2002, 351-355) charts the moments and 
factors driving this development, such as the collaboration between Erich Fromm, DT Suzuki and 
Richard De Martino which culminated in the publication of Zen Buddhism and Psychoanalysis in 1960; 
the willingness of the Dalai Lama (we might add Thích Nhất Hạnh) to psychologise Buddhism for 
‘American’ consumption, and the rise of the ‘psychologist-as-Dharma-teacher’.  Metcalf also analyses 
the ‘buddhicization’ of psychology, which over the 16 years since the publication of his essay has only 
deepened, with the secular domestication and rise of the mindfulness-based therapies of the third 
wave of psychotherapy. However, to perceive Buddhist Addiction Recovery to be ‘of a piece’ with 
Buddhist or Mindfulness-based treatments of, say, depression and anxiety, would be to miss 
significant elements of recovery culture, especially amongst communities influenced by Twelve Step, 
other forms of Mutual Aid, asset-based community development, and the wider visible recovery 
advocacy movement (see Liam Metcalf-White’s article in this special issue).   Depression and anxiety 
are thoroughly medicalised within the contemporary allopathic episteme. They are figured as 
amenable to ‘treatment’, even when that treatment is not chemical but consists in talking therapies 
or social prescribing. While addiction is also often viewed by statutory agencies and public health 
bodies as similarly a condition requiring ‘treatment’, there is a significant subculture of recovery which 
frames it not as an illness to be treated by an external agent, but as the symptom of a spiritual malady 
which requires an existential metanoia, a remaking of the person.  Thus, I argue, Buddhism’s 
engagement with addiction is not, in fact, wholly aligned with the modernist therapeutisation of 
Buddhism. Some types are more aligned than others; but taken as a whole, its engagement with 
addiction reproduces, at least ostensibly, central soteriological, rather than merely psychotherapeutic 
concerns.  This becomes clearly evident in the self-understanding and work of the key Buddhist 

 
24 2%of the population of California identify as Buddhist.  https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-
study/religious-tradition/buddhist/  

https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/buddhist/
https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/buddhist/
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Recovery teachers, whom I interviewed, as they wrestle with how addiction is best understood in 
relation to the rest of human experience.  

Disease, powerlessness and choice  

Despite apparently authoritative statements from various agencies, there is no consensus in either 
clinical or popular literature on whether addiction25 is a disease, a moral failure, a weakness of will, or 
an unhealthy ’choice’. Agency and responsibility play differently in each of these potential scenarios. 
The official clinical literature describes addiction as a brain disease26though this is disputed by other 
neuroscientists (Lewis, 2015). The Twelve Step Mutual Aid paradigm casts the sufferer as having an 
illness from which they can never be ‘cured’, yet they can enter arrestment or remission through the 
practice of a spiritual programme. As ill people, they are not responsible for harms they may have 
caused, yet they must become accountable for them if they are to recover.  Their addiction was not a 
‘choice’ but a condition of powerlessness. They may have wanted to stop, but they were completely 
unable to do so through their own efforts. Thus, they were not weak-willed, but experiencing a 
condition beyond all reach of will-power.  Other recovery paradigms (for example those using 
Motivational Interviewing or Cognitive Behavioural Therapy) cast the sufferer as someone freely 
making bad choices; they are not ‘powerless’ but require better education about the consequences of 
their choices, and about other, healthier, strategies for dealing with trauma, pain or adversity. Some 
Christian faith-based recovery paradigms on the other hand, cast the sufferer as sinful or distant from 
God27, and others as being possessed by demons (Switzer & Boysen, 2009).   

The Buddhist leaders I interviewed differed in their responses to this question about the fundamental 
nature of the problem of addiction.  Kevin Griffin was reluctant to affirm or deny that addiction is a 
disease. ‘I’m not a doctor[…]. I think I’m more interested in results than I am in ideology or in beliefs 
[…], I’m more interested in what’s working.’  While it might be surprising that the teacher most closely 
aligned to the Twelve Step programme would not be committed to the kind of language that comes 
naturally in the Twelve Step episteme, it is worth remembering that ‘illness’ and ‘disease’ are used 
figuratively rather than technically in Twelve Step literature (Kurtz 2002, 6). Regarding powerlessness, 
Griffin said, ‘one is powerless over the craving, but not over the action’ [which I took to mean the 
action of taking a drink or drug]. But he also said ‘the essence of addiction is that you are under the 
power of a dictator, and it is awfully hard to say no to that power.’  

Vimalasara Mason-John was emphatic about the concept of powerlessness, which she couched in 
Buddhist epistemological terms in relation to the nidanās (causal links) of phassa (contact with a sense 
object), vedanā (feeling) and taṇhā (grasping), and cosmological terms, with reference to niraya or 
the hell realm.  

[…] most definitely powerlessness because they are not aware of what is actually happening 
[…] Contact with, say your eye having contact with and your nose having contact with an open 
bottle of wine will give rise to vedanā – feeling – and often people experience powerlessness 
because they are not aware of it and they are literally grasping [..]so in a way one is 
powerlessness if you are in that hell realm of addiction.  

Mason-John also used the term disease but with a caveat reminiscent of popular translations of the 
term dukkha, ‘I mean I call it a “dis-ease” rather than a “disease” and I do talk about addiction going 
into remission.’  

Jean Tuller of Refuge Recovery/Recovery Dharma, on the other hand, was more explicitly rejecting of 
the ideas of disease and powerlessness.  

 
25 Addiction itself is not an uncontroversial category see Davies 1997 who uses an analysis of attribution theory 
to question the conventional use of the category.   
26 https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugs-brains-behavior-science-addiction/drug-misuse-addiction  
27 for example, ‘Celebrate Recovery’ https://www.celebraterecovery.com/ 

https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugs-brains-behavior-science-addiction/drug-misuse-addiction
https://www.celebraterecovery.com/
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Definitely not, and that’s a big part of what attracts folks – that’s a great question. We [in 
Refuge Recovery and Recovery Dharma] don’t talk about addiction as a disease, so we don’t 
talk about powerlessness; we talk about how the nature of life is to experience suffering and 
how to work with that suffering[…] 

WD:  So, addiction is completely continuous with other aspects of the human condition? It’s 
not a diagnosable, identifiable, separate condition?  

JT: Yes, for me (though I can’t speak for the whole community) 

Mary Stancavage, too, was uncomfortable with ideas of powerlessness or ‘helplessness’ and argued 
that investigation of the underlying causes of addiction is the driver of recovery.  ‘So addiction, moving 
towards alleviation or freedom from the addiction is to see clearly the nature of it. When you define 
it as not being helpless but saying, “this is why”.’ 

Paramabandhu Groves saw a choice/powerlessness binary as a red-herring and proposed a sliding 
scale based in the Buddhist teaching of conditionality.  

So I think we can sometimes get a bit caught up in choice/no choice as though if it was an 
either/or and I really don’t think it’s an either/or thing. I think it’s a case of... the way 
Buddhism understands things is in terms of conditionality. So certain conditions are going to 
promote certain actions and behaviours. If you like, the more conditions that you’ve got in 
place going in a certain direction the harder it is to go against that flow. So I think if you’re 
looking at somebody who is at the severe end of alcohol addiction then I think it becomes 
increasingly like there is less and less choice. I would never want to say there is no choice but 
there's sort of less choice because there is such a weight of, you know, habit and physiology 

While Kevin Griffin was non-committal on ‘disease’ he was however clear that whatever the problem, 
the solution was ‘spiritual’.  

[I take] ‘spiritual’ as actually being, largely, sort of ethical/moral – the idea of cause and 

effect is at the heart of Buddhist spirituality. So, it’s not some New Age concept, or you have 
to wear robes and walk around chanting mantras to be spiritual; being spiritual, to me, 
essentially means that you don’t see the material world as the place of ultimate happiness 
and freedom. So, you don’t think that by acquiring power and money that’s the answer to 
life; being spiritual is caring about people, connecting with people, being awake and alive 
in the world, and much more. But, an addict is essentially driven by the feeling that if they 
use this substance, they will solve their problem – their problem of emotional suffering. So, 
whatever process you engage in, it has to address that that delusion, that 
misunderstanding, that, somehow, you’re going to manipulate the material world, including 
your own body, and your brain, in order to make things, to make yourself happy and be 
okay. 

By contrast, when I asked Tuller whether abstinence was the end goal of Recovery Dharma or 
whether abstinence was a pre-condition for developing a spiritual life, she replied,  

Abstinence is a way to assist with the end of suffering, I would say, consistent with the 
Buddhist precept to refrain from intoxicants that cloud the mind. 

WD:  You talk about the end of suffering or decreasing/diminishing suffering?  

JT: Yes, and cultivating an awareness of suffering; learning how to approach suffering with 
curiosity. It’s an application of the Buddhist psychological principles and the precepts, as 
opposed to, ‘I’m going to have a deeper relationship to my spiritual life if I don’t drink.’ 
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Higher Power  

Formed in the 1930s by mostly white Christian American men, the Twelve Step programme which 
frames the sufferer as powerless over the substance, insists that engagement with a Higher Power is 
fundamental to recovery. Although the Steps do not dictate that this Higher Power must be the 
Christian God, much of the literature assumes that this is the case.  Not all who look to Buddhism for 
help with addictions have been exposed to Twelve Step recovery, but many have. Some within this 
subset are seeking to augment a traditional Twelve Step recovery, some seek a radical reinterpretation 
of the Twelve Step approach, and some reject it outright.  Although people report a range of 
discomforts with the Twelve Step approach,28 a central issue for many is the notion of Higher Power 
and its accompanying Christian connotations. I asked Mason-John whether Higher Power figured in 
her approach:   

Buddhism isn’t a theistic religion, so you got 12 Steps basically coming out of Christianity. We 
know, that was the genius of Bill W to take the overly kind of religious stuff out of it […] If I talk 
about it, breathing is the higher power […]. Really that is the backbone, just coming back to the 
body, coming back to breathing, coming back to the breath [..]. Because most of us with 
addictions, all of us, we’re turning away from experience. We want to get high, we want to get 
out of our head, we want altered states. And what we’re actually saying is “No, you have to 
come back to your body, you have to come back to breathing […] it’s not external. It’s actually, 
where is the power? It’s in the body, it’s turning towards sensate experience because anybody 
who picks up29, one is moving away from experience. 

Kevin Griffin, the teacher working most closely with the Twelve Step paradigm, yet interested in the 
mechanism of how recovery actually works, considers ‘karma’ as the Higher Power. While he 
appreciates the flexibility of the term God, he rejects the limiting gender pronoun, ‘Him’.  

So, again, I think it’s useful to look at what is… what are the Steps telling us: what is the process 
they’re describing, what is the problem they’re describing, what is the solution they’re 
describing. So, the problem they’re describing in Step One, we admit we’re powerless over 
alcohol, and our lives become unmanageable... [he goes on to define the problem as rooted in 
craving]. So, the founders of Alcoholics Anonymous characterised the shift from that as turning 
your will and life over to the care of God. But that’s just a way of describing a process, which is 
stepping out of this way of being; ceasing to be driven by these lower energies in the self but 
driven by self-centred carving both for ego-gratification and sense-gratification and making a 
choice to look for higher motivations [He goes on to talk about Step Three which is ‘Made a 
decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.’] The one 
word I reject from this Step, and all the steps, is ‘Him’. The word ‘God’ can be interpreted in 
many different ways; the word ‘Him’ has, pretty much, one definition – it’s a guy – and I don’t 
accept that.  

So, if we see it, this process, as trying to seek more skilful, more wise, more beneficial 
motivations that will motivate more beneficial actions – that’s what Steps One through Three 
are about. Now, because the steps use the language of Higher Power, that’s how I’ve chosen 
to talk about this process. The way we can think about this as power is – and I think you 
mentioned this before – as the power of karma.  

When I asked him whether a Higher Power was necessary for recovery, he responded, ‘I would say 
many “higher powers” are necessary, including mindfulness, lovingkindness, forgiveness, faith, 
community and others.’  

 
28 Other than Higher Power/God, people report other concerns with Twelve Step groups, see Dossett, 2013 
and Day et al 2015.  
29 ‘picks up’ is shorthand resuming problematic substance or behaviour.  
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Paramabandhu Groves offered an alternative functionalist account of higher power, underpinned by 
the notion that the distinction between self and other is illusory, and a potentially qualitative 
progression from self-power through other-power to the transcendence of both.  

you see you do have other power in Buddhism of course and so the way one of our teachers, 
Subhuti, has talked about it is three myths30, or three ways of talking about spiritual life. So one 
is self-development, so it’s very much self-power, where I’m here, [points to the floor] 
enlightenment is over there [points away] and through my efforts I’m going to get there. Then 
you’ve got other power which is like the Buddha is over there [points away] and you open up 
to the Buddha, the Pureland schools of course particularly emphasise that. So you’re opening 
up to the Buddha, and you allow the Buddha to do it.  And then you’ve got the immanence 
model with is the idea that it’s all within here and you have to sort of reveal it and peel it, if you 
like. So I think the way Subhuti taught it which I find helpful is it’s just three different ways of 
thinking about the spiritual life. I mean from an ultimate point of view self and other are illusory 
categories so it’s really a question of what works for you. So if praying to another power 
whether that’s God or the Buddha works for you then do that. If that doesn’t work for you then 
there’s the other two ways of going about it. And my sense is, for, you know, Buddhists certainly 
in my own tradition, practicing in the UK, is that what seems to happen is that you start with 
self-power because that makes more sense but at some point there may be a more sort of 
flowering of opening up to other paths.  

In this passage we see the assumed integration in Groves’ approach between addiction recovery and 
the wider Buddhist life.  

Role of Buddhist practices 

Buddhism is often couched as a set of practices or as Jørn Borup puts it, drawing on Foucault; 
‘technologies of the Self’ (Borup, 2019 61). It is perhaps ironic that a tradition which has the concept 
of no-self at its heart is nonetheless focused on practices related to the self, but this is a feature of 
Buddhist modernism.    Many of the teachers indicated that what should be valued in their Buddhist 
or Buddhist-inspired pathways was that they addressed what to actually ‘do’ about cravings and 
triggers. Vimalasara Mason-John places the practice of meditation at the centre of relapse prevention:  

meditation is so important to begin to calm the mind, to soothe the body, to soothe the mind, 
to soothe the heart. If you look at the practice of the ānāpānasati, which is supposed to be the 
practice that the prince31 broke through and woke up to the first tetrad32 is all about soothing 
the body, soothing the mind […] that’s the place we start. That’s why I was saying earlier on […] 
that one of the reasons why relapse can be so chronic because there’s nothing to help soothe 
the body and soothe the mind. 

Kevin Griffin described meditation as a ‘gateway to recovery work’ and as a way of gaining  

insight into your habitual negative thinking and reactivity. Meditation helps reduce relapse by 
bringing calm and highlighting negative mind states that need attention. Meditation is about 
letting go, as is recovery. Meditation then helps train us to let go, giving us more familiarity 
with that process and more capability or power to let go. 

Between them these two teachers in these analyses reflect two key meditation traditions; 
namely; samatha (Mason-John) and vipassanā (Griffin). 

Vince Cullen too, focuses on the role of the mind in recovery, using a potentially psychologised version 
of the six realms of rebirth: 

 
30 See: http://madhyamavani.fwbo.org/10/threemyths.html 
31 the Buddha prior to his awakening 
32 Ānāpānasati is divided into 16 steps, in four tetrads. The first tetrad relates to the body.  
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what the mind frequently thinks and ponders becomes the inclination of the mind, from the 
Buddhist sutta on two types of thinking. So, where do you place your mind? That’s so 
important. Christina Feldman33 says, ‘What the mind thinks and ponders shapes and changes 
your mind; the shape of your mind shapes your world.’ And that’s true. It sits very well with the 
hungry ghost realms, you know: do you live in a hungry ghost realm? Or do you live in the 
human realm? Do you live in a heavenly realm? Do you live in the self-torture realm? 

Paramabandhu Groves and I discussed the phenomenon of people who use the Twelve Steps and yet 
look externally for Buddhist resources to help them with Step 11 which calls for ‘prayer and 
meditation’.     

That’s right, that’s right. I think and part of that also is in terms of the 11th Step while some 
people may resonate with the idea of God or Higher Power or prayer, many don’t. And then 
what you’ve got in Buddhism is a whole technology in terms of working in meditation, so it 
gives you very much sort of practical hands on how-to-do stuff for that step. 

Mediation is not the only practice of note in this context. Several of the teachers mentioned the five 
training precepts voluntarily taken: to abstain from i) taking life or harming,  ii) taking what is not given,  
iii) sexual misconduct,  iv) false speech,  v) intoxicants which cloud the mind, but they are absolutely 
central for Cullen.  He says,  

I’m loathed to call them Buddhist Precepts anymore; I just call them Universal Precepts because 
in the Reward Sutta […] the Buddha says, ‘These gifts are ancient; they’re traditional; they’re 
longstanding; they’re unadulterated from the beginning. They can’t be argued with; any wise 
person would not argue with these.’  

It is unusual to see emphasis on precepts in anglophone Buddhism packaged for non-Buddhists. The 
presence of this emphasis in Cullen and to a lesser extent some of the other leaders is one of the 
reasons that a therapeutic frame alone is inadequate for understanding addiction recovery. In most 
manifestations of therapeutic Buddhism the idea of high ethical standards is not front and centre.    
Moreover, precepts were not the only ethical/behavioural dimension introduced by the teachers. 
Mary Stancavage spoke about the resonance between Buddhist goals and the common-place 
recovery practice of making amends:  

you not only go back and make amends where you need to make amends, but you go back and 
tell people that you love them, thank them. […] Anything that’s still causing you [..] from a 
Buddhist point of view, you cause harm and it’s probably still hurting you inside in some way 
so to address your own pain and maybe address the pain of others [..] there comes freedom in 
that and 12 Steps talks about that freedom too. But I just think it’s a wise thing to do in general. 

The notion of the bodhisattva; the being who prioritises the wellbeing of others over their own 
entrance into nirvāṇa; was mentioned by several of the teachers. Groves drew a parallel between the 
bodhisattva attitude and the practice of ‘sponsorship’34 in twelve step fellowships.  

Identity  

Questions around personal identity are fundamental in Buddhism, ‘framed around the teaching of 
anattā (P.) / anātman (Skt.), the impermanent and insubstantial self. The leaders were mostly 
ambivalent about the labels of ‘alcoholic’ or ‘addict’. Some spoke against the use of stigmatising 
language, some used the terms about themselves in the past tense. When asked about the role of his 
personal experience in his teachings, Kevin Griffin used the word ‘addict’ to describe himself, saying,  

My experience as an addict and a person in recovery is at the heart of my teaching. I’m not 
sure I trust non-addicts to speak to addiction because it is such a complicated emotional and 
life experience. Certainly in the recovery world, we depend upon our sense of shared 

 
33 Co-founder of Gaia House in South Devon.  
34 A sponsor is someone who supports a less experienced member to ‘work’ the steps.  
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experience to connect with each other, and that’s a big part of what allows my audience to 
connect with me. They can relate to me, and I understand them because I am one of them. 

Vince Cullen accepted the reasons that members of Twelve Step fellowships give for continuing to use 
the terms about themselves, but he pushed for the abandonment of those kinds of labels. Responding 
to my suggestion that Twelve Step practitioners continue to call themselves addicts or alcoholics so 
as to avoid complacency, he said, 

I think that’s a very useful way of looking at things. You know, the original meaning of the 
word sati was to bear in mind; to not forget; to remember something you’d heard. So, to 
keep something in mind, which is mindfulness, can be a very therapeutic, very useful tool. 
But perhaps the distinction should be: what is it you keep in mind? And the Buddha made a 
great thing about this, you know, the two types of thinking. Would you want to keep in mind 
cruelty and ill-will, and craving; or, do you want to keep in mind kindness, and abandonment 
of craving? Do you want to keep those things in mind? It’s up to you; you choose where your 
mind is. So, I’m all for keeping things in mind.  

However, in line with a classically Buddhist theory of personhood, he also cautioned ‘To cling to an 
identity of “alcoholic” is arguing with impermanence. ‘That’s who I was; it’s not who I am, and, it’s not 
who I will be’.35 

‘Recovery’, too, proved to be a slippery term.  Here we enter the conversation with Jean Tuller: 

WD: […]  So, are [Recovery Dharma] people likely to talk about being in recovery, or 
recovered?  

JT: 12-Step, from my experience, emphasizes “recovery” language. People in Recovery 
Dharma equally embrace the term “recovery” but, because we are an all-encompassing 
program, welcoming people with substance and process addictions alike), our membership 
also focusses on the behavior itself; one might say ‘I’m not using’ or ‘I’m not doing the 
behaviour,’ in addition to ‘I’m in recovery.’ Many people see our program has helping to 
decrease or eliminate harmful behaviors as much if not more than adopting the label of 
“recovery”. It’s more like ‘since I started [Recovery Dharma], I stopped using’, or ‘some of this 
stuff that used to really trip me up, has decreased.’  

WD: Okay. So, people who participate may be less likely to identify with the recovery 
movement? Would that be fair? 

JT: We certainly actually have –as a 12-step person, when I quit drinking I also quit drugs, all 
that stuff, right? But we certainly have people whose primary drug of choice was, for example, 
alcohol. They still maybe eat marijuana brownies or participate in ayahuasca ceremonies. It’s 
an interesting phenomenon, in that we identify as an abstinence-based programme and we 
have plenty of members who don’t use their primary substance anymore. But they certainly 
use other substances that, in a 12-step normative world, would be, ‘What are you doing?’ We 
are having the harm reduction conversation in our community and I tend to think it’s an 
important one to have, especially as we are such a new program.  

Several of the teachers favoured terms like ‘renunciation’ or ‘abandonment’ for recovery. Mary 
Stancavage:  

I mean I think recovery is a useful term to use because it’s, people understand what you mean 
it’s a short-cut in language I think it’s kind of like practicing renunciation in this realm […] I’m 
on total 5th precept here, that kind of thing. 

Cullen was also keen to make a differentiation between abstention and abandonment. Speaking of his 
own experience of being ‘dry’ for a period before committing to the sajja vow on his second visit to 

 
35 Here Cullen told me he was quoting from Forgiveness for Everyone (2013) by Jeff Oliver http://sjba.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/11/FORGIVENESS-FOR-EVERYONE.pdf  

http://sjba.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/FORGIVENESS-FOR-EVERYONE.pdf
http://sjba.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/FORGIVENESS-FOR-EVERYONE.pdf
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Thamkrabok he said ‘[…] in my mind, I was abstaining from something I wanted to do; whereas the 
sajja vow proper is an abandonment and letting go.’ 

Cullen argues against the idea of ‘going back to a life before using’ which he thinks is implied by the 
term ‘recovery’,  

WD: So, do you define yourself as a person in recovery? 

VC: No. Well, I have another argument with the word ‘recovery’ because, in one sense, there is 
nothing for me to recover; there’s no life that I led that I want to go back to. So, there’s nothing I 
would like to recover [..] 

WD: So, what you’re picking up on there is the resonance of going back to the past in terms of 
recovery? 

Vince: Indeed. 

WD: Yeah. I don’t know whether everyone who talks about being in recovery thinks of it in that 
way, necessarily. But I see what you’re saying. 

VC: So, I prefer to say, ‘No, I’m waking up to life; I’m waking up to life without drugs and alcohol 

Some of the teachers emphasised the significance of what might be theorised as the ‘bonding social 
capital’ (Putnam 2000) of finding fellowship with similarly identifying people in terms of race, class 
and subculture. Jean Tuller:  

we welcome people that have felt traditionally disenfranchised from some of these more classic 
recovery approaches. […] for somebody who’s got an opiate addiction; covered in ink; it’s like, 
‘Yeah, man – I don’t really want an interpretation of 12-step; that’s not what I’m looking for. I’m 
looking for people who look like me […] and we came out of hardcore and punks.”  

Vimalasara Mason-John names what she considers to be a responsibility for the Buddhist recovery 
movement as it goes forward, in the need to address issues of accessibility. She also notes that not all 
Buddhist recovery is American in origin, citing her own project in collaboration with Paramabandhu 
Groves.  

the ‘War on Drugs’ and that has been really a war on Black people, in the states it would be 
Black and Hispanic. And so therefore there is a lack of people of colour in the rooms of 
recovery, be that 12 step, be that you know. So in a way I just feel like part of the legacy I 
want to leave is not to make that same mistake with Buddhist recovery […] So that thing of 
how do we make it more accessible to women and people of colour? Which I think is really, 
really important. And the other thing I think what’s exciting with the Eight Step Recovery – 
and although it has a lot more traction in North America – is that this is something that two 
Brits put together. It’s come out of a British context, you know? 

 

Recovery or awakening?  

I asked all the leaders about their attitudes to the question of how far, if at all, recovery and 
‘awakening’ were aligned as goals in their pathways.  

Mason-John, referring to the Eight Step programme, explained,  

we said Buddha was ‘in recovery’ but actually the Buddha went beyond recovery. So I think 
that when you ‘wake up’ you move beyond recovery. Moving beyond recovery is not getting 
caught in ill-will and sense-desire, craving, conceit.  

When I spoke with her co-author, Paramabandhu Groves, he similarly acknowledged a state of 
awakening beyond recovery.  



15 
 

Well ultimately from a Buddhist perspective one’s aiming for perfect enlightenment [laughs] 
where you’re not bound and concepts really don’t bind you at all, where there’s no attachment 
to anything in the negative sense of attachment and dependency. But that’s, you know, that’s 
aspirational.   

Jean Tuller speaks about two levels of awakening, ‘big awakening’ and ‘everyday awakening’, saying 
that the experiences of Refuge or Recovery Dharma practitioners was of the ‘everyday type’. She adds 
however, that this is not the language people commonly use.  

I don’t think awakening is necessarily a religious concept; I come out of the Theravādin lineage, 
specifically the Thai Forest tradition – which is Ajahn Chah, Jack Kornfield, and then Noah; by the 
time it got to Noah, it wasn’t religious. So, I think there’s the ‘big Buddhist awakening.’ But then 
there’s the ‘everyday awakening.’ And I would say that [Recovery Dharma] folks are engaged 
with the everyday awakenings. Do we talk about awakening explicitly? I certainly don’t hear that 
often at the meetings I attend;  I don’t often hear someone saying ‘Oh, I had a moment of 
awakening today.’ In fact, it would be fun to hear that more frequently at a meeting. But, on the 
other hand, the act of engaging in recovery, doing the personal inventories that folks walk 
through, those are more opportunities for a daily type of awakening.  

WD: And they wouldn’t because many don’t identify as Buddhist anyway – they wouldn’t see… 

JT: Not everyone would classify it as that. It’s more, ‘That stupid shit I used to do, I’m doing less 
of that – that’s kind of wild.’ And, to me, when I hear that, I think, ‘Oh, there’s a little awakening 
there.’ 

Here Tuller claims ‘non-religion’ whilst also affirming, at least at a specialist level, the valence of a 
concept like ‘awakening’.  

Conclusion 

The assigning of teachings either to ‘Buddhism’ or to ‘secular therapy’ is a complex and value-laden 
exercise.  Some scholars (for example Brazier 2014) style religion as the authentic essence of 
Buddhism, and by implication the therapeutic is a lesser manifestation.  Others such as Batchelor 
(1998; 2011; 2015), claim Buddhism to be ‘in essence’ secular and religion is the unnecessary accretion 
that should be stripped away.  Liberative existential goals are valorised by some scholars, such as 
Anālayo (2003), whereas lifestyle adjustments favouring happiness are frequently presented in the 
critical literature as pacifying the individual in the service of and as a supplement to neoliberalism 
(Žižek 2001). Conversely, certain humanist or modernist views would take religious goals as a side-
show, or even bogus; nothing is more important than wellbeing in the light of the mental health crisis. 
Jon Kabat-Zinn’s position, that the goals of Mindfulness are dharmic, but in a greater universal sense 
rather than in a limited Buddhist sense (Kabat-Zinn, 2013, 281) is a bold version of this view. It is worth 
abstaining, at least temporarily, from value judgements of the type that sees ‘secular distortions of’ 
or ‘traditional articulations of’ Buddhism in order to allow the phenomenon to show itself in all its 
diversity.  

In the case of Buddhist addiction recovery pathways we see numerous intersecting discourses 
generating different styles of organisation and teaching.  The teachers interviewed for this article 
demonstrate the significant variety of views on key debates in addiction studies, such as whether 
addiction is a disease, a state of powerlessness or a choice. They demonstrate a range of positions on 
the spectrum of acceptance or rejection of the Twelve Step paradigm and concepts such as higher 
power, and the therapeutic and Buddhist language is mixed and not distributed in a predictable way. 
For example, it might have been reasonable to have expected the clinical psychiatrist Paramabandhu 
Groves to use more therapeutic and less existential-liberative language, but that did not prove to be 
the case.   

This research is limited inasmuch as it is leader and literature focused. Ethnography amongst 

practitioners is required to establish a better sense of the style of uptake of Buddhist practices 
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amongst recovery-seeking populations.  However, it is clear from the narratives of the leaders that to 

imagine Buddhist addiction recovery as fully aligned with the ‘Happiness Turn,’ or with the secular 

therapeutisation of Buddhism misses some important elements of this phenomenon. Buddhist 

addiction recovery offers a distinctively Buddhist analysis of agency and powerlessness, underpinned 

not by a theory of character defects or moral flaws such as is found in the Twelve Step approach, but 

by an epistemology of conditionality or dependent arising (paṭiccasamuppāda (P.)/ 

pratītyasamutpāda (Skt.)). In Buddhist addiction recovery there is an explicit alignment of the problem 

of addiction with the fundamental crisis of the human condition at which the dharma itself is directed. 

Thus, addiction is not a discrete state only experienced by a minority, but a basic state of all suffering 

sentient beings. Buddhist addiction recovery draws on hardcore preceptual ethics. This element 

distinguishes it decisively from ‘nightstand Buddhism’ and from most forms of therapeutic, corporate 

or educational mindfulness.  Buddhist addiction recovery goes beyond merely providing a practical 

toolkit for avoiding relapse, and sets the addressing of addiction within a wider soteriological 

worldview.   In its plural style of engagement with the human problem of addiction, it is a highly 

distinctive iteration of anglophone Buddhism, which mounts a substantial challenge to the ‘secular-

therapeutic’ and ‘neoliberal-supplement’ models of Buddhist modernism.   
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