NADI SHODHANAM

Alternate Nostril Breathing as a Meditation Preparation Method

Steven Ridley

     One of the most valuable yogic breath regulation methods is known as “Nadi Shodhanam.”  As a preparatory lead-in for meditation, this technique is very effective. Alternating the flow of air from one nostril to the other in rhythmic cadence, by blocking one side then the other, a harmonized circulation of life-force (prana; qi) is induced through the three principal pranic channels: ida (cooling, yin, on the left side of the spine), pingala (heating, yang, on the right side) and sushumna (neutral, in the central spine). The medical symbol “caduceus,” is a representation of this spinal energy system: a staff bordered by serpents. Where the serpents (ida; pingla) intersect along the staff (sushumna), life-force distribution centers (chakras) are formed.

     Approximately every two hours the air flow through one of the nostrils becomes dominant. This is a continuing, alternating pattern between the left and right nostrils when we are reasonably healthy. Nostril dominance indicates the currently prevailing life-force flow through either ida or pingala: when the ida channel is more functional, airflow through the left nostril is fullest and when the pingala channel is more energetically active, it is reflected in right nostril dominance. Erectile tissues within the nasal passages swell and shrink in a shifting pattern between left and right nostrils, partially obstructing the air flow on one side while opening the other. During the brief changeover period when airflow through both nostrils is even, life force circulates more dominantly through the central channel (sushumna), which is indicative of energetic balance and ideal for entering meditation practice. It is interesting that these three channels are influential in brain hemisphere function: an ida dominant flow corresponds to right brain function while a pingala dominant flow corresponds to left brain function. When sushumna is energetically dominant, brain hemisphere function tends to be equal and harmoniously unified. 

     If you haven’t been aware of the phenomenon of alternating nostril dominance, you might tune in periodically during the day. You will likely notice some characteristics that correspond to air flow dominance. Example: When air passes more dominantly through your right nostril, you will tend to have a genuine appetite and digestion will be efficient. You will most likely be action oriented. When air flows more evidently through your left nostril, you may be more emotionally centered, reflective, or inclined to rest.

Method:

Sit comfortably balanced with spine and head vertically aligned. Breathe comfortably deeply a few times to induce relaxation.

Using your finger, gently block the right nostril and exhale through the left nostril slowly, evenly and completely. Then, inhale through your left nostril slowly, evenly and comfortably deeply. Pause for a few seconds then block your left nostril and repeat the process through your right nostril. This constitutes one round. Continue in a relaxed manner until you have completed up to 20 rounds or until you experience a shift toward greater tranquility and centeredness. Following the exercise, flow into meditation as inclined. 

Optional Mental Application: While inhaling through your left nostril, visualize and feel the flow of life-force descending the left spinal channel (ida), then pause at the base of your spine. Exhale through your right nostril while visualizing and feeling the ascension of life-force through the right spinal channel (pingala). Then reverse the procedure.
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