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The Sanskrit for a lterna te nostril b rea thing is nad i shodhana. The word  ‘nad i’  
means energy c hannel and  ‘ shodhana ’  means purific a tion. Thus nad i shod -
hana  is a  c leansing b rea th. It purifies the nad is, ba lanc es the left and  right 
b ra in hemispheres and  has a  very c a lming effec t on the mind . 
 

 
 
 

·  Assume a  sitting  position, w ith the bac k c omfortab ly 
stra ight. If you c annot sit c omfortab ly in a  yog ic  posture, 
sitting  on a  c ha ir is fine. The ma in thing is for the sp ine to 
be fa irly stra ight. 

·  Bring your right hand  up  and  p lac e the fore finger and  
midd le finger between the eyebrows (nasagra  mudra). 

·  Use the right thumb to c lose off the right nostril and  
b rea the in through the left nostril. Then c lose the left nostril w ith the ring 
finger, release the thumb and  b rea the out through the right nostril. 
Brea the bac k in through the right nostril, c lose w ith the thumb and  out 
through the left aga in. This makes one round . 

·  Continue like this — out and  in through one nostril, then out and  in 
through the other nostril. Keep  the b rea th c omfortab le and  relaxed . 
There is no need  to stra in. 

 
 
Prac tic e tips 
 
1. If you find  tha t one nostril is b loc ked  or the nose feels a  b it stuffy, then 
 c lose one nostril and  do a  few short sharp  sniffs through the other nostril. 
 Repea t on the other side. 
2. When you first p rac tic e just do 1 or 2 minutes, slowly build  up  to 5 
 minutes and  then even 10 minutes if you feel to. 
3. If your right a rm bec omes tired , you c an support the right a rm by  
 hold ing under the elbow with the left hand . 
4. If you a re inc orpora ting a lterna te nostril b rea thing into your yoga   
 p rac tic e, you would  do this a fter the asanas and  before the med ita tion. 
5. Although a  formal p rac tic e is useful this p rac tic e c an be used  in your 
 da ily life when you a re feeling upset or stressed . To just stop  and  do a  
 minute or two of a lterna te nostril b rea thing c an b ring you bac k to your 
 c entre. 
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Psyc hic  a lternate nostril breathing 
Onc e you have bec ome rea lly c omfortab le w ith a lterna te nostril 
b rea thing, you c an sta rt to p rac tic e psyc hic  a lterna te nostril b rea thing. This is 
where you b rea the normally but imagine you a re b rea thing  in through the 
left nostril and  out through the right, bac k in through the right and  out 
through the left. So when you b rea the in you foc us on your left nostril, then 
b rea the out and  foc us on your right nostril and  so on. 
 
Alter p rac tic ing regula rly you may find  tha t you c an ac tua lly c ontrol the 
b rea th moving in the nostrils w ithout using  your hands — brea thing in and  out 
through a lterna te nostrils. If you foc us your a ttention behind  the nose above 
the upper pa la te you c an find  the switc h tha t c ontrols this (it is a  sub tle mus-
c ula r c ontrac tion). 
 
This p rac tic e is more effec tive if you c ount the b rea ths, otherwise there is a  
tendenc y for the mind  d rift off. Counting keeps the mind  foc used . 
You c an sta rt by c ounting bac kwards from 9 -  in 9, out 9, in 9 out 9...in 8, out 
8, in 8, out 8.. .and  so on. When you get to 6, b rea the in and  out through 
both nostrils together tw ic e before c ontinuing w ith the a lterna te nostril 
b rea thing. When you get to 1, b rea the in through both nostrils before sta rting  
from 9 aga in. When you find  you c an easily stay w ith the c ounting (i.e. you 
don’ t lose c ount bec ause your mind  has wandered ) then you c an c ount 
bac kwards from 27. Whenever you reac h a  6 or a  1, b rea the in through both 
nostrils together. 
 
Controlled breathing with anta kumbhaka (inner breath retention) 
Instead  of b rea thing na tura lly the dura tion of the in b rea th and  the out 
b rea th is c ontrolled  and  the b rea th is held  in. So see if you c an b rea the in for 
a  c ount of 3, and  then hold  the b rea th in for a  c ount of 3 before b rea thing  
out for a  c ount of 3. 
 
After eac h exha la tion, inha le immed ia tely through tha t nostril aga in for a  
c ount of 3. When this is easy for you, extend  the c ounting to 5. 
Prac tic e 10 rounds of this. 

 

YogaHealth © 

w w w .y o g a .c o m .a u  

HEAD OFFICE  9252 0043 



3 

 
 

·  Alterna te nostril b rea thing  is exc ellent for ba lanc ing the nad is, the left 
and  right b ra in hemispheres and  thus ba lanc es and  c a lms the nervous 
system. 

·  Bec ause it works on the p ituita ry g land  (the master hormonal g land ), 
a lterna te nostril b reathing c an help  to regula te the whole of the hormo-
na l system. It is espec ia lly help ful for peop le suffering from PMT and  
menopause. 

·  It c lea rs the mind  and  improves c onc entra tion and  memory — making it 
exc ellent for those engaging in menta l work (but don’ t do too muc h!).  

·  It is a  very c a lming tec hnique and  c an help  to reduc e feelings of stress 
and  anxiety, while a t the same time inc reasing vita lity. 

·  It is a  grea t p repara tion for med ita tion, b ring ing the mind  quite quic kly 
into theta  b ra in wave — deeply settled  mind . 

·  If you find  you c an’ t sleep  a t night bec ause your mind  is rea lly busy, you 
may find  your left nostril is c losed . If this is the c ase then you c an either 
c lose the right nostril w ith your thumb and  b rea the through the left nos-
tril or do the a lterna te nostril b rea thing . If the left nostril is so b loc ked  tha t 
you c annot do this then try the psyc hic  a lterna te nostril b rea thing. 

 
 
 

 
·  Never forc e the b rea th during a lterna te nostril b rea thing — if you feel 

like you a re stra ining then d isc ontinue the p rac tic e. 
·  Gradually build  up  your p rac tic e - sta rt w ith the basic  p rac tic e and  

build  up  the time when you a re c omfortab le. 
·  This should  not be p rac tic ed  stra ight a fter meal - wa it a t least an hour. 
 
 
About Swara Yoga 
 
There is a  b ranc h of yoga  c a lled  swara  yoga , where p rac titioners have the 
awareness on their b rea th moving in the nostrils a t a ll times. The b rea th  
moving in the nostrils rela tes to the ac tivity of the b ra in hemispheres. When 
the left nostril is open the right b ra in hemisphere is p redominantly ac tive, and  
when the right nostril is open the left b ra in is ac tive.  
Swara  yoga  p rac titioners lea rn to c ontrol the b rea th moving in the nostrils 
and  thus c ontrol the ac tivity of the two b ra in hemispheres, ac c ord ing to the 
type of ac tivity they might perform in da ily life. For example, for sleep ing they 
w ill ac tiva te the right b ra in hemisphere — the passive, intuitive, c rea tive and  
lunar side of the b ra in. This is done by opening the left nostril. Whereas during 
suc h ac tivities as ea ting, working  and  ta lking, it is p referab le for the left b ra in 
to be ac tive — the ac tive, log ic a l and  ra tiona l side. This is done by opening 
the right nostril.  
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