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Nostril to Nostril: Balancing the Breath 
 
By Rudolph Ballentine, MD  

Yoga International, February/March 2003 
 

I was on a plane, slumped in the seat.  This was my moment of 
quiet with no telephone ringing, a rare opportunity to check in on 

my most intransigent patient – me.  Running from clinic to clinic 
and lecture to lecture, wherever I landed there were patients to 

see, staff to meet with, and audiences that were eager to learn.  I 
was heading to the third in a series of four cities, and I couldn’t 

afford to get sick, so what I was finding now particularly disturbed 

me: My right nostril was wide open – almost painfully so – and I 
suddenly realized that on the periphery of my consciousness I’d 

known it had been that way most of the afternoon.  This was not 
good. 

 
I knew that if one nostril stays open for more than two or three 

hours, you’re bringing yourself to the edge of some kind of 
difficulty.  It it’s open for twenty-four hours, forget it – you’re 

coming down with the flu or something.  Now my left nostril was 
totally shut.  And the breath in the right one was hot and striking 

the inside of the nose at an odd angle that was irritating.  
Moreover, I was beginning to get that feeling of malaise, like “I’m 

going to be sick soon.”  I thought, “I can’t do this. There’s no way 
I can get through the next three days if I’m sick.” 

 

So I shifted in the airplane seat so as to put my weight on the 
right side.  That should have opened the opposite nostril.  But 

nothing happened.  I knew I had to get into a more drastic 
posture.  As I twisted into a more extreme contortion, I heard the 

person sitting next to me clear his throat, communicating, per 
airline etiquette, that I was overstepping my bounds.  This was 

not going to work.  So I retired to the bathroom, thinking, “Now, if 
I put my left foot higher than my head …” 

 
We hit some bumps, and I began to bounce around, upside down, 

in my little water closet.  But I was determined to persist.  When I 
finally unlocked the door ten minutes later and slipped past the 

waiting line, I breathed a sigh of relief.  My left nostril was now 
open.  I sank into my seat, so relaxed that I immediately fell into 
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The shifting of 

breath from one 
nostril to 

another is 
synchronized 

with natural 

rhythms of the 
Earth, such as 

the rising and 
setting of the 

sun and the 
phases of the 

moon. 

a deep sleep.  When I woke, a half hour later, I was fine.  I didn’t 
get sick.  I didn’t catch cold.  But I knew I had been very close. 

 
t’s our nature to function in alternating phases: nourishing and 

cleansing, exercise and rest, inhalation and exhalation.  The rhythm of 
such functions creates the basic vibratory backbone of our existence.  

These biological rhythms vary in frequency.  Some of them are fairly rapid 
– like the heartbeat or the pulsation of the cerebrospinal fluid.  Others 

extend over weeks – the menstrual cycle, for example.  A large number of 

them cluster around twenty-four-hour (“circadian” for “about a day”) and 
two-hour (“ultradian”) periods of time. 

 
The shorter, two-hour cycles include a number of basic shifts such as 

alternations between overall activity and rest, and phasic fluctuations in 
heart rate.  There’s a similar two-hour shift between right and left 

hemispheric dominance.  The right nostril activates the left brain (and vice 
versa), and it turns out that all these two-hour cycles move in concert with 

the breath, as it shifts from one nostril to the other.  And – most intriguing 
of all – it’s the nasal cycle that seems to take the lead.  As your breath 

changes from one side to the other, your mindset shifts 
from linear to intuitive! 

 
If you’d like to learn about the relationship between 

breath and energy, the field of study is close at hand.  

Close your eyes for a moment, concentrate on the 
sensation of air moving through your nostrils, and see if 

you can tell which of the two is more open.  If not, use 
your fingers to close one and then the other so you can 

compare.  Once you’ve established which side is more 
open, turn your attention inside again to see if one side 

of your body feels more alive, is easier to tune into, 
experiences more vivid sensations.  If so, is that the 

side with the open nostril?  Are you feeling quieter and 
more reflective, or eager for action? 

 
What psychophysiologists have recently observed about right and left brain 

functions, yogis had already formulated two thousand years ago.  They 
also specified how it relates to your breathing.  The Shivagama gives 

explicit information on how the flow of breath reconfigures energy patterns 

within so that you will know how and when to coordinate your actions with 
it.  The tantric text says, for example, that “in climbing a high place, in 

I 
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Shifting Nostril Dominance 

When you are functioning optimally, the shifting of 

breath from one nostril to another is synchronized with 

natural rhythms of the Earth, such as the rising and 

setting of the sun and the phases of the moon.  But since 

we are often “out of synch” with nature and out of touch 

with whether it’s day or night, artificial forces 

overshadow such subtleties as moon phases.  With the 

nasal cycle disengaged from natural synchronicity and 

often erratic, nasal flow can often be shifted deliberately 

and fairly easily with the following techniques. 

LIE on your side with the closed nostril up; after some 

time, it should open.  (How long this takes will depend 

on where in the cycle you already were – if you were 

about to undergo a shift, it will open quickly; if not, it will 

take longer.) 

SIT with the arm of the open side over the back of a 

chair; or with the arm and chest pressed against it.  The 

critical factor is pressure in the area of the armpit of the 

open side. That will tend to open the opposite nostril. 

STIMULATE the inside of a closed nostril.  This can be 

done with a tissue, with a nasal wash, or in any other 

way. 

CONCENTRATE on the sensation of air against the inside 

of the closed nostril.  Accentuating awareness will bring 

that side more into play.  This requires more mental 

control, but can be amazingly rapid and effective. 

CREATE thoughts characteristic of the opposite side; 

e.g., think of the hot sun, aggressive actions, and “harsh 

deeds” to bring the right breath into dominance; cool 

water, the moon, and quietness and receptivity for the 
left. 

athletic sports or in battle … in harsh and hot deeds,” the right nostril 
should be open.  This is called the “sun” or active breath, and as it brings 

into play the left brain, it gears you to act assertively in the world.  It also 
prepares your body to carry out its more active physiologic processes – 

eating, digesting, or defecating. 
 

Breathing through the left nostril, by contrast, is traditionally associated 
with the moon (and the right brain), and creates an open and intuitive 

state, appropriate when 

“entering an order of life 
[monastery], in amassing 

wealth, in marriage,” but 
also for artistic pursuits, 

singing, or playing 
instruments.  The theme 

is receptivity; it is best to 
breathe through the left 

nostril when “establishing 
relations with one’s 

people,” and even “when 
the rain is coming.” 

 
This concept goes beyond 

“non-linear thinking,” 

though it includes that.  
It’s a matter of settling in, 

receiving and integrating 
something new.  

Therefore, the left breath 
is also best “in disease, 

sorrow, dejection,” when 
we have to accede to the 

harder lessons of life.  It’s 
during this moon breath 

that the body processes 
fluids, when it flows with 

nature, so the left nostril 
should be open when you 

drink water or when you 

urinate. 
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Touching as it does on so many practical aspects of life, we might be 
tempted to seize this nasal mechanism and make of it a tool, one that we 

can apply to control ourselves and give us an edge in our competitive 
struggles in the world.  And to some extent this is possible, but more often 

it’s not.  The flow of energies through the nostrils is part of a larger energy 
configuration that coordinates with solar and lunar cycles.  We can, 

however, bring this complex web of relationships more into awareness, and 
nudge it back into synchrony when it’s amiss, as I did with my airplane 

water closet gymnastics. 

 
One you realize that the dominant nostril in use will determine which 

aspect of your being is engaged, you can move more gracefully through 
your day.  A bird doesn’t try to shift the flow of the wind or alter the 

schedule of seasonal migrations, but it still manages much of the time to 
soar and dip with freedom and spontaneity.  If your breathing gears you to 

do one thing, but you try to do another, it won’t work very well, and you 
may find yourself baffled by how difficult it seems:  “I’ve done this before, 

and it was so easy!”  Put this notion to the test: Check your nostrils before 
you eat.  If you eat while the right nostril is not open, watch and see what 

happens.  It’s a good bet the food won’t sit so well.   
 

In fact, even when it’s lunchtime, if you have your right nostril closed, you 
probably are not truly hungry.  If, instead, you are breathing fully through 

your left, chances are you’re thirsty.  Try drinking water rather than eating.  

This may surprise you by producing a profound sense of satisfaction and a 
half hour later you might find yourself genuinely hungry.  Now when you 

check you’ll discover that you are breathing fully through your right nostril 
– and now you’ll find that food will taste good and digest well. 

 
I remember telling a couple of friends about this many years ago.  We 

were lounging around a low table after dinner, stretched out on the floor, 
he lying on his right side, she on her left.  They were skeptical about this 

laterality business – it all sounded pretty strange to them.  Then I pointed 
out that he was in a position that would open the left nostril, and 

consequently was drifting off – looking drowsy as we talked.  His wife was 
more alert, actively engaged in the conversation.  I suggested they each 

turn to the opposite side.  A few minutes later, she was nodding off and he 
was talking animatedly.   

 

Though normally this nasal cycle is coordinated with daily and monthly 
cycles in nature, modern life, with its artificial lighting and its insulation 
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from the cues of the natural world, can disrupt that synchrony. The cycle 
becomes less stable and regular, and may lose its rhythmicity, resulting in 

problems.  Fortunately, there are various techniques that can help guide it 
back into place.  Change your position, for example, and hang your arm 

over the back of the chair you’re sitting in.  In a few moments the nostril 
on the opposite side will open.  

As you become more attuned to 
the flow of breath and energy, 

you will be able to simply 

concentrate on the nostril and the 
sensation of the air moving 

through it, and it will open more 
fully. 

 
Yogis, however, do not 

manhandle the flow of energy 
according to whim.  My teacher 

once confessed that he often sent 
students away until later because 

his breath was flowing in a way 
that did not equip him to deal 

with what they needed.  When a 
nostril opens, an energy channel 

turns on and activates 

corresponding aspects of body 
and mind.  Being conscious of 

this mechanism opens the 
possibility of coordinating your 

urges and inclinations with the 
larger patterns of which you are a 

part.  In the co-creative process 
you share with the forces that shape your currents of energy, your turn to 

take the lead is when your right nostril is open.  And, like a flexible dance 
partner, you accede to being led when the left nostril flows. 
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