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i The Social Context: Give pause a chance! 

Yoga classes are often fast paced, vital individual differences rarely 

acknowledged and mostly āsanas for fitness, rather than a space to breathe 

and be. 

Oppawsky (2016) sees western society as uncomfortable with long pauses 
whereas “Inner stillness is a feature of spiritual enlightenment in Buddhism 

and a measure of inner growth in Hinduism”. He suggests society 

discourages silence, with pauses seen as embarrassing, threatening, or 

personally rejecting although as psychologists know, incubation periods or the 
creative pause are valuable (Markham 2012, 173). 

We often anticipate the other person’s response, interrupting without a valid 

‘pause’ of waiting for them to finish and our response is thus invariably 
“suboptimal” (Nemko, 2015). 

In contrast, Glyn’s Pause Prompt Praise is an effective, remedial reading 

project for 10-12 year olds. (Wearmouth et al, 2002, 61). Following the 

reader’s error, there’s a pause to allow them to self- correct, preventing the 
tutor from interrupting too soon. This enables the child to decide what type of 

error occurred or give tutors the chance to prompt.  

ii Breathe the difference 

Beeken (2004, 10) shows how we hold our breath when we think of 

uncomfortable past thoughts and diseases associated with holding the breath 

in are high blood pressure, heart disease, tension angina and stress related 
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illness. Diseases associated with holding the breath out are low blood 

pressure, depression and lack of energy. 

Forbes discovered after years of clinical work that breathing exercises had a 
stronger influence on emotional healing than either mental or physical 

practices alone and began to incorporate yoga therapy into her clients’ 

treatment. “Rapid and shallow breathing… hinders the body’s response to 

emotion and stress” (Forbes, 2011, 87) in contrast to deep slow breaths 

which improve the body’s response to emotional stress. 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that by 2020 depression will 

be the second cause of death worldwide (Nataraja 2008, 29).Modern findings 

finally link body mind and breath: Devices like the GSR (Galvanic skin 
response) meter measure psychophysiological response and can be used to 

see “how effective contemplative techniques such as focusing on the breath 

are” (Nataraja 2008, 167).  EEG (Brown and Gerbarg 2012, 112) and fMRI 

(Ibid, 100) are increasingly the research tools demonstrating how breathing 
positively effects brain and behaviour. 

CONCLUSION  

“The notes I handle no better than many pianists. But the pauses between the 

notes - ah, that is where the art resides” Artur Schanabel (pianist) 1882-1951 

It’s hard to summarise the development of kumbhaka. There are many social 
and psychophysiological aspects to how and why we access these breathing 

practices or ‘pause’. For example, loneliness is a stressor so yoga, 

mindfulness and breathing workshops offer community where people have a 

sense of belonging while connecting to themselves. Spirituality is a word 

that’s attached itself to this but  “Spirituality has no universal meaning and 
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has always reflected political interests” (Carette and King, 2016,30). If untrue 

in ancient times, it seems so today.  

Yet we don’t need to escape to monasteries or yoga studios to pause. On 
New Year’s Eve many reflect on the year gone and the one ahead. New 

Year’s Eve derives from Winter Solstice (Latin for the sun coming to a stop). 

“It is, in effect a celestial pause” (Tomkins, T. 2013, Tedtalk). Summer 

Solstice, celebrated in Times Square with dusk until dawn yoga and 

meditation embraces ‘The power of the pause’. Starting ten years ago with 3 
people, last year 14,000 people attended, to breathe, pause and recover a 

sense of “awe”. 

Epenetos, a consultant onologist is convinced: 

   Medical understanding of the nature and mechanism of breathing is important, but 

equally so is practicing intermittent control of breathing, taking a moment to pause and 

reflect, even just for 1 minute. This allows our minds to generate some space and 

regain vital energy in the body (email: a.epenetos@epenetos.com 17.6.17).  8

Being full of energy and being able to relax are drivers of well being, but if 

lacking, stressors that weaken us psycho-physiologically. Yogic breathing 

enables people with mild or extreme trauma to cope more effectively, (Brown 
and Gerbarg, 2012) and the 4-4-6-2 kumbhaka routine has been shown to 

reduce violent thought, suicidal or impulsive tendencies (Ibid, 146). 

I thought I’d conclude kumbhaka was always beneficial, based on ancient 

yogic practices, but my research confirms how much modern yogic practices 
have evolved. Civilisation reduces resolve and capacity for disciplined 

practice; ability to follow the eight angas is limited, so breathing practices 

have adapted. Despite limited neurophysiological respiratory knowledge the 

 http://agamemnonepenetos.com8
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ancient yogis knew breathing was central to their endeavours, and we still 

benefit from their timeless wisdom. 

However, science can now evaluate, guide and encourage us to make the 
most of ancient insights and practices, according to time place and 

circumstance. We need to avoid both highly regulated, ‘learned breathing’ 

and the unconscious involuntary, speedy breath, and instead find the 

“essential breath” (Farhi, 1996,9). Being mindful, paying attention to breath is 

preparatory work, but slower breathing and breath holding seem valuable for 

stress relief. There is much clinical research on prāṇāyāma with benefits 

confirmed by a range of studies, (Brown and Gerbarg, 2009 in Bushell et al, 

(eds) 2009, 54-62). Methodological weaknesses need addressing, but clinical 

analysis of those that use retention would be invaluable, how prāṇāyāma with 

kumbhaka is effective and the pause a catalyst for change, plus full research 

of the components of breath control (Khalsa, 2016,62) 
  

Evidence points toward the potential for alleviating distress and dis-ease as 

McCall (2007,28) shows in his review of the wide range of medical conditions 

helped by yogic practices, as does Broad (2012, 137-148) plus revealing 
essential safe-guards needed. McKeown’s work reveals how Buteyko 

controlled breathing corrects asthma and sleep apnea (2004,149-153) and 

Brown and Gerbarg (2102, 121) show how various breathing techniques 

alleviate distress, depression and PTSD. Reducing breathing rate lowers 
metabolism and heart rate, reduces the amount of CO2 exhaled, and re-

breathing the same air is “one of the easiest methods” for entering a euphoric 

trance (Broad, 2012, 21). 

Rosch (2009 in Bushell et al, 2009, 307) confirms how communication on 
every level of our being, from atomic to quantum, is known to be critical to 

healthy body/mind homeostasis. Controlling the mind through breathing 



�  of �43 44

brings harmony of body and mind. Refining and improving the quality of our 

breathing are central to changing dysfunctional habits or samskaras, using 

the concept of neuroplasticity (Khalsa et al, 2016,40). 

Kumbhaka offers opportunities for enhanced conceptual and emotional 

awareness, greater discrimination and specificity. Neuroscientists are 

exploring emotional granularity, with Feldman Barrett’s melding of cognitive 

science and neuroscience paving the way for research on the adaptive 

consequences of emotional granularity and “will contribute to the construction 
of training programs …designed to improve emotional adjustment” (Feldman-

Barrett, 2017).  

    Using mindful, specific, and expansive movement practice in order to boost the 

connections between the areas of your brain which govern the conscious movements of 

your body can only increase both your felt sense of mind-body oneness and the level of 

nuance in your conscious understanding of yourself and the world around you. (Bartelle, 

2017) 

Breath retention can play a significant role in reducing stress if we understand 

our individual breathing pattern, use the pause to facilitate focus and balance 

and move toward harmonious linking of breath, consciousness and spirit, 

which the ancient yogis knew brought peace, personal and universal. 
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