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Whether your belly follows the contour of a bulbous 

beer gut or a slim-trim six-pack, most of us have a very 

limited appreciation of our abdomen and its potential. We 

either obsess about our bellies or neglect them. Even with 

serious yoga practitioners, it’s usually a very black and 

white story when, with just a little attention, the belly can 

be seen in multicolored hues.

This article is an invitation to dialogue with the core 

of your being and use poses, breath and movement to 

neither control or ignore but to explore the internal power 

available to everyone. 

In martial arts, the hara is never overlooked and 

practitioners relate that this is where the true source 

of their strength and vitality lies. We can harness this 

internal power to support more external movements and 

in this way prevent injury and move in a more integrated 

and fluid way.

The belly is also a fountain of healing. In Ayurveda, it 

is believed that this is where most disease begins. With 

our relatively inactive lifestyles, fashion demands that we 

contain and compress this area and exercise routines bow 

to our desire to control. The poor belly has a hard time just 

existing, breathing and allowing the natural continuum of 

healing to occur. Its not surprising that we have so many 

digestive, gynecological, prostate, and back problems in 

our culture.

The belly is also the seat of our emotional life, of our 

feeling life and of our sexuality and creativity. This is not 

B e f r i e n d i n g  t h e  B e l l y

an area to be either ignored or suppressed! Some of these 

exercises may feel impossible to do at first. The key is 

patience and friendliness as if you were coaxing a sleepy 

child awake.

Caution: do not eat for quite awhile before doing these 

exercises.
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Belly Breath
Lie on the ground with your knees bent and feet on 

the floor. Use support under your head if this feels more 

comfortable. Bring your hands to rest on your lower 

abdomen and close your eyes, taking a few minutes to tune 

in and relax. (Fig. 1)

How are you breathing? Where are you breathing? Do 

you notice a gentle rise and fall in the abdomen as you 

breathe in and out? Cultivate the soft, spontaneous quality 

of the inhale where the belly rounds a little toward the 

ceiling followed by the easeful emptying of the exhale 

where the belly drops back toward the floor. In relaxed 

breathing, the exhale is usually considerably longer than 

the inhale. Most of us breathe shallowly and never fully 

complete the exhale, always rushing off with the next 

breath, the next thing on the agenda. 

What are the sensations that arise in this lower abdomen 

or second chakra area of the body under your hands?

The chakras are energy centers that govern not only 

physiological functions but also our emotional life and our 

energetic relationship to the world. The area between the 

navel and the pubis is governed by the water element and 

its essence is fluidity, creativity, sexuality and intimacy. 

How fluid does it feel today? What sensations of heat and 

cold, heaviness and lightness, contraction and expansion 

lie here? Do any images arise as you observe the area? 

Remember there are no right or wrong sensations or 

images. There is just your own unique listening to what is 

actually occurring.

Move your hands slightly higher up between the navel 

and lower ribs. The element of this third chakra area is fire 

and it governs the upper digestive organs and our sense of 

power and connection to the world. Ask yourself similar 

questions here. Relax into whatever arises from moment 

to moment, trusting that your hands can become ears to 

your internal life.

Deep Massage
Use your hands to massage the whole belly. Get used to 

digging your fingers and palms in and exploring the organs 

and muscles like an expert masseur. (Fig. 2) Let the belly 

be passive, like jello, as you do this. Can you really let it 

go completely? The ability to soften completely—strangely 

enough—is the beginning of finding one’s true hara or core 

strength. 

Pelvic Rock
On an inhale feel the belly really round, like a big 

Buddha belly, and be drawn toward the thighs, creating a 

gentle arch in your lower back.  (Fig. 3) As you exhale, move 

the belly back and down toward the floor so that the back 

flattens into the floor and the belly spreads into the back 
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body (Fig. 4) Rock back and forth like this in a wave-like 

fashion, letting the exhale be a tad longer than the inhale, 

with almost a pause at the end of the exhale. See if you can 

let the belly and breath move the pelvis with minimal help 

from the back and the feet. If this movement is new to you 

and it’s hard to connect breath and movement, create the 

rocking as shown in the photos and in time, coordinate it 

with the breath. Sense the swells of the belly like a gentle 

ocean roll, an internal tidal rhythm. After five-ten cycles, 

let the breath do exactly what it wants to do, letting the 

belly settle and the spine be neutral. Notice if the quality of 

your breath has changed at all. What are the sensations in 

your abdomen now, both upper and lower?

After a minute of rest, draw the knees into the chest and 

gently roll to massage the back. Invite the abdomen to be 

passive. (Fig. 5)

Tipping the Bowl
In Constructive Rest, use your feet to raise your pelvis 

an inch or two off the ground. Have your hands cup the 

pelvic bowl as shown (Fig. 6). Jiggle the pelvis, letting go 

in belly and buttocks and using your lower leg and foot as 

prime support. Imagine the pelvis is a bowl containing a 

thick viscous liquid and then raise the left side of the pelvis 

another inch and explore this “liquid belly” as it flows to 

the right side of the bowl. Change sides and repeat two-

three times, letting the liquid pour itself and bathe the 

back pelvis.

 Now bring the pelvis onto the ground and create a 

similar action but without losing contact between the 

floor and the pelvis. This will become a more fiery, third 

chakra action as you attempt to stabilize the right side and 

let the inner organs shift to the right. Use your fingertips 

to see how the lower belly muscles can get engaged in this 

movement. If you open your mouth and exhale with a slow 

“HA” sound, this will assist in activating these muscles. In 

this second variation, the belly is very engaged; in the first 

it has more of a passive, fluid quality. Repeat on second 

side.

Afterward, bring the knees to the chest again and 

breathe into the back body.

Standing Belly Roll 
Stand in Tadasana, your feet hip width apart. Bend the 

knees and place your hands on your thighs, keeping the 

pelvis tilted slightly forward and your back lengthened. 

(Fig. 7) Without pushing from the back, allow your belly to 

expand itself like a self-expanding accordion until it feels 

fatter, rounder and Buddha-like. (Fig. 8) On an exhale, 

draw the lower belly in and imagine it spreading itself 

into the back body like butter onto bread. The movement 

is active but not harsh, creating a very wide, supported 

feeling in the back body. Keep breathing freely even though 

it is a little harder to breathe into the deepest parts of the 

belly when it is so active. Now return to the Buddha belly 

experience keeping the breath relaxed and go back and 

forth a couple of times. Each time the belly both getting 

bigger, and disappearing more efficiently! Don’t expect it to 

disappear completely, but just enjoy the internal sensations 

when you ask the belly to move this way. 

When this movement becomes possible, take it a step 

further by moving the belly into the side of the pelvis. It’s 
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as if you were vacuuming your organs over to one side. 

Then try the other side. Keep breathing! And finally try 

moving the belly first to the back pelvis around the back 

of the pelvis to the right, forward into the big Buddha look 

and around to the left side. Continue, creating circles. 

Change directions. You may feel nothing at all when you 

ask your belly to go to one side or other, but keep trying at 

odd moments in the day (at the traffic lights, in a boring 

meeting) and I assure you in time, you will find some 

movement there.

Tadasansa
When you are standing in a position like Tadasana, what 

happens to your belly? Does it tend to collapse forwards 

and pull on the back? (Fig. 9) Or perhaps you are the over 

zealous control freak who tucks and tightens wherever you 

can (as in Fig. 10), which may in our warped fashion world 

look “good’ but actually is as dead as the first option. Can 

you allow the belly to be both relaxed and supportive and 

feel the breath moving freely here? (Fig. 11)

All Fours
Roll to the side and come up on all fours so that your 

shoulders are over your hands and your hips over your 

knees, your spine in neutral. (Fig. 12) Use one hand on 

the belly and see if you can coax the belly to soften and 

hang out of its pelvic shell. Jiggle your hand and allow 

the belly to be heavy and full. This is perhaps the most 

challenging part of this series. We are so culturally 

conditioned—men as well as women—to hide our 

bellies that its a strange and often scary feeling to let 

this belly truly hangout. What would happen if we let it 

be the size it wanted to be? How many layers and layers 

of control are there? Now see if you can create a similar 

circular movement here as in the Standing Belly Roll, 

engaging and relaxing the belly as you move it through 

different quadrants of the pelvis. Afterward, relax the 

belly again, jiggle it and see if there’s more belly! How 

counter culture can you get!

Child’s Pose
On an exhale release into Child’s Pose keeping the 

belly relaxed. (Fig. 13) If this pose is uncomfortable 

to you because of knees, hips or spine, return to 

Constructive Rest (Fig. 1). Allow yourself to compost into 

the pose, feeling the ripple of the breath in deeper and 

deeper corners of the pelvis. Let the belly relax toward the 

floor and sense both the fluid quality of the organs and 

the warmth and aliveness of your internal hearth. Make 

friends with the sensations that arise. Who knows you 

might even get to like your belly!

Mary Paffard is Director of Teacher Training at Yoga 
Mendocino in Ukiah, CA, and is a Co-founder of the Cuba-
U.S. Yoga Exchange. www.maryyoga.com  (All photos taken 
at Piedmont Yoga Studio in Oakland, CA.)


