
Diaphragm
The Power of the

BY TIFFANY CRUIKSHANK

T here are several distinct roles that the dia-
phragm plays in the body on a more energetic 
level, the first being its capacity to regulate 

the flow of energy throughout the body. In Chinese 
Medicine the diaphragm is considered the gateway 
between the upper and lower parts of the body, 
therefore it’s the diaphragms job to regulate the 
ascending & descending functions of the 
body. This is represented in our ability 
to transport qi, blood and fluids to the 
entire body to nourish the brain & in-
ternal organs as well as the ascending & 
descending functions of respiration & 
digestion to name a few. Because of 
this, the diaphragm serves a vital role 
in regulating energy flow throughout 
the body. 

Another role of the diaphragm 
is its connection to the me-
ridians as all of the 14 main 
meridians pass through the di-
aphragm (superficially or inter-
nally). Because each of these meridians con-
nects internally to the organs, the diaphragm 
has the potential to affect both the superficial 
meridians that innervate the muscles & tis-
sues as well as the deeper functioning of 
the internal organs. As we know from the 
previous article this also happens via the 
parasympathic nervous system stimulation 
from the diaphragm.

These regulatory functions of the dia-
phragm allow it to act as a moderator of 
yin & yang in the body. The diaphragm 
has the potential to be fierce and 
intense in its ability to nourish the 
body in a very yang way. It quickly 
steps into action when needed and 
keeps us prepared in instances like 
sprinting where we need a quicker 

exchange rate of oxygen in the body. However for 
most of our day we need not paid any attention to the 

breath it just quietly meanders through its role in 
a quiet & seamless way as it fulfills its more yin 
qualities in the body. It’s this yin quality of the 
diaphragm that calmly seduces our body into a 
state of grace both within our practice and within 

our lives. 
One of the things that intrigues me most 

about the diaphragm is its power to com-
mand nourishment to the entire body 
and at the same time its capacity to be 
effortless and soft in its transactions em-

bodying both yin and yang qualities 
sometimes even simultaneously.

It’s this balance of masculine & 
feminine or yin & yang that com-

mands our attention to this mus-
cle in our lives and especially 
in our practice. The strength 

and delicacy that makes the di-
aphragm so powerful in both 

its effort & effortless functions within the 
body are a powerful tool to be utilized both 
on & off the mat. 

On a more emotional level, the diaphragm 
is also said to be the bridge or shield between 
the conscious & unconscious emotions in 
Chinese Medicine. The diaphragm tends 
to be a place where we store unconscious 
emotional tension or grief. As yogis we have 
the ability to use our conscious regulation 
of this muscle to modulate that response. 

During times of high stress or emotional 
intensity this muscle can get rigid 
and bound down, creating more 
problems from a decrease in the ox-
ygenation of the tissues that follows. 
Hence we get stressed, we get tired 
and the cycle continues.
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Yang Meridians - Yin Meridians 
1: Stomach 2: Large Intestine  

3: Triple Heater 4: Small Intestine 
5: Central 6: Kidney 7: Spleen 8: Liver 

9: Lung 10: Circulation 11: Heart
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downward movement in the body and its connection 
to the meridians, the diaphragm has the capacity to 
affect both the regulation of energy throughout the 
body as well as the functioning of the organs. Put that 
together with its connection to the Parasympathetic 
Nervous System outlined in the previous article, its 
regulation of yin & yang and the emotions and you 
can easily see how powerful the effects of working 
with this one muscle can be from both an eastern & 
western approach.

Tiffany Cruikshank is an international yoga teacher, 
author and health & wellness expert who travels the globe in-
spiring people to live their lives to the fullest.  With her training 
in Acupuncture & Sports Medicine her yoga classes are guided 
by a strong anatomic focus intermingled with her characteristic 
playfulness using movement as medicine. Tiffany was previously 
the Acupuncturist & Yoga Teacher at the Nike World Headquarters 
and has graced the cover of Yoga Journal & Om Yoga Magazine 
among others.  You can take class with her on 
YogaGlo.com or check out her book  
Optimal Health For A Vibrant Life, 
a 30 day detox for yogis at  
www.YogaMedicine.com.

Tension in the diagram can affect the parasympa-
thetic nervous system response (we looked at in the 
previous article) that contribute to the stress response 
cycle, affect the meridians that pass through it to 
affect the entire energetic system, has a strong con-
nection to the digestive organs that sit underneath 
it and can be a place of stored trauma, tension or 
stress in the body.

Like with many parts of our yoga practice we can 
approach it from either end. We can look at sources 
of stress in our lives that may be perpetuating tension 
here or we can work with the diaphragm to alter the 
internal stress responses of the body. The diaphragm 
can be an emotional storage point or it can be a gate-
way to emotional processing. Either way you can see 
that not only does the diaphragm have huge implica-
tions for our physical & physiologic health it is also 

deeply connected to our energetic & 
emotional health.

With its ability to reg-
ulate the upward and 
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1: Diaphragm 2: Central tendon of diaphragm 
3: Opening of inferior vena cava  

4: Ceentral tendon 5: Medial arcuate ligament 
6: Right crura of diaphragm  

7: Left crus of diaphragm 8: Aorta 9: Esophagus
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