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Introduction

This book guides the art of Ayurvedic food-related wisdom through the application of theory and practice, aiming to balance the physical body and in turn support the mind and emotions, the flow of vital energy, intuitive intelligence, and spirit. The ancient Indian system of Āyurveda is a natural, holistic healing system that is highly relevant to the mounting food-health challenges of today. The Ayurvedic approach to lifelong health centers around the dosha—three intelligent bodily managers that mix within us to determine our unique metabolic constitution. Understanding our personal constitution offers deep insights into our nature, and is key to making dietary and lifestyle choices that support physical balance and mental happiness.

The body is a miraculous, intelligent vessel—quite out of common awareness its base functions are self-maintaining. The physical body grounds us and acts as our base and touchstone to tangible, sensual existence. When its functions are balanced, the body fills with vitality and joy. If we listen, the body is a constant teacher, yet subtle voices telling us how the body feels are seldom truly noted. We often hold little faith in the physical body, and don’t offer it the attention or support it deserves. When the machinery does its job, the body is a workhorse that toils toward the mind’s aspirations. We expect the same performance, day in, day out, regardless of physical limits and natural cycles. Sometimes the body feels like a burden. Feeding it, cleaning it, and putting up with its pains, noises, and smells can make us forget its living, illuminated intelligence. When balanced, the physical body is completely geared toward life. A doctor or healer may offer a boost, but it’s the nature of the body to heal. Health and happiness come from within.

Our body may seem familiar to us, but the body changes so rapidly that constancy is just an illusion. Every morning we look in the mirror at a different entity. Moment by moment, the physical body performs thousands, possibly millions of simultaneous functions, synthesizing and metabolizing compounds precisely as the need arises. Skin and gut tissues slough off and are regenerated. Millions of cells die and birth simultaneously. The body’s main constituent, water, flows continuously through all living tissues. The foods we ate yesterday are becoming bodily tissues today. Metabolic wastes build up and are removed. The ability of the physical body to continually adapt to changing conditions is one of its most elegant features.

Modern medicine tries to understand the physical body through orchestrated scientific trials, based on the fact that humans are a series of interwoven biological compounds undergoing elegantly transforming reactions, powered by calories, predetermined by genes. This way of knowing the human body divides it into ever-smaller parts, and hands the power of knowledge to science and medicine. Āyurveda understands the physical body as one aspect of a greater whole. As a material entity, the physical body is comprised fundamentally of the five great states of matter: earth, water, fire, air, and ether. These five elements that comprise the human body also comprise all planetary matter and can be experienced and understood by everyone. How does the body accumulate these elements? Through the foods we eat. In Sanskrit, the ancient language of India that directly connects sounds with forms, the term for body, sharira, refers to the entity needing constant replenishment. All physical tissues need constant feeding, waste removal, cleansing, maintenance, replacement, and rejuvenation from wear and tear.

More than the physical body we see and identify with, the ancient traditions of Āyurveda, yoga, and Chinese medicine also understand the body as a system of energy flowing through subtle channels that obey universal laws. Traditional Chinese medicine knows this flowing energy as qi. In Āyurveda, and its sister science, yoga, the body’s vital energy is known as prāna, the intelligent force that enlivens every aspect of our system and all life on Earth. Prāna is not personal. It’s a common pasture to which all beings have equal rights. Prāna can be awakened and enhanced within us as individuals; and universally it’s a common pasture to which all beings have equal rights. In modern life, the primary ways we take in fresh prāna are through our thoughts, feelings, and actions; our social and wider environment; and breath (air), the sun, water, and food. The elements that comprise the physical body, and the energy that vitalizes it, can’t be artificially separated within us or from the external environment.

More specifically, Āyurveda and yoga see each human lives within five energy envelopes or sheaths. Each sheath supports a different aspect of life. The innermost sheath is the physical body, made up mainly of the two heaviest elements, earth and water. The physical body is constructed from the foods we eat, the fluids we drink, and the air we breathe, and is referred to as the food body. The food body is the densest and most slowly vibrating sheath. Within and around the food body exist four progressively more subtle, vibrating fields.

Next, and lighter in density, is the vital body, also known as the breath or prānic sheath. It is through the vital body that the life-force prāna flows—through channels known as nādis (meridians in Chinese medicine), and also through the chakra system, energetic wheels or transformers that store and release flowing energy. Yogic texts speak of 72,000 subtle channels, and 114 chakras within the human energy network. The development, organization, and vibrancy of the physical and mental bodies particularly depends on the prānic sheath.

More subtle in density is the mental body or envelope, the channel through which the mind’s thoughts and emotions move. Western medicine tends to think of the mind as the brain, whereas Āyurveda sees the mind as a subtle sheath, permeating and moving throughout the entire physical body. Plus, the mind extends outside the physical body, to wherever we consciously focus. Our dietary patterns directly affect the food body, vital body, and the mental sheath.

Enveloping these three bodies is the even-more-refined wisdom body, or sheath of intiuitive knowledge. This vibrating field relates to the subconscious and unconscious mind, and connects us to multidimensional knowing, including intuition and higher awareness. And the final and most subtle body is known as the bliss body, or transcendental sheath. The bliss body envelops the wisdom, mental, vital, and food bodies. It is the field of the soul or spirit, our innermost and outermost universal connection. The bliss body is the aspect of being that resonates with pure consciousness.
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The five bodies

When all five bodies exist in harmony, health flourishes. In their arrangement, each body supports the other and contributes to all aspects of the whole being. All bodies influence our physical being, and the food body influences every other aspect. Life is a combination of the physical body, mind and senses, vital force, wisdom, and reincarnating soul. Health encompasses all of these aspects.

Translated from its Sanskrit origin, the root ayus represents the intelligent combination of the body, sense organs, mind, and soul that together provide life and continuity of consciousness. In Āyurveda the term ayur denotes this life as dynamic, creative, and multidimensional; a principle spanning constant evolution and change. From the root vid, meaning knowledge or to know, the word veda relates to a rational progression of knowledge, often translated as “science,” but veda refers to knowledge derived coherently from experience rather than the logic-based “facts” lauded by modern science. A living wisdom that offers understanding through direct observation and conscious involvement. Birthed in India, for many millennia—and arguably more relevant today— Āyurveda offers a complete natural science of life, virtuous living, and healthy longevity.

When constantly fatigued or “under the weather,” we may seek health, but don’t know how to find it, or even how to describe it. In Western systems, medical professionals are trained to see clinical conditions and diseases, defined by the presence of measurable symptoms; and health becomes the absence of clinically measurable disease. Subtle facets of the body, our daily routine and living environment, and whether we actually feel healthy, are not things modern tests examine. In contrast, Āyurveda doesn’t focus on specific disease states and symptomatic treatments. Āyurveda is a life-positive approach, with health as the emphasis—a thriving, wholly conscious, and connected way of being, achieved through balancing one’s unique constitution with complementary foods and daily routines, living in harmony with Mother Nature, and through simplicity, happiness, and elevation of spirit.

This book consists of two parts. Part I focuses more on theory and introduces key Ayurvedic principles. Part II concentrates on putting these theories and principles into practice. Part I, Chapter 1 journeys into the background and evolution of Āyurveda, and describes how Mother Nature, who in Āyurveda is the principle of material nature, supports human development and health. Chapter 1 appreciates Mother Nature’s five great elements that comprise this planet and our physical self. We examine the qualities of each of these elements, and begin to understand them in ourselves. We also consider Mother Nature’s cycles, and how cosmic cycles govern our physical well-being.

In Chapter 2, the focus moves to the body’s three subtle managers, or dosha—vāta, pitta, and kapha. We get to know the dosha and launch an expedition into our own unique constitution. The health model of the three dosha is a concept that is central and unique to Āyurveda. The dosha are three intelligent, complimentary forces that guide all physical function and form. Subtle in nature, we can’t always see them, but we can see the results of their actions. In each body, all three dosha exist in various intensities and proportions. By understanding our unique combination of dosha, our physical and mental tendencies become clearer, and we gain a personal ongoing methodology for balancing health. When our personal mix of the three dosha function harmoniously, the physical body operates seamlessly, and upholds all aspects of life. But if the dosha become vitiated and lose equilibrium, the physical body loses integrity, and imbalance and disease descend. For Āyurveda, imbalance within these three subtle managers is the root cause of disease. What can imbalance the dosha? Just about anything! Everything internal and external is a potential source of health, and also a potential source for disease—it depends on the dose and qualities of the would-be substance or action, and the daily, seasonal, and constitutional needs of the individual. In general, three main precipitators of dosha imbalance exist. One factor is the impact of time. Time’s effects include the aging process and changing seasons. We work against time by denying the process of aging; by being out of sync with natural cycles—when we eat unseasonal foods or warming foods in summer heat, when we eat too often or irregularly, or eat at a time when the digestive fires are weak. Our timing is off when we make choices based on past conditioning rather than present conditions. Another disease precipitator is the mind. Logic and reason offer incredible possibilities, but the intellect is limited. According to Āyurveda, many poor dietary and lifestyle choices, and dosha and digestive imbalance occur due to prājnāparādha, a Sanskrit term that translates to “mistake of intellect” or even “crimes against wisdom.” We enter its grip when we knowingly or unwittingly choose foods or actions that don’t suit us. We choose heavy foods when the body asks for light, eat more than is comfortable, or in the absence of bodily hunger. The mind aggravates the doshas and initiates disease when we think untoward and excessive thoughts, generate or suppress strong emotions, will the body beyond its capacity, ignore or forcibly stimulate natural urges, and through our ignorance and delusions. The sense impressions we take in through the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and skin are a third significant cause of dosha imbalance. The senses are our windows to the world, but they are often abused or distracted. Underuse, overuse, or misuse occurs when we eat food dominated by one or two tastes or textures; consume physically and chemically manipulated foods; and excessively expose ourselves to lights, sounds, or synthetic or tight clothing. Sight is the dominant sense, but the eyes are easily fooled. And the tongue, nose, and skin are enfeebled. According to Āyurveda, anything taken into the system that is incompletely processed is carried within us and becomes a potential seed of disease. When the senses are not in order and discernment is not strong, incomplete impressions foster imbalance. Many of us stockpile sensory experiences and grievances that never fully heal.

The potential initiators of illness are many. The scriptures tell us most diseases—eighty categories—are vāta in origin, next comes pitta dosha with forty categories, and then kapha, which initiates twenty types of disease. As imbalance takes hold, Āyurveda sees the disease process occur in six stages toward full-blown manifestation. In the first and second stages of the disease process, one dosha becomes aggravated and begins to accumulate and rise in its home-site—kapha’s primary home site is the stomach, pitta lives in the small intestine, and vāta resides in the colon. As a dosha becomes aggravated, the body’s natural intelligence produces an aversion to factors that will increase the dosha further, and an attraction to substances and actions with opposite, pacifying qualities. When feeling hot and dry, we get out of the sun, and seek out a cool glass of water. On a cold gusty night, we close the windows and crave a hearty, warming meal. The body seeks stability and balance. Correcting early dosha imbalance prevents illness before it flourishes. But when minor problems go unaddressed and the body’s wisdom is not respected, conditions deepen and spread. In the third and fourth stages of the disease process, the aggravated dosha spreads out of the gut and adjacent areas into the circulation, eventually finding a weak tissue or organ, or system that shares an affinity to settle in, multiply, and deposit toxins and wastes. Around this time, we often become aware of uncomfortable symptoms and Western medicine looks in—symptom-by-symptom, organ-by-organ, drug-by-drug—although the problem started upstream. Ayurvedic wisdom recognizes physical symptoms—the aches, inflammations, unruly blood tests, weight gain, tissue growth, and organ disorders—as observable consequences of causes originating somewhere else. It is during the third and fourth stages that the body’s natural intelligence becomes silenced, and self-balance is no longer sought. Even though the body needs rebalancing, we are no longer compelled toward it. Although certain substances and actions harm us, we no longer move away. Instead, ironically, regrettably, we crave the things that make us ill. The body is accustomed to them, and they regale the senses and provide a short-term lift. Wayward intelligence does much to explain our fondness for highly processed, devitalized foods, and why many ailments endure. In the fifth and sixth stages of the disease process, disorders intensify, spread, and become difficult to cure. Chronic conditions set in.

To intercept the trajectory of chronic disease, one art of Ayurvedic nutrition is choosing foods to balance each unique dosha mix, detailed in Chapter 3. Āyurveda reads bodies and matches foods; choosing food to complement each body, beginning with six dominant tastes: sweet, sour, salty, pungent, bitter, and astringent. Certain tastes balance certain dosha and are encouraged, but health prospers when all six tastes are eaten daily. Among other qualities, foods heat and cool the body, bring moisture or dryness, and attributes of heavy and light. We explore these ideas, plus three other universal qualities present in the foods we eat—sattva, rajas, and tamas—that primarily affect the mind. Of these, sattva is an innate balancing and harmonizing force that lives in us all, yet is easily obscured. The remainder of Chapter 3 explores the main food group and many specific foods, considering their dominant qualities and potential to influence the dosha. We examine the benefits of different eating patterns to enhance dosha balance, and nutritional and holistic health.

Thousands of years ago, when Āyurveda was born, the food supply—and world—were different, but even then, Āyurveda knew that food plays a fundamental role in health. Western science is just beginning to appreciate the potential of diet to provoke disease or support health, and recently discovered the significance of the gut microbiome—legions of bacteria and fungi that inhabit the gut, enabling digestion, immunity, and robust mental well-being. The central function of food and the gut has been long understood by Āyurveda. The Taittirīya Upanishad, an ancient Vedic text, states “All that exists on earth is born of anna (food), lives on anna, and in the end merges into anna. Anna indeed is the first born amongst all beings. Therefore it is called the universal medicine.”1 Food enables and holds life together. Annam Brahma—food is god.

The ability to digest the foods we eat is another central theme of Āyurveda. Chapter 4 inspects, befriends, and stokes the agni, or digestive fires. Agriculture makes mud and manure into food. Digestion makes food into energy and tissues. What is on our plate one day, is bodily tissue the next. We live in active partnership with the compounds we consume. From food, through the grace of the digestive agni, Āyurveda sees that seven distinct tissues are created in a particular order. First plasma, then blood, muscle, fat, bone, marrow, and finally reproductive tissues. When the digestive fires are strong, all tissues are nourished, the reproductive cells are well-formed, and ojas arises. Ojas is the most refined and nutritive essence of food; life force in a liquid medium. This subtle nectar is fed back to the body, enhancing all functions, underpinning immunity, resilience, and health.

Too little food, too much food, or foods the gut can’t handle, disturbs the digestion and metabolism, and promotes the buildup of undigested toxins, or āma. As well as examine digestion, Chapter 4 appreciates the probable presence of undigested toxins in life. To Āyurveda, poor dietary habits, weak digestion, and the presence of undigested toxins play a central role in disease. Two generations ago, illnesses such as diabetes, cancer, attention deficit disorder, arthritic conditions, and thyroid dysfunction affected an unfortunate few. Never before have humans suffered concurrently from malnutrition and obesity—both conditions present at the same time, in the same individual. Today, many adults and children lack robust immunity, and fewer people age gracefully, enjoying a functional, full life. Food builds the food body, and the foods we eat, and the ways we eat them, contribute to either health or disease.

From an Ayurvedic perspective, poor dietary choices and poor digestion are common causes of imbalances and toxins that make us more susceptible to chronic inflammation; high blood pressure; disturbed blood fats; insulin resistance; diabetes; weight gain; immune dysfunction; autoimmune disease; menstrual disorders; conditions of the heart and circulatory system, lungs and respiratory system, liver and digestive system, kidneys and urinary system, ovaries and reproductive system, hormonal and nervous systems; many cancers; and degenerative and chronic health conditions—all especially relevant today. At every level, we are what we do, and do not, digest.

To support the healing of modern-day problems of weight gain and debility, Chapter 5 offers insights into langhana and brimhana, the reducing and building natures of certain foods that work to reduce and lighten, or build and strengthen, the food body. In life, all possibilities—from comfortable mobility, to a good night’s sleep, to mental clarity, attainment of our highest potential, true contentment, and longevity—are contingent on health, and are also markers of it. Weight gain is not an issue of too many calories; a thyroid problem is not just an issue of the gland. Good health and good nutrition encompass the whole body, and also lie beyond its borders. Seeking health through stand-alone nutrients or the treatment of sovereign parts, fragments and distances us from life at large.

How we relate to food and the food environment influences what, why, how, and when we eat, and our ability to derive goodness and vitality from food. In Chapter 6 we examine embodied eating, a universally relevant concept to help us more clearly and wholly perceive the foods we eat and how they affect the body. Embodied eaters bring the mind and senses into the body to look, listen, and feel more deeply in order to know what’s truly going on; and in deepening their food relations, nurture greater respect and gratitude for our near and far connections with food.

Part II focuses on practice. Chapter 7 teaches how to embrace Mother Nature’s daily and seasonal cycles. The mind has been taught guidelines: eat this; don’t eat that. But the body knows none of these rules. While constant flux is natural, routines and cycles support physical health; living according to universal rhythms and laws. Along these lines, Chapter 7 also looks at the universal importance and practice of eating foods that are seasonal, local, and fresh.

In Ayurvedic health and healing, maintaining or restoring the strength of digestion is key. Chapter 8 pays further homage to the digestive fires, advises how to stoke them, and examines methods to remove undigested toxins, or āma. These two steps are fundamental and often primary in moving toward dosha balance.

Chapter 9 returns to the dosha, providing detailed guidance on living for balance, including finer points on balancing tastes, foods, qualities, and eating patterns. Examples of meal plans and lifestyle choices are given for each of the three dosha. And we return to the quality of sattva, a balancing, harmonizing force that when nurtured, enhances the intelligence and metabolism of all constitutions. Guidance is provided on eating and living sattva.

In Chapter 10 we delve into the practice of embodied eating, and learn to look more wholly and deeply. Following the wisdom of Mother Nature, the wisdom and messages of the whole body, and wisdom consolidated through personal experience are significant themes of Āyurveda. Rather than taking eating and health cues from outside ourselves, moving toward physical balance entails looking, listening, feeling, practicing, and experiencing for ourselves. Throughout Chapter 10, you will learn to use personal observations to cultivate self-knowledge and self-awareness, and inform relevant choices. Outmoded attitudes and habits are anti-transformation, but with awareness, each decision becomes an opportunity for growth and change. With fresh eyes, we examine and conquer the secret life of hunger, and decode food cravings. We inspect the food body’s waste products, interpret the language of the tongue, awaken and manage the senses and mind, and invite the light of intuition. Rather than depend solely on logic, we incorporate feeling into daily food choices, and truly live each experience. Chapter 10 concludes with conscious cookery, getting to know food and elevate the eating experience, plus consideration of our food relations, and how to offer food the gratitude and reverence it deserves.

To consolidate change, in Chapter 11 we delve into habituation, or satmya, and the secret life of habits. Old patterns are looked in the eye and then let go, in order to focus on new habits that support and balance the dosha. We also appreciate the significance of fostering congruous connections through social and environmental supports. To complement this nutritional guide, a final appendix offers cooking tips and recipes, followed by a bibliography and references.

For Westerners steeped in biomedical science and nutrition, Āyurveda provides new organizing principles to describe and understand our own bodies and the world around us. It offers a framework that preserves the integrated nature of the universe, while supporting each individual to navigate their own path. Habits of thought and action are highly personal; a personal culture, if you will. The Art of Ayurvedic Nutrition invites you to expand your personal and food culture, and in doing so expand your ethos of the physical body, health, disease, healing, your surroundings, and even your innermost nature. Grounded in wisdom, theory, and practice, this book empowers you with principles of the living intelligence of Āyurveda. Working toward holistic balance (rather than single pieces of the puzzle), encourages displaced fragments to move gently, spontaneously back to natural, harmonious living. Sound good? Let’s get started!
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PART I

Ayurvedic Principles

The first half of this book examines key Ayurvedic principles that underpin the theory of eating for healthy balance.

Āyurveda was birthed in India yet its truest origins are speculative and difficult to reference in time. At present, the wisdom and practice of Āyurveda is represented in three main scriptures. The earliest comprehensive work dealing purely with Āyurveda is the Charaka Samhitā, conceived in seven encyclopedic volumes well over two thousand years ago. The Charaka Samhitā focuses on the immediate and distant causes of disease, the signs of disease and health, and therapeutic treatments. The second significant text, the Sushruta Samhitā, believed to have been recorded a few hundred years after the Charaka Samhitā, focuses on surgical treatments and general medicine. And in more recent times, around twelve hundred years ago, sage writer Vāgbhata analyzed, condensed, and presented the teachings of these two scriptures in a third major treatise known as the Ashtanga Hridayam, meaning heart of the eight branches of Āyurveda. These three texts, the Charaka Samhitā, Sushruta Samhitā, and Ashtanga Hridayam form the major triad of knowledge of Ayurvedic medicine. In more recent centuries, numerous nighantus or accessory texts have been added on subjects including pathology, diagnosis, new medicinal herbs, and foods. And in recent decades, a number of Indian and Western doctors, practitioners, and commentators have contributed to these teachings through their learning and experience. I have drawn on all these sources in formulating the key Ayurvedic principles communicated in this book, and also my own education and practice, with particular deference to the wisdom of the Charaka Samhitā. Further details of guiding references appear in the bibliography at back.

The first written record of Āyurveda appears among the ancient Vedic scriptures. The oldest of these texts, the Rig Veda (Sanskrit for “in praise of knowledge”) dates back over four thousand five hundred years, where within one hundred twenty-eight hymns devoted to spiritual attainment, the five great elements and many herbs and medical practices are described. The youngest of the four Vedas, the Atharva Veda, recorded over three thousand two hundred years ago, promotes a disease-free life and longevity through spiritual observances and rites, and also records the earliest known ideas on human anatomy, along with descriptions of diseases and medical treatments consistent with Āyurveda. The practice of Āyurveda is considered a subsection or branch of the Atharva Veda.

But long before this, according to legend, human suffering was the impetus that created the seed of Āyurveda on Earth. With the birth of agriculture in India, ten thousand or more years ago, sedentary civilizations developed. As populations grew and lives moved within closer confines, the health of all creatures declined. In response, the infinite wisdom of Āyurveda manifested in the mind of the Creator, known in the Hindu religion as Brahmā. Lord Brahmā shared his divine idea with a few other gods who in turn transmitted it to Lord Indra, the king of the Hindu deities and master of the heavenly sphere. Lord Indra taught it to sage Bhāradvāja, who passed it on to Atreya Punarvasu. Atreya’s disciple Agnivesa is believed to have compiled the work subsequently adapted by the sages Charaka and Drdhabala, known today as the Charaka Samhitā, and established it on Earth for the good of all creatures.

To really know the universe and to know human beings, these sages, or rishis, didn’t look down microscopes and divide the body into parts. Instead, they experienced the whole human being and the unity of existence. To know life, and how to heal it, the rishis embodied Mother Nature as their laboratory of Āyurveda. They dissolved into her skies, melted into the sun and stars, and surrendered to the luminous moon. In deep repose, the rishis listened to the pulse of the universe, feeling its vibrations in their own. Through observation, intuition, and practical experience, these immortal physicians understood Āyurveda and conveyed it to humanity.


Arguably the world’s most long-lived system of healing, Āyurveda developed in an era when teachings were communicated by mouth; through poetic songs and verses and wise instruction, traditionally from guru to student, and later from father-to-son, the knowledge of Āyurveda was transmitted and understood. Initially, recording information in hard copy was considered an inferior record-keeping method that rendered knowledge static, cumbersome, and open to misinterpretation. However, as written record-keeping gained ease and favor, the wisdom and practice of Āyurveda was documented in the volumes of the Charaka Samhitā which today remain the primary texts in the formal study of Āyurveda. The Charaka Samhitā provides teachings on the fundamental principles governing the maintenance of health and longevity, and prevention and cure of illness. Its teachings offer objective measures of clinical examination; extensive descriptions of the cause, development, diagnosis, forecast, and treatment of many diseases; how to collect, prepare, and apply medicinal plants; the attributes and effects of many foods and drinks on the human body; and medical ethics.

No doubt over time the system of Āyurveda influenced (and was influenced by) Buddhist, Jain, Tibetan, Moslem, Chinese, Egyptian, and other medical philosophies, including the Greek system of medicine that began with Hippocrates, and was overthrown by the modern Western medical system only a couple of hundred years ago.

While the wisdom of Āyurveda has endured, the path hasn’t always been smooth. Around eight hundred years back, Arab Moslem invaders entered the Indian subcontinent and established several Islamic states. Under Mughal rule, the practice of Āyurveda was forcefully replaced with unani, the Islamic healing system. For five hundred years the practice of Āyurveda was punishable by death or limb removal, yet the tradition lived on. As the reign of the Mughals receded, Āyurveda slowly returned to the fore. A few hundred years later India was again invaded, this time by the British hierarchy. Again, orders came to close all Ayurvedic schools and, once more on home-soil, the practice of Āyurveda became an illegal, punishable offense. It was only seventy years ago, with the reestablishment of Indian independence, that the knowledge and practice of Āyurveda resurfaced and was allowed to be practiced openly. Today, after much rebuilding, and with support of the Indian government, the practice of Āyurveda continues alongside a Westernized medical system, as well as homeopathy, naturopathy, unani, and yoga.


Ayurvedic doctors or vaidyas must complete a five-and-a-half-year degree, and some also complete a degree in medicine. For Ayurvedic practitioners modes of study and internship vary.

Of the three main Ayurvedic health strategies—including the administration of herbs, and oil and heat treatments; food and dietary therapies; and activities of the lifestyle or daily routine—medical therapies are available in some dedicated hospitals and also in conjunction with mainstream therapeutic approaches. All three health strategies hold equal importance, predictably overlap, and support the other two. In particular, food and dietary habits are inseparable from our daily lifestyle, and underpin the success (or failure) of all medical and herbal treatments.

In Chapter 1, the first health principle we explore is the importance of living in accordance with the wisdom and cycles of Mother Nature. The next principle, in Chapter 2, is the unique concept of the three dosha— vāta, pitta, and kapha—and the value of understanding our unique constitution. In Chapter 3 we examine the prime import of digestion in adequately nourishing the body and supporting every aspect of health. Chapter 4 introduces Āyurveda’s central healing tenets of like attracts like and opposites reduce, and focuses on key nutritional principles that make food medicine and balance our unique dosha mix. Chapter 5 delves into the principle of eating with awareness and expanding our food relations. And Chapter 6 explores two key food qualities, langhana and brimhana, the reducing and building nature of foods.
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CHAPTER 1

Embrace Mother Nature
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The five great elements

According to Āyurveda, Mother Nature is the divine feminine principle of creation, a profound metaphysical origin pertaining to all material existence, to be revered and understood. In Sanskrit, Mother Nature is known as Prakriti, literally meaning “that which brings forth.” All physical life is seen to emanate from the interplay of Mother Nature’s forces. She is the divine mother from whose womb all material creation flows; all-giving, all-inclusive, ever-present. With her comforting cycles, exquisite self-regulating tendencies, and dynamic equilibrium, she is the first and finest example of balance. If only we were more like our Mother!

Rather than a medical system, at heart Āyurveda is a life-positive approach that promotes good health through living in harmony with Mother Nature, of whom we are a part. By observing universal laws and interdependent relationships beyond our seemingly individual existence, and aligning our actions and interests with hers, we harmonize our own nature. Attuning with Mother Nature, including her five great elements, universal qualities, and seasons and cycles, we better understand ourselves and the effects of our actions, and are better equipped to make conscious choices that bear sweeter fruit. Through the foundation of Mother Nature, Āyurveda assists us to balance ourselves, and in doing so we act as a balancing force for those around us and our environment.

Five Element Theory

Before modern science reduced life into ever smaller fragments such as nutrients and atoms, many civilizations, including the ancient Indians, then the Greeks acknowledged five great elements of the natural realm—five states of material existence and building blocks of all earthly matter. These five fundamental elements are: earth, water, fire, air, and ether. All physical form, including the human body, are made up of varying combinations of these elements. How does each human come by these substances? Through our father’s sperm and mother’s ovum that begin physical life; the season and conditions inside the uterus; our mother’s nutrition while we are gestating; and every day after birth through eating, drinking, breathing, and living. In particular, the physical body, or food body, is built and maintained by food. And all food has its unique mix of these elements that become our own flesh and blood. Every day, our habits do much to determine the proportion of these five elements in our system.

In every body, all five elements coexist. Ether is the most rarefied of the five, and acts as the unified space within which all other elements and processes occur. Air, as wind, is the bellows of life that moves all processes along. Fire is the essential element behind digestion and transformation, and the provider of warmth and light. Water, relatively heavy, cool, and liquid adheres the body together. Without water, we dry up and disperse like dust. And earth, the heaviest and most solid substance, provides stability and form.

For Āyurveda, the five great elements are a way of describing reality. They are principles by which we can organize and understand the wider world, our own physical body, and how the foods we eat can help or harm us. From the most subtle to the most solid let’s get acquainted with their qualities and functions.

Ether (Space)

[image: image]

Conceive ether as a vast field of space; a void that is nonetheless full. Much more than hollowness, ether is a principle of pervasiveness. An ever-present, formless, cohesive field in which all elements are expressed and contained. Ether is dominated by qualities including subtlety, porosity, softness, light, lack of resistance, and extension. The concept of ether relates to quantum physics’ confirmation that everything is created and exists within a pervasive, unified field.

We might think we understand emptiness, but life in built-up environments focuses on objects; we see little horizon or sky. In the physical body, ether dominates in the cavities of the ears, mouth, and nose; the air sacs of the lung; the passage of the small and large intestine; and when empty, the stomach, uterus, and bladder. The hollower the space, the more it vibrates. Ether is associated with sound, and is the element that produces the sense of hearing.

Physical, mental, and spiritual growth and freedom all need the element of space. However, too much space, without a strong Earth connection, creates imbalance through dispersion, drying, and cooling. Excess ether diffuses the body and mind, and fosters restlessness, anxieties, fears, and feelings of emptiness and isolation.

Air (Wind)
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Air is rarely unchanging; conveyed by impulse and vibration, its nature is to move. Across the planet, and in the physical body, wind makes movement happen. On Earth, winds search for gaps to fill, moving through crevices, helping mold valleys and canyons. Mighty winds generate dryness and hardness, kindle fire, and bring plants and animals to their knees. At home on a gentle spring day we enjoy a light, spontaneous breeze. Cooling winds blow through open windows; strong gusts flutter the curtains and lift the edge of the rug. We see wind when dust fills the air and leaves dance in trees. We feel wind’s movement through the sense of touch. Air is the material cause of our sense of feeling. The attributes of air and ether are similar. Air is cold, dry, light, subtle, rough, mobile, and clear. These two elements spend much time together, and make a powerful combination.

Air is the principle of movement; in the physical body Āyurveda sees all movement as driven by the subtle energy of air—the flow of blood and nerve impulses, the digestive fires, all cycles that ensue. The air and prāna we breathe in circulate throughout the physical and subtle bodies. Without enough air or prāna, vital movements in the body are stifled, earth and water stagnate, fires go out, and dosha become imbalanced. Too much air also creates imbalance. In the gut, the gassy air element brings on abdominal cramping, bloating, variable digestion, and an irritable bowel. Too much wind results in constipation and emaciation. As tissues dry out, existing unease intensifies, and new problems occur.

In the mind, the impulse of air carries thoughts and desires. Air feeds mental clarity and vitality and takes joy to flight, yet, air’s dryness and coldness can also nurture contraction, fatigue, and desolation. Excess or unwieldy wind conjures nervousness, fears, insomnia, sensitive hearing, excessive speech, and mental hyperactivity.

Fire
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For Mother Earth, the sun is the source of all fire, warmth, and light. The sun governs blossoming, ripening, and decay; a principle of transformation and change. All plants and animals pay homage to the sun. Watch the daily unfolding of the flower; the basking lizard; the solar rituals of traditional cultures. Today we can offer the sun homage through the yoga practice of surya namaskar. Or simply by being awake and present to the sunrise, absorbing the first blush of morning. Fire is dominated by the qualities of heat, light, radiance, sharpness, subtlety, drying, softening, upward motion, and the ability to spread.

In the food body, fire dominates the entire process of digestion, the constant transformation of the five elements. Fire kindles hunger, and appetite for food, fluids, and sex. So as not to burn us, all digestive fires (such as bodily enzymes) are held in liquid medium. Red blood cells hold heat and are circulated in fluid. Fire is also a principle of radiance. The sense of vision is associated with fire; eyes express shine, luminosity, and color.

For the planet, the loss of the sun’s fire would mean global freezing, darkness, and death. And too much heat—the more immediate scenario—will dry us out and burn us up. In the physical body, insufficient fire stunts and slows down, while too much scalds and scorches. Many modern discomforts relate to imbalanced and excess fire, such as symptoms of high blood pressure, fever, heartburn, acid reflux, ulcers, colitis, liver issues, urinary tract infections, skin rashes, inflammations, diarrhea, and excessive thirst and hunger.

In the mind, fire’s transforming light graces us with attention, recognition, and understanding, while too much fire ignites frustration, irritability, hot temper, overambition, jealousy, anger, and aggression. On the spiritual path the fire element burns away attachments and illuminates consciousness.

Water
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Within our solar system, planet Earth is distinctive in its abundance of water that enables and sustains fecund life. Water is a life-giving, cohering, unifying element that connects molecules together. The qualities of water include liquidity, coolness, wetness, softness, and heaviness. Through its persistent flow, water is inherently strong; in time it can remove all obstacles and seep into every space.

All elements are constantly transformed and recycled, but water particularly so. Today a cloud, tomorrow rain, the day after an ocean or river—only to condense and rise heavenward again. While the focus of global warming has been on rising levels of carbon dioxide, experts now understand that the process by which Mother Nature regulates heat and climate is through the flow of water. The hydrological cycle is managed by greenhouse water vapor, with each molecule taking on some heat. Evaporation of water from the Earth’s surface also allows latent heat to be radiated back to space. And the coalescence of water vapor into clouds reflects the sun’s heat, then cools and rehydrates the Earth through droplets of rain.2

So too, water constantly cycles through us, providing a vehicle for cooling and quenching, transporting and cleansing. Salt water covers around three quarters of the Earth’s surface, and salty water makes up around three quarters of our physical bulk. And both of these mediums are becoming increasingly acidic, clogged with toxins, and less hospitable to life. In the physical body, water forms the basis of plasma, blood, cerebrospinal fluid, mucus, saliva, reproductive fluids, urine, and sweat. Water carries and enables the sense of taste. In the mind, cool, serene water nurtures compassion, sweetness, and love, and melts away hard, stagnating emotions to restore sensitivity and flow.


On Earth, the moon oversees water. As entire oceans sway in response to the moon’s cycles, the water within our system also rises and falls. In landscapes, too much water causes floods and overflows. In the body, too much water is experienced as swelling in the ankles or joints; a dull, heavy digestion; excess phlegm or saliva; congested lungs and difficulty breathing; weight gain; and excessive sweating or coldness. On Earth and in the human body, lack of water makes matter dry, hard, and rough; constricting, blocking, and stagnating. Lack of fluidity encourages the growth of cysts, and creates space for air and fire to thrive. Water is the basis of life’s juice or sap. Without constant access to clean water, most worldly life would cease. Of all planetary resources, fresh water is arguably most precious.

Earth
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Of the five foundational substances, earth is the densest and can be conceived as any firm substance that has structure. In Mother Nature, the solidity of earth is experienced in mountains, soils, shelters, and most foods. In the physical body, earth augments all tissues including bones, teeth, muscles, sinews, skin, hair, and nails, and provides strength, stamina, and stability. We experience the earth element through qualities such as hardness, heaviness, denseness, firmness, thickness, and roughness. Odors are recognized by the nose, our most solid sense organ, which has a special affinity with earth.

As the densest element, earth embodies the principle of inertia—a slowing down of force. The earth element is an ideal ingredient and platform for material creation and physical growth. In the body, too little earth element allows the air, fire, and water elements to blow, burn, wash away, or clog the earth, while too much earth accumulates as tissues, fills spaces, traps water, fire, and air, and slows us down. As well as in the body’s channels, we also collect excess earth element though houses, cars, jewels, and gadgets that create baggage and inertia. In the mind, too much earth promotes dullness, attachment, greed, and depression; but in balance the earth element consolidates patience, forgiveness, forbearance, and memory. Balanced “earthy” people promote love, nurturing, and grounding.

Twenty Universal Qualities

To best understand the elements—in our own body, the foods we eat, and in the external environment—Āyurveda focuses on the qualities that each element contains. Getting to know the food body, foods and nutrition, and the environment is based on observing the qualities inherent in them. The rishis that perceived Āyurveda observed twenty primary qualities shared among the five elements and common throughout life. These twenty key qualities exist as ten pairs that are opposite, but not in opposition:
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	Cold
	Hot



	Oily/Moist
	Dry



	Heavy
	Light



	Low/Slow/Dull
	Sharp/Penetrating



	Big/Gross
	Small/Subtle



	Dense
	Flowing/Spreading



	Static/Stable
	Mobile



	Soft
	Hard



	Smooth
	Rough



	Cloudy
	Clear





In nature, the elements are always mixed up, but each element contains distinct qualities that offer clues to the dominant elements in us. As a working model, each quality exists along a continuum. But not good to bad or positive to negative. The twenty qualities are independent of value judgements. Each quality is purely descriptive, ranging from neutral to excessive. And the use of qualities is by no means limited to these twenty. All qualities are useful, but some can be given more importance than others. In foods and in the human body, the qualities of hot and cold, oily/moist and dry, and heavy and light are readily seen or experienced. Qualities of freshness and taste are also fundamental, and will be explored in due course.

Respect Cycles and Seasons

Like the planets and the moon, Earth is a sphere that moves in a circle governed by cycles. Through every phase, the wheel ever turning, sooner or later the Earth completes each full round. Every day-night cycle the Earth revolves on its axis; every year Mother Earth revolves around the sun, bringing the continual cycle of seasons. Eternal cycles exemplify the ebb and flow of life; continual death and renewal. For many native traditions, including the Australian Aboriginals, Mayans, and Aztecs, circular time is central to ecological and spiritual visions. Respecting and paying homage to natural cycles ensures continuation of life. Hindu scriptures also speak of a cycle of ages, in which an era of light and wisdom gives way to times of relative darkness and ignorance, followed again by an age of light.1
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