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Nature is the curer of sickness.

Leave your drugs at the pot at the pharmacy if you cannot cure the patient with food.

-Hippocrates
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Ayurveda for Optimization:  The Role of Food and Food Products

As is the atom, so is the universe,

As is the microcosm, so is the macrocosm.

As is the human body, so is the cosmic body,

As is the human mind, so is the cosmic mind.

                            -Deepak Chopra 1991

That being said, ‘we are what we eat’.

What is Ayurveda?


“The history of food is a history of thousands of years of human choice set in the context of an almost Darwinian process of natural selection” (Winaro, 2002: s207).  The importance of nutrition and food selection within medical texts can be found in the ancient ayurvedic wisdom and traditions of the Indian medicinal system.  Ayurveda is described as being humanities most ancient medical tradition, and to this day ayurvedic practitioners are recognized as the largest collective medical body in the world (Douillard, 2004: 1285). The Sanskrit word Ayurveda literally translates to  ‘life’ from the term ayur and ‘knowledge’ from the term veda, but with the systematic and logical application of knowledge, the word Ayurveda has come to be recognized as meaning ‘the science of life’ (Douillard, 2004: 1285).  Ayurveda can thus be viewed as a science of daily living that is intended to promote optimal well-being through self-improving practices and regimes (Lad, 1985: 18).


The science of Ayurveda believes that knowledge of life, of the body, mind, and consciousness, is in itself a foundation for maximizing health and well-being (Gormley, 2000: 82).   Ayurveda allows the mind and the body to be known and experienced as one, as the therapeutic practices and philosophies address the mind, body, and spirit in terms of their unity and interconnected influences on one another (Chopra, 1995).   Ayurveda dates back thousands years, with some estimates dating back past 4,500 BC (Douillard, 2004: 1285).  Original writings are derived from ancient Vedic texts, such as the Rig Veda from India, and it is assumed that an oral tradition of Ayurveda preexisted for hundreds or thousands of years (Douillard, 2004: 1285).   The Vedic perspective of the universe is believed to have evolved 6,000 to 8,000 years ago (Mahale and Soree, 1999: 33).  Millions of humans have been affected by Ayurveda, as is evident by the influence of Ayurvedic medicine and philosophy in the medicinal beliefs and systems of China, Tibet, Greece, Indonesia, and Persia (Douillard, 2004: 1285). 


Two major Ayurvedic texts that are recognized as such, include the Chakra Samhita, which focuses on preventive and medical therapies, and the Sushrut Samhita, which is recognized as the first comprehensive surgical text and includes ancient practices, such as Marma therapy that focuses on energy points within the body and is believed to be the precursor to Chinese acupuncture and acupressure (Douillard, 2004: 1285).  There are eight branches of Ayurvedic medicine, seven of the eight primarily focus on treatment of disorders while the Rasyana or branch of rejuvenation focuses on the potential of the body, mind, and spirit  and aims to assist in the establishment of optimal well-being and harmonious balance (Douillard, 2004: 1285). As pointed out by Majumdar in Alter’s article, “Ayurveda is concerned mainly with the prolongation of healthy life and prevention of disease and senility, and only secondary with curing disease” (1971: 213, 224; 1999: s50). Ayurveda’s approaches to creating optimal health are based in lifestyle behaviors such as meditation, massage, yoga, and diet (Hager, 2002: 55).The founder of Transcendental Meditation, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi is credited with first introducing Ayurveda to the West in the 1970’s and with recognizing that health is not necessarily the result of allopathic medicines treatments of disease (Hager, 2002: 55, Neimark, 2004: 76).   Although this paper will briefly discuss some of the specific plant and food treatments used as first aid and disease prevention, the main focus will be on the role of food and herbs within the ayurvedic context of the optimization of health and self-improvement.

Panchabhuta: The Five Elements


Ayurvedic principles are rooted in theories of origin that believe the world once existed as an unmanifested state of consciousness in which the vibrations of a soundless aum appeared and created ether.  The movement of ether created air, heat was also produced through the frictional movement of ether producing the fire element, which in turn led to the dissolving of ethereal elements that created water and earth, thus explaining how air, fire, water and earth were created from ether (Lad, 1985: 21).   Ayurveda views the micro and macrocosms as reflections of one another; therefore one of the first principles of Ayurveda is that of the five elements, panchabhoutic siddhanta or panchabhunta (Nataraj, 2005: 2).  Although modern science has currently identified 106 element, the five element that are foundational to ayurvedic theory cannot be reduced and are viewed by Ayurveda as basic components in any given object or organism in the universe (Nataraj, 2005: 2).   As Alter points out, the five elemental forms of matter…


panchabhuta: prithvi (earth), ap (water), agni (fire), vayu (air), and akasa (ether)…are universal, 
independent, and inherently interactive.  They exist not only in isolation but also in different 
combinations, thus constituting the infinite variability and diversity of the material world. 


(1999: s48)

The human body, the food products we consume, and the environment in which we live are all composed of the five elements, values and knowledge of food and human health have emerged in Ayurveda from nature rather than from a laboratory, and Ayurveda uses this knowledge with the aim of promoting health and well-being.  


Ayurvedic principles uphold the concept that the five basic elements are manifested from pure cosmic consciousness, and are manifested as the human body and it’s sensory experiences (Lad, 1985: 25). For example, ether that is associated with space is found in the mouth, tissues, cells, nose, and gastrointestinal tract and is associated with the ear and sound.  Air is associated with the element of movement, which is found in the lungs, beating of the heart, stomach and intestine, and is related to the hand and touch.  Fire is related to metabolism, which is found in the digestive system and the brain; the manifestation of fire as light and color relate it to the eye and sight.  Water is vital for the functioning of the body and the Earth and manifests as the digestive juices, plasma, and cytoplasm, it is associated with the tongue and taste.  The fifth element of earth is related to the structure of the body and the Earth that holds substances to its surface to allow for life.  The element Earth is associated with bones, nails, tendons, skin, and teeth it is related to the sense of smell and the nose (Lad, 1985: 22-25).  The concept of the five elements is important to understanding the use of food and diet in Ayurveda because the elements are believed to manifest within the body as three basic humors, and every individual’s unique humoral constitution determines in large part what should and should not be consumed  (Morningstar, 1990: 290-305).

Tridosha:  The Three Humors


A foundation of Ayurvedic theory is the concept of the tridosha. The term tridosha represents the ayurvedic theory of humeral balance. Traditional Tibetan and Chinese Medicine have equivalent foundational theories of tridosha that stem from Ayurveda, “thus the doshas have been the foundation of medical practice for the majority of human beings (Hankey, 2005: 222). According to Ayurveda organisms are composed of a combination of three patterns of energy known as vata, pitta, and kapha  (Lad, 1985: 26).  The tridoshic theory rests on the principle that bodies are extremely variable from one another, as each individual’s doshic constitutional makeup is unique blend of the three patterns of energy that are known as vata, kapha, and pitta; thus “health in this context is highly relativistic and linked to specifically local if not idiosyncratically unique ecologies” (Alter, 1999: s46).  Although each individual is a unique blend of the three types, for general purposes there are seven recognized constitutional types that are dependent on the dominant dosha(s), these include: “ (1) vata, (2) pitta, (3) kapha, (4) vata-pitta, (5) pitta-kapha, (6) vata-kapha and (7) vata-pitta-kapha” or balanced (Lad, 1985: 26-7). A goal of Ayurveda is to establish balance of the three doshas within the body, which will accordingly promote optimal health as imbalances are thought to lead to illness or disease or disease which will in turn increase imbalances (Ranadae & Paranjape, 1991: 26-44).   The doshas themselves are derived from the panchabhuta (five elements) and are considered the active or energized forms of the elements (Gormley, 2000 82). 


Each dosha is associated with specific elements and certain physical, and mental characteristics
 (Ranadae & Paranjape, 1991: 26-72, Gormley, 2000: 84-5). Vata is associated with movement, akasa (space), and vayu (air).  Vata governs the processes of circulation, breathing, and the beating of the heart, people with dominant vata tend to experience digestive problems, anxiety and insomnia if vata is not balanced (Neimark, 2004: 77).  Pitta is associated with the elements of  agni (fire) and  ap (water) it is known as the energy of digestion, nutrient absorption, and metabolism.  Pitta dominant individuals are prone to inflammatory illnesses such as heartburn and rashes (Neimark, 2004: 77) .   Kapha is associated with the elements of  ap (water) and prithvi (earth) .  Kapha is known as the energy of lubrication, it supplies water to the body parts, moisturizes the skin, forms the body’s structure of bones and muscles, and maintains the immune system (Gormley, 2000: 82).  Kapha dominant individuals are believed to be prone to allergies, colds, and flu (Neimark, 2004: 77). 


Within ayurvedic theory, the tridosha are fundamental to all living organisms, and “human beings are classified according to the dominance of one or more dosha in their physiology…The classification gives a good indication of physiological strengths and weaknesses, mental tendencies, and susceptibility to illnesses of different kind”, and is determinant of what foods will best optimize or aggravate the well-being of any given individual
 (Hankey, 2005: 222, Lad, 1985: 80-81).  For example someone who is predominantly pitta has physical and mental characteristics that are associated with fire, such as a hot temper or a predisposition to sunburn and fever, they are advised to avoid spicy and pungent foods, extremely hot foods, such as onion soup and to consume pitta balancing or cooling foods such as squash, salads, mushrooms and chicken, while vata which is associated with air, dryness, and cold can be balanced by consuming moist warming foods such as cooked root vegetables and casseroles and may be irritated by an excess of bitter or astringent foods (Morningstar, 1995:  283-301, Gormley, 2000:84) Diet and health are therefore dictated by the individual's constitutionally predominant type as the relative balance of the three doshas influences the individual’s “susceptibility to particular ailments” (Rao, 1987: 67; Alter, 1999: s49).  


The term dosha is generally translated as ‘humor’ based on the humoral theory of tridosha, yet dosha literally translates as “corrupting agent” or “cause of disease” (Filliozat, 1964: 28; Alter, 1999: s48). According to Alter, this suggests “that the body is regarded as naturally morbid and…predisposed towards corruption and disease-but potentially perfectible” (1999: s48), thus the tridoshic principles are not so much to maintain a natural or perfect state of being, balance, or health as they are to develop or optimize health through self-improvement techniques such as diet. The doshas have recently been scientifically proven with empirical validation, thus for some, giving increased validity from a modern scientific perspective to the ancient wisdom of Ayurveda (Hankey, 2005:  222, 224).  As Joshi’s research concludes, the sound empirical basis for the concept of tridosha “…could be used for the scientific establishment of Ayurveda in a new light” (Joshi, 2004: 879).  The new interest in Ayurveda by Western science and use of Ayurvedic therapies should not be decontextualized from traditional ayurvedic principle and nutritional research should focus on the promotion of well-being and the optimization of health within the individual in an Ayurvedic context.  For example, current nutritional research focuses on discrete qualities of foods such as the effects of specific vitamins and minerals within the human body.  Although researchers may find that Ayurvedic therapies and traditionally used foods are beneficial to health this must be contextualized.  Today many people are taking nutritional supplements such as vitamins and herbs yet often the supplements do not get absorbed by the body due to larger digestive factors that are addressed in the context of Ayurveda and diet (Lad, 1986: 87).

Food Principles and Qualities


Food is an essence of life sought out by most every individual.   Ayurvedic principles not only give ethical attributes to thoughts and action, but to foods as well (Raman, 2003: 143).  Ayurveda attributes a number of virtues to foods and identifies “…twenty types of qualities in any given food/drug” (Nataraj, 2005: 2, 5).  Examples of qualities include stable, smooth, sharp, rough, slimy, clear and heavy (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 11). Foods are also associated with the five elements and can be broken down into forms that include drinkable, edible, lickable, and chewable (Kasture, 1991: 117).  Within Ayurveda “…foods, like people, are either hot or cold, and should be combined accordingly.  Hot foods aid in stimulating the digestive ‘fire’ or processes, while cooling foods calm or slow down digestion (Morningstar, 1990: 27). Additionally, food can be broken down into six tastes (known as rasas): salty, sweet, sour, bitter, astringent, and pungent” (Moskin, 2004: 2).  The six tastes are each related to the five elements and the three doshas, and help to determine whether a food is heating, cooling, or balanced
 (Hager, 2002: 56, Morningstar, 1995: 9, 18, 21, 287-301).  Vata tends to be balances those that are sweet, salty and sour but elevated by those that are bitter, pungent, or astringent; pitta is balanced by those which are sweet, bitter, and astringent, but elevated by sour, salty or pungent tastes; and kapha is balanced by pungent bitter and astringent tastes, but elevated by sweet, sour or salty tastes (Hager, 2001: 56).  Balanced diets that are optimal for digestion should include foods of all four forms, all twenty properties, all six tastes, and that are both warming and cooling (Kasture, 1991: 117).  


Other important digestive concepts such as virya and vipak are related to tastes and the concepts of hot and cold.  Virya is the immediate digestive quality of hot or cold that occurs when food is swallowed and Vipak is related to the qualities that a food takes on during post-digestion (Lad, 1985: 88-89).   The tastes and their actions are directly associated with the  live elements, as well as  promotion or inhibition of the doshas and associated physical and mental factors and characteristics
 (Lad, 1985: 90-89-99).  Some foods such as red grapes, lettuce, almonds and mangoes are balancing to all three doshas and are termed tridoshic  or sattvic (Morningstar, 95: 10-4). Many foods and herbs like all other organic manifestations often do not fit into discrete categories and contain a unique combination of qualities that should be considered when consuming or utilizing them.  The digestive qualities and principles of food influence the tridosha, thus they influence the establishment of optimal balance and wellness and foods in this sense may be used for self-improvement (Lad, 1985: 89).  
Aharacarau: Food Rules; When, What and How


Ayurveda places great emphasis on when and how food is eaten. Within the context of Ayurveda, Zimmerman states that, “Food and the rules of conduct are associated together as aharacarau…to define the conditions of a healthy system of life.  The idea of remedy and that of nourishment are thus both parallel and complimentary”; pharmacy and cuisine are dual aspects of medicinal practice regarded as one (1987: 203, Alter, 1999: s52).  The global increases of fast food restaurants and the habit of eating food fast is counter to ayurvedic principles.  Ayurveda recommends that the main meal should be eaten slowly around mid day, unfortunately with the fast paced lifestyles and the fact that many people must or choose to work through the day this is deemed impractical, and many individuals in the west consume large amounts of food in the evening when metabolism is at its slowest (Douillard, 2004: 1287). A regular eating pattern and eating meals every four to six hours is thought to allow for proper digestion (Hager, 2002: 56). Foods should not be eaten unless you are hungry and drinks should not be consumed unless you are thirsty (Lad, 1985: 81).


Meals should be taken at an appropriate time and eaten slowly while comfortably seated and should be concluded by sitting comfortably for a while, taking a brief walk and resting on the left side (Alter, 1999: s54). While eating one should be mindful of their process and the taste of the food the are consuming rather than conversing, watching TV or reading (Lad, 1985: 81-2). Individuals should not habitually consume food or drinks when they are feeling emotionally imbalanced, passionate, angry, or depressed (Ranadae and Parnjape, 1991: 113).   Food should be eaten at an appropriate speed and “each mouthful should be chewed at least thirty-two times before swallowed” to allow for optimal digestion (Lad, 1985: 85).  How much food is consumed per mouthful and meal is also important.  Each meal should be the equivalent of two handfuls and at the end of a meal the stomach should contain a third food, third water, and a third air (Lad, 1985: 85).  Food rules are general guidelines and individual variation may always be accounted for. When one overeats the stomach expands and the individual often desires more food, or the slow digestive functioning caused by overeating result in lethargy and increased toxins and food becomes a poison rather than a nourishing product (Lad, 1985: 85). Ayurveda recognizes that the appropriate quantity of food consumed depends on the power of an individual’s digestion, age, weight, and other variables.  Signs that food has been taken in the improper quantity include reduced physical and mental strength, poor complexion, reduced urine and feces, constipation, dryness of the mouth, lethargy, diarrhea, indigestion, and these symptoms caused by imbalances may often lead to more serious disorders such as cancer 1990: 29).



Ayurvedic principles also describe an order in which certain foods should be consumed. Throughout a meal water should be sipped moderately to aid in digestion, if water is consumed after the meal digestive juices will become diluted and less functional (Lad, 1985: 85). Fruits and vegetables should be consumed first as they digest fastest and should not be left for last since they will sit on top of often slow to digest proteins and fats rather than acting as a catalyst for meal digestion. Tastes have an appropriate order as well.  Sweets should be followed by sours, salt, and finally other tastes (Alter, 1999: s54). This is counter to the practice of many westerns that have developed a habit of dessert and like to save a little something sweet for last. The general Ayurvedic values and rules for eating are intended to create optimal digestion and may be more specific regarding which foods people should or should not consume dependent on their doshic constitution.  
Temporal Variations


The unique constitutional makeup of each individual is influenced by “…factors such as time of day, season, age of life, and environment”, which in turn influences what should be eaten and when (Hager, 2002: 55-6).   Ayurvedic medicine supports the notion that lifestyles and food habits must adapt to the changing cycles and seasons of nature in order to live in balance, optimize health and well-being, and prevent disorder and disease.  “Ayurveda speaks of daily and seasonal routines called Dina Charya that increase maximal health and longevity”, just as many animals and plants change their behaviors based on seasonal adaptations, so to should humans, this includes changing food behaviors based on seasonal variation rather than eating all the same things year round (Douillard, 2004: 1286).  Ayurveda recognizes that changes in the environment related to changes in the body and should be accommodated with changes in the diet to promote optimal health and discourage the promotion of disorder and illness (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 23).  

Ayurvedic theory rests on a premise that the consumption of seasonal food will ultimately produce the best health results if eaten in the season in which they naturally grow.  In today’s increasingly globalized world and with the market economy it is easier for all types of foods to shipped, appropriately stored, and bought at any time of year.  Despite traditional local availability of produce and plant products it is increasingly easier to buy ‘out of season’ or ‘exotic’ foods year round.  Ayurvedic principles argue that the best way to consume foods is to eat based on local availability and traditional seasonal ability, or based on what should or will grow in the consumer’s local area at a given time of year.  For example in winter (kapha season) if it is traditionally cold one should eat warm grains and stored proteins and fats to balance kapha and should avoid foods that aggravate kapha such as ice cream, yogurt, and cold drinks (Douillard, 2004: 1286-87, Lad, 1985: 81). In autumn (vata season) the first harvested foods in some areas may be leafy greens and berries that balance kapha and may reduce mucus or act as antidotes for prevalent allergies. When the wind is dry and strong, dried foods and high protein foods such as peanuts should be avoided, while in summer (pitta season) or the hottest time of year the body may be best balanced by eating cooling fruits or vegetables such as watermelon or cucumbers and to avoid pungent or spicy foods that may aggravate the body due to the warm climatic temperatures that already cause the body to heat up and perspire. (Douillard, 2004: 1286-87, Gormley, 2000: 84-5, Lad, 1985: 81).  Thus, to optimize health throughout the year diet should vary according to doshic and digestive changes in the body that are influenced by changes in the environment ((Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 24).  Following an Ayurvedic diet may seem very difficult due to the variety of complex and interrelated factors, yet regardless of an individual's doshic constitution, by eating a variety of fresh local foods that are mild in flavor and by eating slowly and in moderation the basic principles of Ayurveda that are intended to create optimal health through optimal digestion and nutrition may be achieved (Hager, 2002: 56).  

Paakshaasthra: Cooking

 
Much more than cookbooks, ayurvedic cookbooks act as complete introductory guides to Ayurveda (Morningstar: 1991). The science and the art of cookery called, paakshaasthra, not only places value on what foods are cooked it gives value to how food is cooked, the qualities of the cooking space, the qualities of the chef and the server, and the cookware that is used. (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 80). Cooking spaces such as the kitchen should be clean and fragrant, located in the south-east direction of the house or building, have the stove facing west, and should not be exposed to enemies or insects (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 81-2).  It is said that food is best when the cook is someone who loves you or is spiritually uplifting (Svoboda: 1988: 16). If you can’t find someone who loves you to cook for you or don’t and don’t want to cook for yourself, the cook and the server should be clean, pure, good natured and well informed on temporal and spatial changes within the local area (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 81).  


Vessels and utensils used for cooking, storage, serving, and eating should be clean and appropriate.  In part due to Ayurveda's association of health and the five elements, different types of material and metals promote different health benefits, for example food cooked in an iron vessel will retain anti-anemic properties and may improve complexion and eyesight, foods cooked in pots made of bronze will increase the intellect and improve the functioning of the heart, while copper vessels should not be used for cooking but are beneficial for storing water (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 53, 82-3).  Eating food from lotus or plantain leaves is thought to be beneficial as the leaves are considered clean, balancing to the three doshas, and beneficial to health (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 84).  In terms of utensils or ‘silverware’ ayurvedic principles state that when it is sensible you should eat with you hands “…so your hands and your skin can send temperature and texture cues to your brain” thus creating a more sensory experience and mindful experience (Svoboda, 1988: 60). Although cooking materials and utensils do matter, elaborate cookware is not necessary for ayurvedic cooking, more important is a clean space, fresh ingredients, and a state of mindfulness. 


The process of cooking allows individuals to partake in the direct nourishment of life. Whether one says a prayer, lights a candle, or just takes a moment to become mindful of the processes they are partaking in while cooking is highly recommended (Morningstar, 1990: 41).  Within Ayurveda cooking and digestion are symbolically related.  From an ayurvedic perspective there is not much difference between literally cooking your food on a stove in the kitchen and “…cooking your food on the pot of your stomach on the stove of your digestive fire” (Svoboda, 1988: 16).  Stoves and the stomach both use heat and produce heat, although in different forms, to prepare and assimilate food, making the principle of heat similar in cooking and digestion, and allowing for metaphoric comparison between the two.  Zimmerman states (1987: 205)  “making use of an analogy between the sacred fire and antaragni, ‘the internal fire’ or ‘digestive fire,’ Cakaka [27.346] compares the meal to a sacrifice:  He will escape all disease, he who, maintainer of the fire, provides as offering to his internal fire foods that are always wholesome” (Alter, 1999: s53).  This symbolic analogy uses the concepts of ritual sacrifice and ‘cooking’ to exert the notion that individuals can improve themselves both physically and spiritually through food consumption.  Within the cosmic context of Ayurvedic principles, cooking and proper eating may be viewed as an important form of self-sacrifice (Alter, 1999: s54).  Ayurveda views cooking and eating as “…sacred and healing” (Morningstar: 1990, 41). Cooking is viewed as a creative and giving process as are many self-improvement behaviors.

Viruddha Ahara: Food Incompatibilities


Just as foods that are taken together may have optimizing effects on one another and thus on the body, food may also be incompatible and cause negative consequences to health. The Ayurvedic principle of incompatible foods, viruddha ahara, states that consumption of foods that are incompatible will decrease optimal health and digestion and may ultimately give rise to various diseases as consuming incompatible foods also causes the promotion and development of free radicals in the body (Nataraj, 2005: 3).  Samyoga is the combination of individual food substances that may manifest new attributes and qualities when combined; for example ghee and honey are very beneficial foods yet when combined in equal parts they become toxic (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 26-7). Foods “…such as fish and milk, milk and ginger, meat and milk, yogurt and beef, sour fruits and milk” are also considered incompatible (Lad, 1985: 81, Kasture 1991: 119).  Other foods such as melons should not be combined with anything, as food combining may lead to mal-absorption of the melons nutrients or lead to a clogging of the digestive system (Lad, 1985: 81).  Disorders that may be resultant of incompatible food usage include infertility, psychological imbalances, swelling, fevers, allergies, and chronic skin disorders (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 75). Foods may be incompatible for a variety of reasons that include, variance in time, dosage, potency, state of health, habitual patterns, order of consumption, doshic type, and nature of the digestive tract (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 75-8). When foods are combined they naturally have an effect on one another and the digestive process, in light of Ayurveda’s focus on optimal digestion, improper food combinations may lead to imbalances in the tridosha and result in excess toxins and stress in the body thus improving the self includes being aware of compatible and incompatible foods.
Upavasa: Fasting


The Sanskrit word for fasting used in Ayurveda is upavasa (Radhika and Balasubramanian: 1990: 85). Fasting is used in Ayurveda to allow the digestive system to rest and to rid the body of toxins that may result in colds, constipation or pain (Lad, 1985: 86-87).  Benefits of fasting may also include purification of the blood and digestive system, increased clarity, improved taste and digestion, and a decrease in addictive patterns and behaviors of consumption (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 88). Ayurveda recommends, “No feasting after fasting” or before, as heavy meals directly before or after a fast are though to disrupt the digestive system (Radhika and Balasubramanian: 1990: 87).  The use of enemas or natural laxatives is not recommended during fasts. (Svoboda: 1988: 136) One day warm water fasts are recommended to let the digestive system rest. The use of warm water will ultimately stimulate the digestive fire agni to burn away toxins, while cold water will decrease agni when eating resumes (Lad, 1985: 85, 87).  Certain herbs that stimulate agni such ginger and cayenne pepper can be taken as teas during fasts to promote detoxification (Lad, 1985: 86).

 
Daily fasts are recommended no more than once a week and may include juices or consumption of a single food dependent on doshic type and individual needs and health status (Svoboda: 1988:136). If juice is included in fasting it should be diluted with water. It is necessary that fasts take doshic constitution into consideration.  For individuals who include juice in their fasts vata types should use grape, pitta should use pomegranate, and kapha should use apple (Lad, 1985: 86).  Individuals can find various types of juice that suit their constitutional needs and may mix them accordingly. Pregnant and under-nourished individuals are not advised to fast (Radhika and Balasubramanian: 1990: 86). 


Ayurveda generally frowns on long term fasting, and recommends that fasts done for periods of a week or longer should only be done with expert advice (Svoboda, 1988: 136).  When fasts are done for periods of longer than a day constitutional type is considered very important.  Vata types that are associated with air should only fast for a few days at a time as not eating increases lightness and may result in imbalances that manifest as fear, anxiety, nervousness, and weakness (Lad, 1985: 86).  For pitta types who fast too long (> four days), the fire element will be aggravated resulting in hate, anger reactions, and dizziness (Lad, 1985: 86).  Individuals who are predominantly kapha types that are associated with heaviness will have the greatest success with prolonged fasts as they may experience an improvement in clarity and understanding “…increased lightness, greater awareness, and an opening of consciousness” (lad, 1985: 86).  All fasts should take into consideration age, doshic type, and existing health status in order to best serve individual need, optimize health and improve the self.  
Garbhini paricharya: Food in Pregnancy


Pregnancy is one of the most important events in the lives of many woman Garbhini paricharya is the term used to describe ayurvedic philosophy and technique that deals with pregnancy.  It has given a detailed description of ahar (nutrition), vihar (life style) and vichar (thought process) to be followed during pregnancy (Nagral, 1997: 53). Diet is one the most important component of garbhini paricharya. Ayurveda like allopathic medicine prescribes a wholesome diet during pregnancy, since this ultimately results in fetal growth, maternal health, post delivery lactation and optimal health for the infant and mother. Pregnant women are given food guidelines to follow throughout their pregnancy that include ancient notions of the harmful effects of over consumption of or addiction to alcohol, fish, bitter, pungent, astringent, sweet, salty, and spicy foods (Weiss-Amer, 1993: 7).  Ayurvedic guidelines for food consumption during pregnancy rest on the concepts of food being heating or cooling.  Although ‘hot’ foods have been noted for increasing pregnancy avoiding an excess of heat stimulating foods such as citrus, papaya, and eggs while pregnant is recommended as they are thought to induce abortion, impair pregnancy or cause problems for the fetus (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 48).  Ayurveda recommends that women take lubricating foods and consume more fluids while avoiding dry, heavy and spicy foods when pregnant (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 49).  Ayurveda classifies pregnant women as dohridini, meaning she who has two hearts (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 49). This classification helps to explain the ayurvedic concept that the food cravings women experience while pregnant.  Ayurvedic theory proposes that the extreme likes and dislikes of certain foods women experience while pregnant are resultant of the desires of both the fetus and the mother (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 49).
Special Foods and Drinks: Ghee, Honey and Water


Ghee is clarified butter and has been used for centuries in Ayurveda to promote health.  Many oils can be used in Ayurvedic cooking but “Ghee is the highly preferred fat in Ayurveda, being light, easy to digest and potentiating to many of the foods with which it is served” (Morningstar, 1990: 202).  Ghee can be combined with many herbs such as licorice, to increase the beneficial and medicinal properties of the herbs (Lad, 1988:  138). Although inappropriate and excessive consumption of ghee may lead to negative health outcomes, moderated consumption of ghee is considered extremely beneficial as it is thought to promote confidence, energy, memory and intellect, increase the lifespan, help one ‘stay young’ and is used for burns, wounds, arthritis, and emaciation (Kasture, 1991: 116, Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 59-60, Morningstar, 1995: 123).  Ghee can be taken with warm milk at night to act as a laxative or rubbed on the fingertips upon waking to improve congestion, clarity, and eyesight (Morningstar, 1995: 123). Ghee unlike butter, is thought to stimulate rather than block the flow of bodily fluids throughout the entire body (Morningstar, 1995: 122).  Many oils and fats go rancid quickly yet ghee can be stored without refrigeration for up to one hundred years, and the older the ghee the more effective it is thought to be in aiding with epilepsy, heart diseases, and coughs (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 60).  Ghee is recommended in many ayurvedic recipes and may have extremely beneficial properties the overall diet needs to be taken into consideration when using highly saturated fats such as ghee in order to keep the arteries from clogging, prevent high cholesterol, obesity, and heart disease. 


Honey has ancient and cross-cultural roots that connect it with healing (Morningstar, 1990: 237).  Honey is widely known for its medicinal and health promoting effects and can be used both internally and externally.  Honey is somewhat unique in its nature as it is an animal product whose original source comes from a plant.  There are eight types of classified honey whose qualities and classification are dependent on the type of bee or flower that the honey originates from (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 56).  Honey is thought to cleanse the bodies channels and is used for coughs, urinary problems, sore throats, obesity, emaciation, diarrhea, constipation, and skin ailments (Radhika and Balasubramania, 1990: 56).  Honey is not only useful by itself, like ghee it is a potentiating product and is “…commonly used as a medium for medications as the combined action of honey and other substances is thought to be greater than that of the individual substance alone”  (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 57).  Honey is useful in small quantities and can be mixed with a variety of substances and taken in a variety of ways dependent on doshic type and health status (Kasture, 1991: 116 and Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 58).  


In the context of health and vitality water plays an extremely important if not critical role on many levels.  Coming from the Ayurvedic context, Radhika and Balasubramanian state that, “Water is the lifeline of all living beings and it is omnipresent in this world and without it there is no growth or development” thus water is vital not only for health and disease prevention but for self-improvement as well (1990: 50). Water is classified by Ayurveda into two distinct categories, rain water (gangaambu) and all other water (samudhrajala), the properties of both types of water of both types of water are unique and can be further divided based on the sources and seasons from which they originate (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 50-1).  Ayurveda places emphasis on purity and freshness, urbanization in many areas has caused water to become highly polluted and led to a decreased availability or access to freshwater sources.  Simple purification processes such as boiling water or storing water in a copper vessel are recommended (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 53).  Water is a cleansing substance, that unlike other drinks or foods does not have a manifested taste, it is described as light and cooling and said to promote intelligence, happiness, and bring benefit to the heart, mind, and body (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 50).  According to Kasture, “water is the best among assuring drugs” (1991: 124).  There are recommendations for taking water just as there are for all other foods and drinks that are dependent on dosha, season, water temperature and preparation, and are intended to decreases susceptibility to disorder and illness by optimizing health and well-being and improving the self (Radhika and Balasubramanian, 1990: 53-5).
Herbs and Foods as Medicine For Indigestion & Imbalance


Throughout history plants have provided humans with all of their basic needs in terms of “shelter, clothing, food, flavors and fragrances as not the least medicines” (Ameenah, 2006: 1). Plants, foods, and herbal remedies are the basic foundational material that the Ayurvedic system of medicine depends upon. “All Traditional Ayurvedic remedies come from culinary or culinary-medicinal use, as such were always part of balanced formulas or recipes…all traditional herbal remedies had a basis in larger traditions of ritual and food use” (Gormley, 2000: 83).  Today many ayurvedic practitioners derive their knowledge of herbs, plants and foods from an ancient text known as the Indian Materia Medica.  The text classifies over 2,000 medicinal herbs that can be used to treat specific illnesses and disorders or may be used to prevent them and maintain optimal well-being (Douillard, 2004: 1285). Research papers and compiled scientific data such as Khan and Balick’s paper catalogue the numerous clinical studies that support ayurvedic claims of the effects of specific herbs on health (2001: 405-515, Gormley, 2000: 83). 


Those who have insight into the medicinal properties of foods and herbs can turn their kitchens into healing centers.  Many common foods and spices can be used for first aid treatments and medicinal cures.  The medicinal use of foods and plants are directly related to the doshas.  For example cinnamon, ginger, garlic, mustard and cloves can be used to relieve pain and to relieve vata and kapha disorders such as colds, coughs, congestion; if overused they will aggravate pitta and may cause heat related disorders to arise (Lad, 1985: 133-34). Texts such as, Ayurvedic Principles of Food and Nutrition, offer a whole survey of foods and their specific actions and applications within the context of disease  (Radhika and Balasubramania, 1991). Lad’s book also offers a whole appendix full of first-aid and medicinal foods and herbal treatments (1985: 175-63).  Ayurvedic herbal and food remedies for health relates issues can be found in cookbooks, medical journals, internet sites, popular magazines, and self-improvement texts (Patel 1997, Morningstar and Radhika and Balasubramanian 1991).  


In considering food and herbs as medicine it is important not to loose sight of the ayurvedic concept of disease and illness.  Ayurveda focuses so heavily on digestion because indigestion, not necessarily consumption, is viewed to be the root cause of all disease as indigestion often manifests as a state of imbalance (Desai, 1989: 73).  Outbreaks of disease and epidemics are based on an understanding that there is an imbalance in the organism or ecosystem and a main protection against these imbalances in knowledge of nature compounded with appropriate behavior (Mahale and Soree, 199: 36).  “In a sense the inability of an individual (or an ecosystem) to digest any physical, mental, or emotional input, is the sole disease of all living beings” (Svoboda, 1988: 125-6), as indigestion ultimately leads to imbalance.  Malnutrition can also be considered a form of indigestion.   Physical and mental indigestion are interconnected factors and signs associated with digestion of physical and mental factors and thus health are very similar, for example after digesting food properly you feel no discomfort, gas, belching, or odor, and desire food again at an appropriate hour, while healthy mental digestion is associate with a lack of emotional discomfort, no feelings of mental fullness or jadedness, and a desire for further sensory gratification, mental stimulus, and interaction at an appropriate time (Svoboda, 1988: 127-8).   Because physical digestion is much more tangible Ayurveda first tries to achieve optimal physical digestion within the body by purifying and balancing the body with foods, drinks, and herbs (Svoboda, 1988: 128).  Proper diet is a crucial technique for optimal health in an ayurvedic sense, this is supplemented with massage, yoga, and meditation, which when combined are proving extremely beneficial for self-improvement and the optimization of health and wellness within the interconnected mind and body.  

Beauty


Ayurvedic products and remedies are popping up in many popular magazines and consumer venues, specifically in relation to beauty.  The importance Ayurveda places on nutrition is being marketed for healthy skin, hair, and nails.  Promoters of ayurvedic beauty products use strategy that emphasizes that the skin itself is an organ of digestion that should not be fed chemicals that are not nutritious, such as the commonly used chemical products for nails, hair, and skin that can be found in the mall and the supermarket (Matheson, 2004: 43).  Ayurvedic spas such as the Pratima Ayurvedic Skin Care Clinic in New York City and the Chopra Center Spa in Carlsbad, California and stores such as Whole Foods offer Ayurvedic beauty treatments and products that consumers are purchasing despite high costs.  Popular magazine articles such as Matheson’s “Get Glowing!” and texts such as Shahnaz Husain's Beauty Book describe how natural food products and herbs can be used, based on doshic constitution and hot and cold therapies, both externally and internally, to obtain optimal beauty for the face, body, hair and nails (2004, Husain, 1986). Beauty is often described as relative but in many ways it is universal and may be an external indicator of health.  Ayurvedic beauty products and spa services that use natural food and plant products may not be used to achieve optimal health per se but most defiantly are viewed by the consumer as ways to self improve, which in itself is one of the main principles underlying Ayurvedic medicine. 

Indigenous Rights, Biopiracy, and Environmentalism


As has been shown, “Ayurvedic concepts of health are linked to broader issues that are not exclusively medical” (Alter, 1999: s62).   Since the 1980’s Ayurveda has had a huge increase in popularity among the general public and medical practitioners of the west (Hankey, 2005: 221).   Currently there is a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the Gujarat Ayurveda University in India and the International Ayurveda Foundation that is intended to promote and ensure the “globalization and global recognition” of Ayurveda  (APBN, 2006: 120).  Funding from the World Bank and research support from the National Center For Complimentary and Alternative Medicine at the U.S. National Institutes of Health, along with the incorporation of Ayurveda into India’s family welfare program have led to increased awareness and popularity of Ayurveda (Bodeker, 2001: 389).  


The popularity of Ayurveda and the increasing validity of Ayurvedic remedies by western science have in some instance led to biopiracy as large corporations patent ancient knowledge and seeds, and claim ancient medicinal remedies of plant usage as their own newly discovered medicinal breakthroughs (Shiva, 2003, Ameenah, 2006: 1-93). For example, “When studies in India found that resin from Commiphor mukul  (a traditionally used Ayurvedic herb guggul) had powerful antihyperlidemic properties, there was a rush by companies to wild-harvest the species quickly resulting in it becoming endangered” (Bodeker, 2001: 391). Another example is the patenting of  the South India plant  used in Ayurveda for tuberculosis, Phyllanthus niruri by Fox Research Center based in the US (Shankar, 1999: 50). The prospecting of one culture or group over intellectual and biological resources is a serious and complex issue heavily embedded in disparities that are resultant of political economy.  Intellectual and biological property rights  and benefits related to the system of Ayurveda are extremely important due to economic, ecological, cultural and biological consequences that may or are occurring, as rights to traditional knowledge and resources are being degraded and denied.   Shankar offers a solution to benefit sharing, which “…benefits could be placed in a common community biodiversity fund” (1999: 50).  Although there are issues over community control and equity sharing, ensuring that a community has adequate access  and right to natural and cultural resources is integral to health optimization and improving the condition of the environment and the self 


The term ‘you reap what you sew’ can be taken literally by many Indians.  Seeds are not only important aspects of cultural knowledge and practices; they are wealth, and the qualities of the seeds that are sewn determine the profits that will be brought in and the ultimately livelihood, health and security (Shiva, 2003).  Access to a variety of nutritious agricultural products and quality seeds is vital to the traditional knowledge of Ayurveda and to the establishment and maintenance of good health.  Within India and across the globe,  “local existing farming methods are vital to ecological and traditional cultural systems” (King-Underwood, 1995).  Local and external knowledge can be successfully combined if traditional cultural practices are valued and form the structural foundation that new technology integrates with in order for local communities and ecosystems are to be managed sustainably (Mahale and Soree, 199: 41).  The transformation of ecological, cultural, and agricultural, systems are dynamically interconnected with one another and with the health of individuals, communities, and the global system.


The concern to protect traditional practices is not due to a romanticized notion of returning to a simpler past, rater it is due to a in-depth awareness that there is a need to broaden the scope of understanding and ensure optimal individual, species and ecosystem diversity, sustainability and vitality for the future (Shankar, 1999: 43).  Traditional agricultural practices have been dependent on polycultures, where each crop aids the other, while sustaining the nutrient levels of the soils, and producing a variety of foods that supply a range of nutrients to the community (King-Underwood, 1995).  Industrialized agricultural techniques generally focus on monocultures that are geared towards increasing a cash profit, rather than supplying a community adequate nutrition, or maintaining a viable and self-sustaining ecosystem (Shiva, 2003).  The shift of agricultural methodology has not been due to ineffective, inadequate, or inherent production, rather it has occurred due process of globalization related to political economy (Shankar, 1999: 43). 


With process of globalization that bring about increased economic disparities, Indian communities that have long-established food practices that are embedded in Ayurvedic principles are being forced to adopt agricultural schemes that “introduce new and uniform crops into the fields and push into extinction local diversity and varieties” (Shiva Vandana in King-Underwood, 1995).  The extinction of local diversity and varieties inevitably leads to poor health outcomes, decreased environmental adaptability, and within the context of Ayurveda a decreased ability to continue highly culturally valued ancient traditional practices.  A model for the preservation of ecological knowledge and diversity related to Ayurveda that “engages communities, state forestry departments, and companies in (active) partnership to ensure the sustainability of the medicinal plant trade and the equitable sharing of benefits has been provided by the Bangalore-based Foundation for revitalization of Local Health Traditions (www.frlht-indis.org)” ( Bodeker, 2001: 391; Shankar, 1996: 349-358). If there is to be an optimal future for Ayurveda,  herbal medicine, and for those groups of people that have long standing traditional practices that utilize herbs, the importance of sustainable harvesting practices must be recognized, encouraged, and supported.  


Other process of globalization that can be linked to Ayurvedic principles and the transformation of foodways include environmental destruction and urbanization.  The rapid destruction of the environment and degradation of natural habitats has led to an extreme amount of decreased biodiversity. Not only are Ayurvedic principles grounded in a foundation that emphasizes biodiversity, balance, and sustainability, but the loss of biodiversity has also resulted in the loss and endangerment of some of the most important plants used in the Ayurvedic tradition of healing and resulted in a decreases diversity of available food products (King-Underwood, 1995).  In the context of Ayurveda a loss of biological resources is directly linked to a loss of cultural resources.  Cultural resources have also been lost in the form of knowledge.  Processes of urbanization have led to transformations in lifestyle practices and behaviors. These transformations in lifestyle and ecology have ultimately resulted in a loss of traditional cultural and ecological knowledge regarding the medicinal potentials of plants and foods (King-Underwood, 1995). Plants, herbs, and natural food products are essential not only in maintaining healthy bodies, communities and ecosystems and ayurvedic practices but in maintaining ancient Ayurvedic principles of health that are supported by modern ecological and biological systems theories and ultimately lead to optimal functioning at all levels.

Ayurveda as Way to Improve the Self by Optimizing Health and Balance in the Globalized World


Today Ayurvedic restaurants such as New York’s new Ayurvedic Café, books, clinics, spas, schools, and centers can be found transnationally that focus on one or a combination of topics and issues of self-improvement such as healing, nutrition, cooking, yoga, meditation, massage and or beauty (Moskin, 2004: 4).  Deepak Chopra has been accredited with being extremely influential in bringing Ayurvedic awareness to today’s western world, yet it is hypothesized that the current awareness and interest in Ayurveda is due to an increasing sense of  imbalance, environmental disconnect and degradation, and the desire to find practices that will result in self improvement and improve the quality of an individual’s life while ultimately prolonging it (Neimark, 2004:77).  This sense of disconnect may often manifest as poor physical or mental health and leads individuals to seek practices that are rooted in philosophies that focus on the maintenance  restoration, or optimization of  health systems  to achieve optimal balance rather than quick fixes of isolated factors that effect the larger context in a unknown manner. 


Chopra stated, “disease is not a linear cause and effect thing, humans are a composite of millions of experiences at interconnected levels (Chopra, 1995).  With the advent of scientific technology that better enables us to see the direct causes of diseases, we are also better able to see the web of life that directly links one thing to another and better understand the intricate complexities of individual, societal, and environmental health, which Ayurveda has been doing for thousands of years. It may be argued that the growing awareness and consumer trends related to organics, herbal remedies, alternative healing techniques, and self improvement are reflective of a collective consciousness that realizes, “Just as our minds, bodies, and souls are ultimately united, so our inner and outer worlds, which means all that we eat, drink, do, wear, buy, think, and feel affects our well-being” (Dowdle, 2005: 10).  Ayurveda should not be seen as an alternative form of healing, rather it should be viewed as a complimentary and effective method for achieving optimal health through self-improving techniques such as diet.  It is my conclusion that the desire of individuals to achieve optimal health and to continually improve the self along with the perceived out of state balance of the individual, family, community, state, nation, or planet has influenced the individual’s need to maintain inner and outer harmony, balance, and health, and has led to the increased popularity in Ayurveda.  


Despite the fact that 99% of government expenditures go towards defense research (King-Underwood, 1995) that is directly exclusive of food and health research, food production, diversity, availability, distribution and consumption in relation to human health issues are some of the most important factors that are necessary to understand in order to best defend and secure the basic and universal right of human life.  Increased funding for research into Ayurvedic therapies and principles and simultaneous increased protection of intellectual property and land rights of traditional and impoverished peoples are critical issues that must be addressed in the context of Ayurveda, health, medicine, human rights and globalization.  Addressing the fundamental of Ayurveda and its role in preventative care and the optimization of health should be a priority but should not disregard the larger social issues (Bodeker, 2001: 391). As previously discussed, process of globalization have led to some negative consequences, yet “globalization seems to hold some promise at the ethical level where one speaks of freedom, democracy, and human rights”  (Raman, 2003: 142) and ultimately the commoditization of Ayurvedic knowledge may prove to be positive in many aspects.  


Ayurveda is complex in itself and as it is increasingly popularized and commoditized it should be done so with an understanding of large-scale complex global factors and local issues that it is embedded in. In the context of Ayurveda, biological and cultural diversity and rights, the challenge of globalization today is,


…to involve multi-cultural exchange of  diverse…goods and services…, to promote sustainable 
economic investments in the diverse social cultures of the world….and finally, to promote a 
modern world order where cultural (and biological) diversity can flourish and global unity is not 
founded on a ‘uniformity’ of economic, political, social, and technological forms, but on a sharing 
of diversity.  Globalization based on such sharing would perhaps reduce the size of  the world 
market and encourage local markets and even non-markets (nature-culture) relations to re-manifest 
themselves among the ecosystem peoples of the world. (Shankar, 1999: 50).  

Although this leads to further questions as to how equity and diversity can be simultaneously achieved in an increasing market-economy, the current recognition of the challenges of bioprospecting and globalization may result in an optimal outcome for future generations.  

Unlike the dominant industrial and western theories of production and consumption that separate systems of agriculture and medicine, Ayurvedic principles are grounded in the recognition of the importance of balance, complexity, and diversity and the interrelated aspects of nutrition, the sustainable production of food and the sustainability of a balanced healthy body.  “Ayurveda recognizes that all life, whether it be human, plant, or animal, must live in harmony with nature in order to survive” (Douillard, 20004:1286).  Within Ayurveda, ecological balance and stability are directly equated to concepts of nutritional balance and diversity as good health and nutrition are dependent on the health of the overall ecological system (King-Underwood, 1995). Although Ayurveda stems from ancient knowledge and may be classified as a traditional practice or form of knowledge, the reality is that in this modern day Ayurveda is increasingly valued and used in diverse locations across the globe, despite access to or increased allopathic therapies and technologies. 


Although Ayurveda may be recognized as a modern medical system, the global health issues embedded in political economy such malnutrition along with serious diseases such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, polio, and cancer to name a few, and the advances of medical technology  related to these issues,  may in many ways discredit the value of Ayurveda if it is classified as a purely medical tradition.  “Ayurveda’s explicitly serious concern with ‘mundane happiness, spiritual elevation’ [Majumdar, 1971: 235] and the prolongation of life” should be stressed as Ayurveda has proven through the course of history and is currently being proven through western science to offer effective therapies for the promotion of optimal well-being, especially in the case of food and nutrition (Alter, 1999: s58). “Ultimately, the goal of human life is to spend the years not only in good health but also in harmony with the world around” (Raman, 2003: 145).  

 Ayurvedic principles unite the mind and body, the micro and the macrocosm and should be viewed as valuable to health knowledge and practices, in order to best achieve optimal health for the individual and planet, and to promote balance, sustainability, and diversity in the environment, the individual, and on the plate. 


According to Ranade, 


Ayurveda is not just a system of medicine but also a science of health promotion designed to 
increase 
our well-being and happiness in all aspects.  It shows us not only how to treat disease but 
how to live in a way as to arrive at optimum health and maximum utilization of our faculties, 
which a
according to yoga and Ayurveda are almost unlimited (1996: 57).

 Ayurvedic therapies and philosophies can be viewed as mode for ‘radical’ self-improvement (Alter, 1999: s44).  Svoboda states, “Our task on this imperfect planet is to work continuously toward relative perfection.  The beginning of world perfection is self perfection” (1988: 191).  In the words of the song by the infamous Michael Jackson, “If you want to make the world a better place, you’ve got to look at (within) yourself and make that change.” Health is not a static nor permanent state, it is a dynamic condition that is in constant flux, thus there is no quick fix to achieving good health, and cures are in many senses always only temporary. Ayurveda offers valuable ancient methods and philosophies that can be adapted to changing temporal and geographic locations as well as to various states of physical and mental being.  Through  lifestyle practices and behaviors such as food consumption Ayurveda offers methods and techniques for illness prevention and self-improvement that lead to the optimization of overall health. 

Be the change you wish to see

-Gandhi
TABLE 1: Constitutional Type

	ASPECT OF

CONSTITUTION
	VATA
	PITTA
	KAPHA

	Frame
	Thin
	Moderate
	Thick

	Body Weight
	Low
	Moderate
	Overweight

	Skin
	Dry, Rough, Cool, Cracked, Veiny

Brown, Black
	Soft, Oily, Warm

Fair, Moderate, Acne

Yellowish
	Thick, Oily,

Cool, Pale,

White

	Hair
	Black, Dry, Kinky
	Soft, Oily, Yellow,

Early Gray, Red
	Thick, Oily,

Wavy, Dark or Light

	Teeth
	Protruded, Small & Crooked

Gums Emaciated
	Moderate in Size, 

Soft Gums,

Yellowish
	Strong, White, Thick

	Eyes
	Small, Dull, Dry

Brown, Black, Unsteady
	Medium, Sharp, Penetrating,

Green, Gray, Yellow, Red
	Big, Attractive, White, 

Prominent

	Eyelashes
	Small, Dry, Firm
	Small, Thin, Fine
	Large, Thick, Oily, Firm

	Face
	Thin, Small, Long
	Moderate, Sharp, Ruddy
	Large, Soft, Round, Pale, Fat

	Lips
	Thin, Small, Dry
	Medium, Soft, Red
	Thick, Large, Smooth

	Neck
	Thin, Long
	Medium
	Large, Thick

	Appetite
	Variable, Scanty
	Good, Excessive,

Unbearable
	Slow but Steady

	Taste
	Sweet, Sour, Saline
	Sweet, Bitter, 

Astringent
	Pungent, Bitter,

Astringent

	Thirst
	Variable
	Excessive
	Scanty

	Elimination
	Dry, Hard, Constipated
	Soft, Loose,

Oily
	Thick, Oily,

Heavy, Slow

	Physical Activity
	Very Active
	Moderate
	Lethargic

	Disease Resistance
	Variable, Weak Immune System
	Medium, Prone to Infections
	Good, stable, Strong Immune System

	Mind
	Restless, Active
	Aggressive, Intelligent
	Calm, Slow

	Emotional Temperament
	Fearful, Insecure

Unpredictable
	Aggressive, 

Irritable, Jealous
	Calm, Greedy, Attached

	Faith
	Changeable
	Fanatic


	Steady

	Memory
	Recent Memory Good

Remote Memory Poor
	Sharp
	Slow but Prolonged

	Dreams
	Fearful, Flying, 

Jumping, Running
	Fiery, Anger,

Violence, War
	Watery, River,

Ocean, Lake,

Swimming, Romantic

	Sleep
	Scanty, Interrupted
	Little but Sound
	Heavy, Prolonged

	Speech
	Fast
	Sharp and

Cutting
	Slow, Monotonous

	Financial Status
	Poor, Spends Money Quickly on Trifles
	Moderate, Spends

On Luxuries
	Rich, Money Saver,

Spends on Food

	Pulse
	Thready, Feeble,

Moves Like a Snake
	Moderate, Jumping Like a Frog
	Broad, Slow, 

Moves Like a Swan


*Table 1 complied with information from Lad, 1985: 34-3 and Ranadae and Parnjape, 1991: 55-70.

TABLE 2: Doshic Aggravating and Inhibiting Foods
	DOSHA
	FOODS THAT WILL

INCREASE OR AGGRAVATE

THE DOSHA
	FOODS THAT WILL

INHIBIT OR BALANCE

THE DOSHA

	Vata
	Dry Fruits, Apples, Melons,

Potatoes, Tomatoes, Eggplant,

Ice Cream, Beef, Peas, Green Salad
	Sweet Fruits, Avocados, Coconut,

Brown Rice, Red Cabbage, Bananas,

Grapes, Cherries, Oranges

	Pitta
	Spicy Foods, Peanut Butter, Sour Fruits,

Bananas, Papayas, Tomatoes, Garlic
	Mangos, Oranges, Pears, Plums,

Sprouts, Green Salad, Sunflower seeds, Asparagus, and Mushrooms

	Kapha
	Bananas, Melons, Coconuts, Dates, Papayas, Pineapples, Dairy Products
	Dry Fruits, Pomegranates, Cranberries, Basmati Rice, Sprouts, Chicken


* Table 2 compiled from information found in Lad, 1985: 80-81

TABLE 3: The Elemental Connection

	THE ELEMENTS

	TASTES
	CONSTITUTION
	SENSES

	Ether (Akasa)
	Bitter
	Vata
	Hearing

	Air (Vayu)
	Bitter

Astringent

Pungent
	Vata
	Touch

	Fire (Agni)
	Pungent

Sour

Salty
	Pitta
	Sight

	Water (Ap)
	Salty

Sweet
	Kapha

Pitta
	Taste

	Earth (Prithvi)
	Sweet

Sour

Astringent
	Kapha
	Smell


· Table 3 exerted from Morningstar 1995: 9.

TABLE 4:  The Effects of Tastes

	TASTE
	DIGESTIVE EFFECT & QUALITIES
	IN MODERATION

BALANCES
	IN EXCESS

AGGRAVATES
	GENERAL EXAMPLES

	Sweet
	Cooling

Heavy & Moist
	Vata & Pitta
	Kapha
	Figs, dates, coconuts, yogurt, freshwater fish

	Sour
	Heating

Heavy & Moist
	Vata
	Pitta & Kapha
	Grapefruit, sour cream, green olives

	Salty
	Heating

Heavy & Moist
	Vata
	Pitta & Kapha
	Black lentils, seafood, pickled vegetables

	Pungent
	Heating

Light & Dry
	Kapha
	Pitta & Vata
	Cranberries, onions, corn, alcohol

	Bitter
	Cooling

Light & Dry
	Kapha & Pitta
	Vata
	Pomegranate, barley, granola, brussel sprouts

	Astringent
	Cooling

Light & Dry
	Pitta & Kapha
	Vata
	Sweet apples, pears, tomatoes


* Table 4 compiled from information found in Morningstar 1990: 26 & Morningstar, 1995: 18, 21 287-301 .
TABLE 5:  The Effects of Tastes II

	RASA
	VIRYA
	VIPAK
	EXAMPLES
	ACTIONS
	DISORDERS

	Sweet

(earth/water)
	Cooling
	Sweet
	Wheat, Rice, Milk, Candy, Sugar, Dates, Licorice Root
	Anabolic: (vata & pitta, (kapha.  Promotes strength, relieves thirst, nourishes and soothes the body
	Increases obesity, causes excess sleep, heaviness, lethargy, loss of appetite, cough, diabetes, and abnormal growth of muscles,congestion

	Sour

(earth/fire)
	Heating
	Sour
	Yogurt, Cheese, Green Grapes, Lemon
	Anabolic: (vata, (kapha & pitta. Sharpens mind, strengthens the sense organs, causes secretions and salvation
	Increases thirst, sensitiveness of teeth, closure of eyes, gas, toxification of blood, edema, ulcerations, heartburn, acidity, premature aging

	Salty

(water/fire)
	Heating
	Sweet
	Sea Salt, Rock Salt, Kelp
	Anabolic: ((vata, (pitta & kapha. Helps digestion, laxative, retains water, spasmodic
	Disturbs blood, causes fainting, heating of the body, inflammation, blood disorders, peptic ulcer, rashes, pimples, wrinkling, baldness, joint disease and hypertension

	Pungent

(fire/air)
	Heating
	Pungent
	Chili, Onion, Ginger, Garlic, Cayenne Pepper
	Catabolic: (kapha, (pitta & vata. Promotes digestion and absorption, purifies blood, cleanses the body, eliminates blood clots
	Increases heat, sweating, fainting, creates burning sensations in the throat, stomach, and heart, can cause a peptic ulcer, dizziness and unconsciousness

	Bitter

(air/ether)
	Cooling
	Pungent
	Dandelion Root, Thistle, Rhubarb
	Catabolic: (pitta & kapha, (vata. Antioxidant and germicidal, Antidote for fainting itching and burning sensations
	Increases roughness, emaciation, dryness, reduces bone marrow and sexual secretion, can cause dizziness, tremors and eventual unconsciousness

	Astringent

(air/earth)
	Cooling
	Pungent
	Unripe Banana, Pomegranate, Turmeric
	Catabolic: (pitta & kapha, (vata.  Sedative, constipative, causes constriction of blood vessels.
	Increases dryness of the mouth, distension, emaciation, dehydration, constipation, obstruction of speech and adversely affect the heart


*Table 5 compiled from information found in (Lad, 1985: 89-91 and Svoboda, 1988: 24).

*Although possibly completely inappropriate within the context of this paper, I have noted that valuable ancient ayurvedic wisdom can also aid in self-improvement in the context of humor and happiness that ultimately serve to promote and optimize health and well-being by presenting advice that can function to improve your digestive system and give you a good laugh, as is exemplified by Kasture’s statement, 

“Cockmeats are best among tonics” (1990: 124).
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� See Table 1: Constitutional Types on pg. 35.


�  See Table 2: Doshic Aggravating and Inhibiting Foods on pg. 36,


� See Table 3: The elemental Connection & Table 4: The Effects of Taste on pg. 37


� See Table 5: The Effects of Taste II on pg. 38
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