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Abstract

Ayurveda is often introduced through a small set of familiar terms or through
claims about remedies. That approach obscures the larger intellectual structure
preserved in its classical literature. This paper examines Ayurveda as a classical
Indian knowledge system: a disciplined body of inquiry concerned with life, health,
disorder, causation, observation, inference, education, and responsible action. It
focuses on the textual foundations represented by the Caraka-sambhita,
Susruta-samhita, and Astanga-hrdaya, while recognizing that no three books
exhaust the tradition. It also examines the fourfold account of knowledge associated
with authoritative instruction, perception, inference, and reasoned synthesis; the
role of classification and relational thinking; the eight branches of the discipline;
and the transmission of knowledge through recitation, commentary, manuscript
culture, and practice.

The paper uses “science” in its historical sense of an organized discipline of knowledge, not as a
shortcut for claiming that every classical proposition has been verified by contemporary
experimental methods. Classical descriptions, historical reconstructions, present-day institutional
recognition, and modern empirical evidence are therefore kept separate. This distinction allows
Ayurveda to be studied seriously without either reducing it to a collection of wellness slogans or
granting traditional claims automatic scientific validity. The result is a source-led framework for
education, digital humanities, and public scholarship rather than a clinical guide.

Keywords: Ayurveda; Indian knowledge systems; Caraka-samhita; Susruta-samhita;
Astanga-hrdaya; pramana; yukti; Sanskrit medical literature; history of medicine; digital
humanities

Executive summary

Ayurveda is best approached as a connected system rather than as a list of isolated doctrines. Five
conclusions guide this paper:

The subject is life in context. Classical definitions connect Ayurveda with knowledge of life,
beneficial and harmful conditions, well-being and distress, and the measure or span of life. The
field is therefore wider than a catalogue of substances or treatments.

Its claims are organized through explicit ways of knowing. Classical discussions
distinguish reliable instruction, direct perception, inference, and multi-factor reasoning. These
categories are not identical to modern research designs, but they show sustained reflection on
how knowledge is obtained and evaluated.

Its major compendia are layered textual traditions. The Caraka-samhita, Susruta-samhita,
and works associated with Vagbhata differ in emphasis, organization, and transmission history.
Labels such as Brhat-trayl, the “Great Triad,” are useful conventions, not evidence that the
tradition was always a closed canon of three books.

Classical categories are relational models. Dosa, dhatu, mala, agni, srotas, guna, dravya,
and related concepts acquire meaning through functions and relationships within the system.
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Simple one-word equivalences with modern anatomy, chemistry, or physics are usually
misleading.

Historical understanding and modern validation are different tasks. A proposition can be
important for interpreting a classical text without thereby being clinically effective, biologically
established, or safe in modern use. Contemporary health claims require contemporary evidence
and professional safeguards.

1. Scope, method, and limits

This is a textual and conceptual white paper. It asks how Ayurveda presents itself as an organized
field of knowledge and how a contemporary reader can interpret that presentation responsibly. It
is not a systematic review of clinical outcomes, a pharmacological monograph, a treatment
manual, or a substitute for licensed medical care.

The method has four layers:

Primary textual orientation: passages and structures in the Caraka-samhita,
Susruta-samhita, and Astanga-hrdaya are used to identify the discipline's own categories and
questions. Digital witnesses are useful for locating passages, but edition, commentary, and
translation choices remain interpretive decisions. The GRETIL witness of selected Caraka
passages identifies its printed basis and limitations explicitly 1.

Historical scholarship: modern histories of Indian medical literature are used to avoid
treating layered texts as the products of a single date, author, or event. Major studies by
Meulenbeld, Zysk, Dominik Wujastyk, Dagmar Wujastyk, and others are included in the
bibliography.

Peer-reviewed interpretation: scholarship on Ayurvedic epistemology and medical history is
used to identify live debates rather than to manufacture consensus. For example, Somik Raha's
study of pramana and yukti offers a modern interpretation of classical reasoning, while C. D.
Sebastian challenges simplified religious and chronological origin stories 2 3.

Institutional context: the World Health Organization's 2022 training benchmarks document
the contemporary educational and regulatory context of Ayurveda, including safety
requirements. Institutional recognition is not treated as proof of any particular therapeutic
claim 4.

Sanskrit terms are transliterated using standard diacritics where useful. Translations in the body
are working translations written for this paper unless another translator is named. Dates for early
Indian medical texts are presented as ranges or relative sequences because composition,
redaction, and surviving manuscript evidence do not support false precision. The phrase “classical
Ayurveda” refers primarily to the learned Sanskrit textual tradition represented by the major
compendia and their commentaries. It does not erase regional, vernacular, household, monastic,
tribal, or practitioner traditions.
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2. What does “Ayurveda” name?

The compound ayurveda combines ayus, life or a course of living, with veda, knowledge.
“Knowledge of life” is therefore more informative than the popular but narrower “science of
longevity.” The classical field asks what life is, what supports or harms it, how well-being and
distress are recognized, and how action should be chosen under changing circumstances.

A well-known definition appears in Caraka-samhita, Sutrasthana 1.41. In a close working
translation, Ayurveda is the discipline in which beneficial and harmful life, happy and unhappy
life, what is beneficial and harmful for life, and the measure of life are stated. The verse matters
because it defines a field by its objects of knowledge and evaluation. It does not define Ayurveda
merely as the use of herbs, a constitutional quiz, or a promise of long life.

The text also describes the embodied person through an interaction of body, senses, mind, and
self. Whatever position a modern reader takes on these categories, the important historical point
is that “life” is not reduced to one organ or substance. Experience, behavior, environment, time,
diet, social conduct, and the purposes of living are considered in relation to embodiment. This
broad frame helps explain why classical compendia contain discussions that modern libraries
might distribute across medicine, philosophy, ethics, dietetics, botany, education, and statecraft.

The breadth of the subject does not make every part timeless or universally applicable. It means
that Ayurveda's unit of analysis is often a living person in a web of causes and conditions. That
intellectual ambition should be described before individual doctrines are evaluated.

3. Why call it a knowledge system?

“Knowledge system” identifies a set of connected features rather than awarding a seal of truth. A
mature knowledge system typically has a defined subject, technical vocabulary, authorized and
disputed sources, methods of learning, rules of inference, classifications, procedures, professional
roles, ethical expectations, and mechanisms for transmitting and revising interpretations.
Classical Ayurveda exhibits all of these.

3.1 A defined subject and purpose

The compendia repeatedly state why the discipline is taught. Their purposes include preserving
favorable conditions, addressing disorder, supporting a meaningful life, and training competent
practitioners. The frequently cited formulation that the discipline aims to protect the health of the
healthy and alleviate the disorder of the ill is useful, but it should not be detached from the
surrounding text or turned into an advertising slogan. It describes an orientation of the field, not a
guarantee of outcomes.

3.2 A technical language

Terms such as dosa, dhatu, mala, agni, srotas, prakrti, vikrti, guna, rasa, virya, vipaka, dravya,
and karma form a network. Their meanings are shaped by use in particular passages and
commentaries. Translating dosa as “humour,” dhatu as “tissue,” agni as “digestive fire,” or srotas
as “channel” can help at an introductory level, but each English word imports associations that
may exceed the Sanskrit category. Responsible study retains the original term long enough to
learn its relationships.
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3.3 Methods and standards

Ayurvedic texts discuss how a treatise should be selected, how a student should be trained, how a
debate should proceed, how an object should be examined, and what qualities a practitioner
should cultivate. These discussions show concern with the reliability of persons, statements,
observations, and actions. They also preserve social hierarchies and historical assumptions that
require critical study rather than idealization.

3.4 Institutions and communities

Knowledge is carried by people and institutions. Teacher-student lineages, specialist
communities, courts, monasteries, households, manuscript workshops, print publishers,
universities, pharmacies, and regulatory bodies have all shaped what counts as Ayurveda in
different periods. Contemporary training standards documented by WHO belong to this
institutional history; they do not simply reproduce the ancient world 4.

4. Ways of knowing: pramana, pariksa,
and yukti

One of the clearest reasons to study Ayurveda as a knowledge system is its explicit attention to
epistemology. Pramana can be translated as a means or instrument of warranted knowledge.
Pariksa is examination or investigation. Lists vary by passage and author, but Caraka gives
particular prominence to a connected group of four: aptopadesa, pratyaksa, anumana, and yukti.

4.1 Aptopadesa: trustworthy instruction

Aptopadesa is reliable instruction or testimony. In practice it includes learning from qualified
teachers and received texts. This is not identical to accepting a statement because it is old.
Classical discussions ask what makes a speaker dependable and what makes a $astra, an
organized treatise, worthy of study. Competence, disciplined attention, freedom from relevant
distortion, clarity, coherence, useful organization, and an intelligible purpose all matter.

Testimony is unavoidable in every learned field. No student personally repeats the entire history
of observations on which a discipline depends. The critical questions are therefore about
provenance: Who states the claim? In which text, recension, chapter, and verse? Which
commentary informs the reading? What is the quality of the edition or translation? What later
assumptions have been added?

4.2 Pratyaksa: direct perception

Pratyaksa concerns direct cognition through the senses, coordinated in the classical account by
mind and a knowing subject. It is more precise than a vague appeal to “experience.” Ayurvedic
texts also enumerate limits of perception: an object may be too distant, too near, too subtle,
obstructed, confused by similarity, or missed through inattention or impaired faculties.

Recognizing limits is epistemically important. A failure to perceive something is not always
evidence that it is absent. Conversely, a vivid personal perception does not by itself establish a
general rule. Observation becomes shareable knowledge only through description, comparison,
memory, interpretation, and, where possible, checking by others.
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4.3 Anumana: inference

Anumana extends knowledge beyond what is immediately perceived. Smoke can function as a sign
of fire when the relation between them is known; a present sign can support a conclusion about an
unobserved cause, effect, or process. Classical examples distinguish reasoning from cause to
effect, effect to cause, and repeated association.

Inference is powerful because much of life is not directly available to the senses. It is also
vulnerable: a sign may have more than one cause, an association may be unstable, or a
background condition may be ignored. A responsible explanation therefore separates the
observation, the rule linking sign and conclusion, the conclusion itself, and the residual
uncertainty.

4.4 Yukti: reasoned synthesis

Yukti is one of Ayurveda's most distinctive epistemic concepts. In Caraka, it concerns the
intellect's capacity to understand outcomes produced by several factors arranged across
circumstances and time. Classical examples include agriculture, where seed, soil preparation,
water, and season interact, and the coordinated components of a therapeutic action. The point is
not simply that “everything is connected.” It is that outcomes can depend on a structured
conjunction of causes.

Raha interprets yukti as a resource for whole-system and decision-oriented research 2. That
proposal is valuable when clearly labeled as a modern methodological interpretation. Yukti should
not be equated without qualification with a randomized trial, systems biology, or “the scientific
method.” Its first task is to be understood in its textual setting. Comparative work can follow.

4.5 A coordinated sequence

The four modes are strongest when treated as mutually checking:
trustworthy instruction supplies vocabulary, prior findings, and questions;
perception supplies present observations;
inference makes relations and unobserved implications explicit; and

yukti integrates multiple causes, constraints, times, and possible actions.

This sequence does not prove that every conclusion reached within the system is correct. It shows
that classical authors theorized both the acquisition and application of knowledge. Modern
readers can analyze those methods historically and test current empirical claims with
contemporary tools.

5. Classification and relational reasoning

Ayurvedic literature classifies extensively: substances, qualities, actions, tastes, bodily
constituents, wastes, channels, stages, causes, signs, persons, places, seasons, and possible
interventions. Classification reduces complexity, but its deeper role is relational. A category
becomes useful because it helps explain what can change, what tends to accompany that change,
and which differences matter for action.

Praveen | Version 1.0 | CC BY 4.0 7


https://doi.org/10.4103/0975-9476.123688

VEDIC MATTERS RESEARCH AYURVEDA AS A CLASSICAL KNOWLEDGE SYSTEM

5.1 Dravya, guna, and karma

Dravya is a substance or locus, guna a quality, and karma an action or process in a broad
philosophical vocabulary shared with other Indian traditions. Ayurvedic reasoning uses these
categories pragmatically. A material is not understood only by naming it; its perceivable qualities,
transformations, combinations, context, and actions must also be considered.

The categories do not map cleanly onto modern substance, property, and force. They operate
within a different ontology and history. Comparison can reveal similarities, but replacement
translations erase the very structure being studied.

5.2 Samanya and visesa

Samanya and visesa are often rendered as similarity and difference, generality and particularity,
or the principles of increase and decrease through likeness and contrast. In an Ayurvedic context
they help organize how similar factors may reinforce a condition while dissimilar factors may

counter it. This is a framework for reasoning within the system, not a universal law of chemistry.

5.3 Dosa, dhatu, and mala

The triad of dosa, dhatu, and mala describes regulating tendencies, sustaining constituents, and
products or wastes whose formation and elimination matter to the organism. Dosas are dynamic
patterns, not three visible fluids. Dhatus are ordered sustaining categories, not a one-to-one list of
modern tissue types. Malas have functional contexts and are not simply “toxins.”

The common habit of mapping vata to the nervous system, pitta to enzymes, and kapha to mucus
produces confident but historically shallow equivalences. The classical terms participate in a
larger explanatory network. Modern physiological comparisons require specific hypotheses and
evidence, not visual resemblance or loose analogy.

5.4 Agni and srotas

Agni organizes accounts of transformation, especially but not only digestion and metabolism.
Srotas organizes accounts of pathways, flows, and the movement of materials or processes. “Fire”
and “channel” are mnemonic translations, not exhaustive definitions. Both terms show why
relational interpretation matters: they describe patterned activity and connection rather than
isolated objects.

6. Textual architecture and the problem
of a fixed canon

Ayurveda survives through a large and internally diverse literature. The best-known compendia
are not modern textbooks with a single author, edition, and publication date. They are layered
works that preserve attributed teachings, redaction, interpolation, loss, reconstruction,
commentary, and regional manuscript histories.
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6.1 Caraka-samhita

The Caraka-samhita presents itself as a redaction of Agnivesa's tantra, based on the teaching of
Atreya, and as later completed in parts by Drdhabala. Its eight major divisions, or sthanas,
organize foundational principles, diagnosis, standards and measurement, embodiment, prognostic
signs, therapeutics, preparations, and successful management. The work is especially important
for internal medicine, epistemology, debate, causation, and professional reasoning.

Dialogue is a major literary method. Teachers, students, sages, and named interlocutors formulate
questions, offer competing views, and establish conclusions. This form should not be romanticized
as modern peer review, but it records plurality and argumentative movement within the text. The
searchable digital Caraka corpus based on SARIT makes its 120-chapter structure visible while
also disclosing the source and license of the digital text 5.

6.2 Susruta-samhita

The Susruta-sambhita is associated with the Dhanvantari school and is renowned for surgery,
anatomy, instruments, wounds, and procedures. It also ranges far beyond surgery. Like Caraka, it
is a composite textual tradition. The relationship among its core, revisions associated with
Nagarjuna, commentaries, and surviving manuscripts is a subject of continuing philological
research.

Susruta is particularly useful for understanding disciplined observation and embodied training.
Descriptions of instruments and procedures are joined to discussions of student qualification,
practice, anatomy, risk, and judgment. Historical importance must not be confused with
permission to reproduce ancient procedures outside modern training, regulation, sterilization,
and safety systems.

6.3 Astanga-hrdaya and Astanga-samgraha

Works attributed to Vagbhata synthesize earlier traditions around the “eight limbs” of Ayurveda.
The Astanga-hrdaya is notably concise and predominantly metrical, features that aided
memorization and teaching. The Astanga-samgraha is larger and combines prose and verse.
Scholarship debates their authorship, relationship, and chronology; referring simply to
“Vagbhata” should not conceal those questions.

The Astanga-hrdaya's six sthanas organize foundational topics, embodiment, diagnosis,
therapeutics, preparations, and later specialties. Its compact synthesis has been especially
influential in South India and in modern curricula.

6.4 What does Brhat-trayr1 mean?

Brhat-trayi, the Great Triad, usually names Caraka, Susruta, and Astanga-hrdaya in modern
educational use, though some institutional accounts substitute Astanga-samgraha in the third
position. The Ministry of Ayush's 2024-25 annual report, for example, uses Astanga-samgraha
when describing the triad 6. This variation is evidence that the label is conventional and
context-dependent.

The triad is useful for orientation, but it must not exclude the Bhela-samhita, Kasyapa-samhita,
Madhava-nidana, Sarngadhara-samhita, Bhavaprakasa, lexicons, regional works, commentaries,
formularies, and living oral traditions. Canon formation is a historical process: curricula, print
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culture, manuscript survival, institutional authority, and scholarly preference all influence which
works appear “central.”

7. The eight branches as an intellectual
map

The word astanga means “eight-limbed.” Lists and translations vary, but the branches commonly
include:

Kayacikitsa: systemic or internal medicine.
Salya: the treatment of conditions requiring operative or extractive procedures.
Sélékya: disorders of the regions above the clavicle, including eye, ear, nose, mouth, and head.

Kaumarabhrtya or bala: care associated with children, reproduction, and maternal or
neonatal contexts in different accounts.

Agada or damstra: toxicology, poisons, bites, and related harms.

Bhutavidya or graha: a historically specific domain involving disturbances interpreted
through psychological, behavioral, and spirit-related categories.

Rasayana or jara: rejuvenation, resilience, age, and the maintenance of capacities.

Vajikarana or vrsa: fertility, sexuality, reproduction, and vitality.

This map demonstrates breadth and specialization. It also illustrates the danger of effortless
modernization. Bhutavidya should not be translated simply as modern psychiatry; rasayana is not
identical to anti-aging medicine; salakya does not equal a contemporary ENT department. Each
comparison requires attention to objects, methods, institutions, and historical context.

8. Transmission, commentary, and
plurality

A classical text is not only a sequence of verses. It is an event in a chain of transmission.
Memorization, oral explanation, manuscript copying, commentary, regional teaching, print
editing, translation, and digital encoding all shape what a reader encounters.

8.1 Commentary as knowledge work

Commentators do more than paraphrase. They resolve grammar, define technical terms, reconcile
apparent contradictions, propose cross-references, identify interpolations, and adapt a text to new
intellectual settings. Cakrapanidatta's Ayurvedadipika on Caraka, Dalhana's Nibandhasangraha
on Susruta, and Arunadatta's Sarvangasundara on Astanga-hrdaya are therefore evidence for the
reception and reconstruction of the works they explain.

A translation that silently incorporates a commentary can make a disputed reading appear
self-evident. Good scholarship distinguishes root text, commentary, translator's supplement, and
present interpretation.
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8.2 Manuscripts and editions

Manuscripts vary. A printed edition may combine readings from several witnesses, follow one
regional lineage, normalize spelling, or retain material absent elsewhere. A “verse number” can
differ across editions. Digital corpora improve access and search, but encoding introduces
another layer of decisions. GRETIL, SARIT, institutional e-texts, and newer searchable editions
should be cited with their textual basis and license, not treated as disembodied originals 1 5.

8.3 Plurality within Ayurveda

Different texts may enumerate, classify, or explain a subject differently. Commentators can
disagree. Regional practice may privilege different authorities. This plurality is not a defect to be
edited away. It is historical evidence. A responsible account states the source of a particular
formulation instead of announcing that “Ayurveda says” one timeless thing.

9. In what sense is Ayurveda a science?

The English word “science” has several histories. It can mean organized knowledge, a learned
discipline, a particular set of modern institutions and methods, or a body of claims supported by
contemporary empirical research. Confusion arises when these meanings are switched
mid-sentence.

Ayurveda can be described historically as a sastra or organized discipline of knowledge. It defines
a domain, develops technical categories, specifies ways of knowing, records observations and
inferences, trains specialists, and reasons about causes and actions. In that historical sense,
“classical science of life” is defensible if the term is explained.

It does not follow that every proposition in a classical compendium is “scientifically proven” today.
Textual authority is not a clinical trial. Longevity of use is not proof of efficacy. A traditional
classification is not automatically a modern biological mechanism. A Sanskrit term is not validated
by assigning it a biomedical synonym.

Three layers should therefore remain visible:

® Historical claim: what a text or commentator states and how the statement functions in its
system.

® Comparative claim: a carefully bounded similarity or difference between the classical model
and another framework.

® Empirical claim: a proposition about the world that can be investigated using appropriate
contemporary historical, philological, observational, experimental, or clinical methods.

The methods appropriate to these layers differ. Philology can establish what a passage most likely
said; it cannot determine whether a preparation is safe. A randomized trial can estimate an
intervention's effect under specified conditions; it cannot by itself explain the historical meaning
of dosa. Intellectual honesty comes from choosing the method that fits the question.
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10. Implications for research and
education

10.1 Begin with questions, not equivalences

Research improves when it asks a specific question. “Is agni metabolism?” is too broad and
assumes identity. Better questions identify a text, passage, function, population, or measurable
proposition. Historical questions and biomedical questions may inform one another, but they
should not be collapsed.

10.2 Preserve provenance

Every important claim should be traceable to a source. For classical material, provenance
includes the work, section, chapter, verse or prose unit, edition, commentary, translator, and
digital witness where applicable. For modern evidence, it includes study design, population,
intervention, comparator, outcome, limitations, and conflicts of interest.

10.3 Use layered translations

A useful teaching format presents the Sanskrit term, a transliteration, a working translation, and
a note explaining what the translation misses. This prevents technical vocabulary from becoming
either inaccessible mystique or false familiarity.

10.4 Distinguish description from endorsement

Describing a historical model is not endorsing every practice associated with it. Public education
should mark hazardous substances, invasive procedures, pregnancy-related claims, and
disease-treatment advice as requiring qualified professional and regulatory review. The WHO
training benchmarks appropriately place safety, competency, and regulation within contemporary
practice 4.

10.5 Treat disagreement as data

Conflicting readings, variant manuscripts, different regional classifications, and scholarly debates
should be documented. They reveal how knowledge was made and remade. A website that hides
uncertainty may appear confident, but it is less useful for serious study.

11. A framework for responsible digital
publication

Digital projects can make classical knowledge searchable and connected at a scale unavailable to
a single printed volume. They can also amplify errors. A responsible Ayurveda knowledge platform
should implement the following practices:

Source identity: show the text, passage, edition, translator, and license.

Interpretive layers: distinguish root text, commentary, translation, summary, and modern
comparison.

Stable references: use persistent URLs, version numbers, and correction dates.
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Terminology records: connect Sanskrit forms, transliterations, translations, variant spellings,
and contextual definitions.

Evidence labels: mark whether a statement is textual, historical, interpretive, observational,
experimental, or clinical.

Safety boundaries: keep educational material separate from diagnosis, prescribing, and
emergency advice.

Named responsibility: identify authors, editors, reviewers, affiliations, credentials, and
conflicts of interest.

Open correction: maintain a visible mechanism for reporting and correcting errors.

Machine-readable metadata: publish structured data, bibliographic metadata, and accessible
documents to support discovery and preservation.

10 Plurality by design: allow variant passages, competing interpretations, and regional

terminology to coexist without manufacturing duplicate pages solely for search traffic.

These practices serve both scholarship and search quality. They make expertise legible, evidence
auditable, and updates accountable. They also help resist two recurring failures: content that
treats tradition as unquestionable authority, and content that mines traditional vocabulary for
modern marketing without textual competence.

12. Conclusion

Ayurveda is more intelligible when approached as a classical knowledge system than when
reduced to a few lifestyle types or remedies. Its literature defines a broad subject, develops
technical and relational categories, reflects on the sources and limits of knowledge, organizes
specialized branches, and sustains a long culture of teaching and commentary. The
Caraka-samhita, Susruta-samhita, and works associated with Vagbhata are major foundations, but
the tradition is larger than a fixed triad.

Serious study requires a double discipline. The first is historical and philological: locate the
passage, respect the language, examine the edition, identify commentary, and acknowledge
plurality. The second is epistemic: do not confuse textual importance with modern empirical
validation. Classical models deserve accurate interpretation; contemporary claims deserve
contemporary evidence.

That separation is not a dismissal of Ayurveda. It is the condition for understanding it without
exaggeration. It allows classical Indian intellectual history, present-day education, and modern
research to meet with their methods visible and their limits intact.

Praveen | Version 1.0 | CC BY 4.0 13



VEDIC MATTERS RESEARCH AYURVEDA AS A CLASSICAL KNOWLEDGE SYSTEM

Research and editorial disclosure
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