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Abstract

?vayathu refers to edema or swelling caused by various etiological factors leading to the accumulation
of fluid in body tissues, as described in the ancient Ayurvedic text Charaka Sa?hit?. Acharya Charaka
provides a comprehensive understanding of ?vayathu, including its etiology, pathogenesis,
classification, clinical features, prognosis, and therapeutic approaches. This article explores the
Ayurvedic concept of ?vayathu Chikitsita (treatment of edema) as presented by Charaka, correlating it
with modern medical knowledge on conditions like edema, anasarca, and inflammatory swellings. By
integrating traditional insights with contemporary science, we aim to enhance the understanding of this
condition and promote holistic management strategies.

Introduction

Edema, characterized by abnormal accumulation of fluid in the interstitial spaces of tissues, is a
common clinical presentation associated with various pathological conditions. In modern medicine,
edema can result from cardiac, renal, hepatic, nutritional, or inflammatory causes. Managing edema
requires understanding its underlying etiology to address both symptoms and root causes effectively.

In Ayurveda, edema is referred to as ?vayathu, which literally means swelling. Acharya Charaka, a
principal contributor to Ayurvedic literature, elaborates on ?vayathu in the Chikitsa Sth?na (treatment
section) of the Charaka Sa?hit?. He provides detailed insights into its causative factors, pathogenesis,
types, clinical features, and therapeutic interventions.

This article delves into the Ayurvedic understanding of ?vayathu, analyzing its etiopathogenesis,
classification, clinical features, prognosis, and treatment principles as outlined by Acharya Charaka. By
correlating these traditional concepts with modern medical knowledge, we aim to offer a
comprehensive perspective that can inform current practices and promote integrative healthcare
approaches.

Etiology (Nid?na) of ?vayathu
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Ayurvedic Perspective

Acharya Charaka identifies various causative factors leading to ?vayathu, primarily focusing on
endogenous (Nija) and exogenous (?gantuka) causes.

1. Endogenous Causes (Nija Hetu)

These are internal factors that disturb the body’s equilibrium, leading to the vitiation of Doshas (V?ta,
Pitta, and Kapha) and subsequent development of edema.

Shloka Reference:

“?uddhy?m ay?bhakta-k???bal?n?? k??r?mla-t?k??o??a-gur?pa-sev? | Dadhy?ma-
m?cch?kavir?dhi-du??a-gar?pas????nna-ni??va?a? ca ||” (Verse 5)
Improper Purification (?uddhi):

Incomplete or improper detoxification procedures (Pañchakarma) can lead to residual
toxins.

Intake of Unwholesome Food:
Consumption of salty (K??ra), sour (Amla), pungent (T?k??a), hot (U??a), heavy (Guru)
foods.
Eating incompatible food combinations (Viruddh?h?ra), impure or contaminated food (
Du??a Anna), and unwholesome substances (Gara).

Lifestyle Factors:
Suppressing natural urges (Vegavidharana).
Sedentary lifestyle (Ac????).
Lack of physical exercise leading to impaired metabolism.

Others:
Hemorrhoids (Ar?a), physical inactivity, injury to vital organs (Marma Upagh?ta), and
improper management of diseases.

Shloka Reference:

“Ar???sy ac???? na ca d?ha?uddhir marm?pagh?t? vi?am? pras?ti? | Mithy?pac?ra? 
pratikarma??? ca nijasya h?tu? ?vayath?? pradi??a? ||” (Verse 6)

2. Exogenous Causes (?gantuka Hetu)

These are external factors that directly cause injury or affect the body, leading to edema.

Trauma (Abhigh?ta):
Physical injuries from wood (K???ha), stone (A?ma), metal (?astra), fire (Agni), poison (Vi?a
), or excessive sunlight (?ditya).

Shloka Reference:
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“B?hy?stvac? d??ayit?’bhigh?ta? k???h??ma-?astr?gni-vi??ya-s?dyai? | ?gantu h?tu?…” (Verse
7)

Modern Correlation

The Ayurvedic etiological factors of ?vayathu can be correlated with modern concepts:

1. Dietary Causes

High Sodium Intake:
Excessive consumption of salty foods leads to water retention.

Nutritional Deficiencies or Excesses:
Malnutrition or overnutrition can cause edema.

2. Lifestyle Factors

Sedentary Lifestyle:
Lack of physical activity leads to poor circulation and fluid accumulation.

Suppression of Natural Urges:
Constipation can cause increased abdominal pressure and fluid retention.

3. Medical Conditions

Renal Dysfunction:
Impaired kidney function leads to fluid and electrolyte imbalance.

Cardiac Conditions:
Heart failure causes fluid accumulation due to decreased cardiac output.

4. Trauma and Inflammation

Injury:
Trauma leads to inflammatory response and localized edema.

Allergic Reactions:
Exposure to allergens causing angioedema.

Pathogenesis (Sampr?pti) of ?vayathu

Ayurvedic Perspective

The pathogenesis involves the vitiation of Doshas and their effect on the Dh?tus (tissues) and Srotas
(channels).

Vitiation of V?ta, Pitta, and Kapha:
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Due to etiological factors, the Doshas become aggravated.
Obstruction of Channels (Srotorodha):

The vitiated Doshas obstruct the channels, leading to improper circulation and
accumulation of fluid.

Involvement of Blood (Rakta) and Plasma (Rasa):
The Doshas affect the blood and plasma, causing swelling.

Shloka Reference:

“B?hy?? sir?? pr?pya yad? kaph?s?k-pitt?ni sand??ayat?ha v?yu? | Tair baddham?rga? sa tad? 
visarpann uts?dha-li?ga? ?vayathu? kar?ti ||” (Verse 8)
Site of Edema:

Depending on the location of vitiated V?ta, edema manifests in different parts of the body.

Shloka Reference:

“Ura?-sthitair ?rdhva-madhastu v?y?? sth?na-sthitair madhya-gatais tu madhy? | Sarv??gaga? 
sarva-gatai? kvacit-sthair d??ai? kvacit sy?c chvayathus tad?khya? ||” (Verse 9)

Modern Correlation

Fluid Dynamics:
Edema results from an imbalance between hydrostatic and oncotic pressures in the
capillaries.

Increased Capillary Permeability:
Inflammation leads to leakage of plasma proteins and fluid into interstitial spaces.

Lymphatic Obstruction:
Impaired lymphatic drainage causes localized edema.

Sodium and Water Retention:
Renal dysfunction or hormonal imbalances lead to retention of sodium and water.

Classification of ?vayathu

Ayurvedic Perspective

Acharya Charaka classifies ?vayathu into two main categories:

1. Nija ?vayathu (Endogenous Edema):
Caused by internal factors leading to Dosha imbalance.
Further divided based on the predominant Dosha (V?ta, Pitta, Kapha, or Tridosha).

2. ?gantuka ?vayathu (Exogenous Edema):
Resulting from external factors like trauma or toxins.

Additionally, ?vayathu is classified based on the distribution:
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Ek??gaja (Localized Edema):
Swelling affecting a specific part of the body.

Sarvaja or Sarv??gaja (Generalized Edema):
Swelling involving the entire body (Anasarca).

Shloka Reference:

“…trividha? nija? ca sarv?rdha-g?tr?vayav??ritatv?t ||” (Verse 7)

Clinical Features Based on Dosha Predominance

1. V?taja ?vayathu

Symptoms:
Swelling is mobile (Cala), soft (Tanutva), rough (Paru?a), reddish or dark-colored.
Associated with numbness, tingling, pain, and variable in size.
Aggravated during the day due to increased V?ta activity.

Shloka Reference:

“Cala? tanu-tv?k paru??’ru?a? asita? prasupti-har??rti-yut? ‘nimittata? | Pra??myati pr?nnamati 
prap??it? div? bal? ca ?vayathu? sam?ra??t ||” (Verse 12)

2. Pittaja ?vayathu

Symptoms:
Swelling is soft (M?du), warm, and has a foul smell.
Yellow or red discoloration.
Associated with fever, burning sensation, thirst, delirium.
Rapid onset and progression.

Shloka Reference:

“M?du? sa-gandha? asita-p?ta-r?gav?n bhrama-jvara-sveda-t???-mad?nvita? | Ya u?yat? 
spar?a-ruga-ak?i-r?ga-k?t sa pitta-??th? bh??a-d?ha-p?kav?n ||” (Verse 13)

3. Kaphaja ?vayathu

Symptoms:
Swelling is heavy (Guru), firm (Sthira), pale in color.
Associated with anorexia, nausea, excessive sleep, and indigestion.
Slow onset and resolution.

Shloka Reference:
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“Guru? sthira? p???ura-r?cak?nvita? pras?ka-nidr?vamiva-hni-m?ndya-k?t | Sa k?cchra-janma 
pra?am? nip??it? na c?nnam?d r?tri-bal? kaph?tmaka? ||” (Verse 14)

4. Sannip?taja ?vayathu (Tridoshaja)

Symptoms:
Combination of symptoms from all three Doshas.
Severe, associated with complications.
Occurs in debilitated individuals with poor prognosis.

Shloka Reference:

“K??asya r?gair abal?sya y? bhav?d upadravair v? vami-p?rvakair yuta? | Sa hanti marm?nugat? 
‘tha r?jim?n parisrav?d dh?na-bal?sya sarvaga? ||” (Verse 15)

Modern Correlation

V?taja ?vayathu:
Resembles edema due to lymphatic obstruction or venous insufficiency, characterized by
pitting edema, pain, and variability.

Pittaja ?vayathu:
Similar to inflammatory edema, such as cellulitis, where there is warmth, redness, and
systemic signs like fever.

Kaphaja ?vayathu:
Comparable to edema due to congestive heart failure or renal failure, where swelling is firm,
non-pitting, and associated with lethargy.

Sannip?taja ?vayathu:
Reflects severe systemic conditions like anasarca due to multi-organ failure.

Clinical Features (Lak?a?a) of ?vayathu

General Symptoms

Shloka Reference:

“Saurava? sy?d anavasthitatva? s?ts?dham u?m? ‘tha sir?-tanutvam | Sa-l?mahar?? ‘?ga-
vivar?at? ca s?m?nya-li?ga? ?vayath?? pradi??am ||” (Verse 11)
Heaviness (Gaurava):

Feeling of heaviness in the affected area.
Unsteadiness (Anavasthitatva):

Swelling may shift or change position.
Elevation (Utsedha):
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Raised appearance due to accumulation of fluid.
Warmth (U?m?):

Increased temperature in the affected area.
Thinness of Veins (Sir? Tanutva):

Veins appear thin or less prominent due to swelling.
Goosebumps (L?mahar?a):

Sensation of hair standing on end.
Discoloration (A?ga Vivar?at?):

Changes in skin color over the swelling.

Symptoms Based on Dosha Predominance

V?taja ?vayathu

Variable Swelling:
Swelling increases and decreases spontaneously.

Pain and Numbness:
Associated with tingling and pain without apparent cause.

Daytime Aggravation:
Symptoms worsen during the day.

Pittaja ?vayathu

Warm and Soft Swelling:
Swelling is hot to touch and tender.

Redness and Yellowish Discoloration:
Skin over the swelling appears red or yellow.

Systemic Symptoms:
Fever, thirst, sweating, delirium.

Kaphaja ?vayathu

Cold and Firm Swelling:
Swelling is cool and firm to touch.

Pale Skin:
Skin over the swelling is pale.

Associated with Digestive Issues:
Loss of appetite, indigestion, excessive sleepiness.

Sannip?taja ?vayathu

Severe and Generalized Swelling:
Swelling involves the entire body.

Complications:
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Affects vital organs, leading to serious outcomes.

Modern Correlation

General Edema Symptoms:
Swelling, puffiness, stretched or shiny skin.

Pitting vs. Non-Pitting Edema:
Pitting edema (fluid overload conditions) vs. non-pitting edema (lymphedema).

Inflammatory Signs:
Warmth, redness, and tenderness indicate infection or inflammation.

Systemic Signs:
Fever, malaise, and other systemic symptoms suggest systemic involvement.

Prognosis (S?dhya-As?dhya) of ?vayathu

Ayurvedic Perspective

Curable (S?dhya):
Edema in strong individuals, caused by a single Dosha, with recent onset.

Difficult to Cure (K?cchra S?dhya):
Edema involving two Doshas or in individuals with moderate strength.

Incurable (As?dhya):
Edema involving all three Doshas (Sannip?taja), in debilitated individuals, or associated
with severe complications.

Shloka Reference:

“Ah?na-m??sasya ya ?ka-d??aj? nav? balasthasya sukha? sa s?dhan? ||” (Verse 16)

Modern Correlation

Good Prognosis:
Edema due to reversible causes (e.g., dietary factors, minor injuries).

Guarded Prognosis:
Edema due to chronic conditions (e.g., chronic kidney disease).

Poor Prognosis:
Edema associated with multi-organ failure, severe heart failure, or malignancies.

Treatment Principles (Cikits? S?tra)

Ayurvedic Perspective
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The treatment of ?vayathu involves:

1. Nid?na Parivarjana (Avoidance of Causative Factors):

Dietary Restrictions:
Avoiding salty, sour, heavy, and incompatible foods.

Shloka Reference:

“Gr?my?bj?n?pa? pi?itam abala? ?u?ka??ka? nav?nna? gau?a? pi???nna? dadhi tila-k?ta? 
vijjala? madyam amlam | Dhan? vall?ra? sama?anam ath? gurv as?tmya? vid?hi svapna? c? 
r?trau ?vayathu-gada-v?n varjay?n maithuna? ca ||” (Verse 20)

2. Shodhana (Purification Therapies):

Vamana (Emesis):
Indicated in Kaphaja ?vayathu.

Virechana (Purgation):
Indicated in Pittaja ?vayathu.

Basti (Enema):
Indicated in V?taja ?vayathu.

Raktamok?ana (Bloodletting):
In cases of blood involvement.

Shloka Reference:

“Ath?maja? la?ghana-p?cana-kramair vi??dhanair ulba?a-d??am ?dita?…” (Verse 17)

3. Shamana (Pacification Therapies):

Use of Herbal Formulations:
Decoctions, powders, medicated ghee, and oils prepared with specific herbs.

Dietary Regimens:
Intake of light, digestible foods.

Lifestyle Modifications:
Regular exercise, avoiding day sleep, and maintaining proper routines.

4. Specific Treatments Based on Dosha Predominance:

V?taja ?vayathu:
Use of warm, unctuous therapies.
Medicated oils for internal and external use.
Enemas with medicated oils.

Pittaja ?vayathu:
Cooling therapies.
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Purgation with mild laxatives.
Use of bitter and astringent herbs.

Kaphaja ?vayathu:
Drying therapies.
Emesis and strong digestive herbs.
Use of pungent, bitter, and astringent herbs.

Shloka Reference:

“Up?car?t sn?ha-bhava? vir?k?a?ai? prakalpay?t sn?ha-vidhi? ca r?k?aj? | Vibaddha-vi?k? ‘nila-
j? nir?ha?a? ghr?ta? tu pitta-anila-j? sa-tiktakam ||” (Verse 18)

Modern Correlation

Addressing Underlying Causes:
Treating the root cause of edema (e.g., diuretics for heart failure, antibiotics for infections).

Dietary Management:
Low sodium diet.
Fluid restriction if necessary.

Pharmacotherapy:
Diuretics to promote fluid excretion.
Anti-inflammatory drugs if inflammation is present.

Lifestyle Modifications:
Elevation of affected limbs.
Compression garments for lymphedema.

Specific Ayurvedic Formulations and Treatments

Herbal Remedies

1. Har?tak? Preparations

Ingredients:
Har?tak? (Terminalia chebula), N?gara (dry ginger), Devad?ru (Cedrus deodara),
Punarnav? (Boerhavia diffusa).

Benefits:
Effective in all types of ?vayathu.

Shloka Reference:

“Har?tak? n?gara-d?vad?ru sukh?mbu-yukta? sa-punarnava? v? | Sarva? pib?t tri?v api m?tra-
yukta? sn?ta? ca j?r?? payas? ‘nnam ady?t ||” (Verse 22)
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2. Punarnav?dyari??a

Ingredients:
Punarnav?, Bal?, P??h?, Dant?, Gu??c?, Citraka, Nidigdhik?.

Preparation:
Decoction prepared and fermented with jaggery and honey.

Benefits:
Alleviates chronic edema, anemia, splenomegaly, and other conditions.

Shloka Reference:

“Iti punarnav?dyari??a?…” (Verses 34-38)

3. Triphal?dyari??a

Ingredients:
Triphal? (three myrobalans), D?pyaka, Citraka, Pippal?, Loha (iron), Vi?a?ga.

Benefits:
Effective in edema associated with anemia and hemorrhoids.

Shloka Reference:

“Iti triphal?dyari??a?…” (Verses 39-40)

4. Citrakagh?ta

Ingredients:
Ghee processed with Citraka (Plumbago zeylanica), K??ra (alkali), and other herbs.

Benefits:
Alleviates edema, hemorrhoids, abdominal distension.

Shloka Reference:

“Iti citrakagh?tam…” (Verses 58-59)

External Therapies

Massage (Abhyanga):
With medicated oils to reduce V?ta.

Fomentation (Sveda):
Using herbal decoctions.

Poultices and Pastes:
Application of herbal pastes on the affected area.
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Shloka Reference:

“Sn?h?n prad?h?n pari??can?ni sv?d??? ca v?taprabalasya kury?t ||” (Verse 64)

Modern Correlation

Herbal Supplements:
Use of diuretic herbs like Punarnav? (Boerhavia diffusa) in modern herbal medicine.

Topical Treatments:
Application of anti-inflammatory creams or ointments.

Physiotherapy:
Massage and exercises to improve lymphatic drainage.

Lifestyle and Dietary Recommendations

Ayurvedic Perspective

Avoidance of Causative Foods:
Salty, sour, heavy, and incompatible foods.

Recommended Foods:
Old barley and rice.
Light and easily digestible foods.

Activities:
Avoid day sleep and excessive rest.
Engage in appropriate physical activities.

Shloka Reference:

“Bh?jy? pur??a? ca yava? sa??li?…” (Verse 63)

Modern Correlation

Dietary Modifications:
Low sodium diet.
Balanced nutrition.

Physical Activity:
Regular exercise to promote circulation.

Lifestyle Changes:
Avoidance of alcohol and smoking.
Weight management.
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Discussion

Integration of Ayurvedic and Modern Perspectives

Acharya Charaka’s description of ?vayathu provides a comprehensive understanding of edema,
emphasizing the importance of treating the underlying causes and balancing the Doshas. The holistic
approach addresses physical, dietary, and lifestyle factors, aligning with modern principles of disease
management.

Relevance of Ayurvedic Concepts

Dosha Imbalance and Pathophysiology:
The concept of Dosha vitiation leading to fluid accumulation correlates with modern
understanding of fluid dynamics and edema formation.

Individualized Treatment:
Tailoring therapies based on Dosha predominance and patient constitution (Prak?ti).

Holistic Management:
Addressing diet, lifestyle, and mental health alongside physical symptoms.

Modern Medical Alignment

Etiological Focus:
Importance of identifying and treating the root cause of edema.

Symptomatic Relief:
Use of diuretics and other medications to reduce swelling.

Preventive Measures:
Lifestyle modifications to prevent recurrence.

Potential for Integrative Approaches

Combining Therapies:
Using Ayurvedic herbal formulations as adjunct therapy under medical supervision.

Research Opportunities:
Investigating the efficacy of Ayurvedic herbs like Punarnav? in clinical trials.

Patient-Centered Care:
Incorporating patient’s beliefs and preferences in treatment plans.

Conclusion

?vayathu Chikitsita, as elaborated by Acharya Charaka, offers valuable insights into the management
of edema. The emphasis on holistic care, including dietary, lifestyle, and therapeutic interventions,
aligns with modern approaches to treating edema. Integrating Ayurvedic principles with contemporary
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medical practices can enhance patient outcomes by providing comprehensive care that addresses the
root causes and promotes overall well-being.

Further research and collaboration between traditional and modern healthcare systems are essential to
fully realize the benefits of such integrative approaches.
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