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The Silent Vocabulary of the Universe
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Panchamahabhuta – The five great elements

There are five ‘elements’
, say Ayurvedic texts, which constitute all things around us, animate and inanimate.
 Therefore, these elements are also found within our bodies and within each cell.
 

In Ayurvedic teachings the world around us is described according to its effect on the senses (indriya) via its quality (guna).

For ease of learning, we can think of the twenty qualities
 that make up the world around us in ten pairs:

· Heavy and light (guru and laghu)

· Cold and hot (sita and usna)

· Oily (unctuous) and dry (snigdha and ruksha)

· Slow and fast/piercing (manda and tiksna)

· Stable (immobile) and moving (mobile/swift) (Sthira and sara)

· Soft and hard (mrdu and Kathina)

· Clearing and sticky (slimy) (visada and picchila)

· Smooth and rough (slaksna and khara)

· Subtle (all pervasive) and gross (suskma and sthula)

· Liquid and solid (drava and Sandra)

These qualities are further categorized into the five elements (pancamahabhuta). This is because each of the qualities are usually found in groups. For example - substances that are dry are often light and cold. These five elements/groups of qualities are earth, water, fire, air and space
. When we say a substance is predominant in ‘earth’ or ‘space’ it tells us the energetic quality and also gives us an idea of its function/action. If a substance or person is described as ‘earthy’ (high in earth element) then it/they would have a high proportion of the following qualities: Heavy, tough, hard, slow moving, stable, non-oily, having density and bulk.
It would follow that these qualities would promote certain actions (karma) upon the surrounding environment, these actions can be described as the function of the earth element: Promotion of bulk and density, heaviness and stability.

A synopsis of the actions of each of the elements follows:

Earth/Prthvi promotes plumpness (bulk), compactness (density), heaviness and stability.

Water/Ap promotes stickiness, oiliness, compactness (density), moistness, softness and happiness (contentment).

Fire/Tejas promotes combustion (disintigration), metabolism (digestion/conversion), lustre, radiance and colour.

Air/Vayu promotes roughness, aversion (anti-magnetism) and lightness (loss of bulk).

Space/Akash promotes softness, porosity (lack of density) and lightness
.

A general recap of the quality and action of the five elements follows:
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Space/Ether/Akasha:

Primary qualities: soft, light, smooth

Action/function: promotes softness, porosity (lack of density) and lightness.

The qualities of space are empty, expansive, dry, light, subtle, all-pervading, omnipresent, all-enclosing, non-moving, formlessness and absence of resistence.
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Air/Vayu:

Primary qualities: light, cold, dry, subtle, all pervasive, hard

Function/action: promotes roughness, anti-magnetism, lightness (loss of bulk)

The qualities of air are thin, dry, moving, cold, rough, clear, light and mobile.
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Fire/Tejas/Agni:

Primary qualities: hot, sharp, penetrating, light, slightly oily

Action/function: promotes combustion, disintegration, metabolism, digestion, conversion, luster, radiance and colour.

The qualities of fire are hot (arising from the friction of the movement of air), slightly oily, penetrating, sharp, light, drying, active, changeable and luminous.
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Water/Jala/Ap:

Primary qualities: liquid, oily, cold, slow, soft, sticky

Action/function: Promotes stickiness, oiliness, density, moistness, softness and contentment.

The qualities of water are moistness, fluidity, adjustability, softness, viscosity, cold, liquidity, density, cohesiveness and heaviness. Water maintains life.
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Earth/Prthvi:

Primary qualities: heaviness, hardness, dry, slow, stable, rough, solid and gross.

Action/function: promotes bulk, density, heaviness and stability.

The qualities of earth are heavy, oily, dense, cold, hard, rough, firm, slow-moving, bulky, stable, and moist.

Our Constitution/Prakrti:

The five elements above, by themselves, have no life force or ability to grow and develop. On combination with consciousness the five elements constitute the quality and functioning of our bodies. Our bodies have a natural balance of these five elements. Each person is unique in their makeup. Maintaining this original blueprint of our elemental makeup keeps us at our most healthy.

The Seasons/Rtucharya:

Each season has a quality which can be described using the five elements. The elements that are dominant during each season have an effect upon our own bodies. The overall effect they have depends upon which elements are dominant in our constitution. 

Rhythms of the day/Dinacharya:

The elements rise and fall during each day and night causing a mirror rising and falling of the elements within our own bodies. When we are healthy this causes a smooth rise and fall of hunger, tiredness, activity, etc. When our bodies become imbalanced (through poor diet, stress, trauma, injury, etc) our natural rhythms become out of sync with those of the day and seasons and ill health takes hold. 

Lifestyle/Vihara:

Our daily activities have a profound effect on the quality (elemental makeup) of our bodies. We can easily think of our activities or even our general lifestyle as being very ‘fire-y’ or very ‘heavy and grounded (earthy)’ or perhaps ‘watery/flowing smoothly’. Each activity we pursue changes, temporarily, the balance of the five elements within our body. If we pursue activities against our nature over and over again ill health results. This can also happen in an instant, perhaps just one incidence of elemental extreme, such as being in a car crash, where our foundations/earth element are damaged immediately. 

Treatment/Chikitsa:

When the onset of ill health is slow then treatment can be slow (treating with food, massage, lifestyle changes, etc). When the onset of ill health is immediate or sudden then treatment needs to be just as quick with emergency measures taking precedent to stabilize the body and maintain life. When the body is stabilized treatment with food, massage and lifestyle can start to be implemented.  

Food/Ahara:

Each of the foods we eat will be dominant in one or more of the five elements. If we watch our bodies over a few days we can link some of its rhythms to the foods we eat. Again, if we eat foods over and over again which are against the nature of our bodies we will find ourselves suffering from poor health. Ayurveda actually recommends that every person, regardless of their ‘body-type’ eats a well-balanced diet of foods from each of the five elements. When ill health has already taken hold, knowledge of which foods are dominant in which elements can be used to strengthen weak areas, especially if this ill-health was brought on by a bad diet. If ill health is brought on only by stress or injury then attending to these matters would bring better results.   

In subsequent postings we will look at the above areas in more detail.

� These elements are earth, water, fire, air and space. These labels are not to be taken literally, but symbolically. Each element symbolises the qualities inherent within it such as heaviness, liquidity, heat, dryness or…..well……space (ok, that one can be taken literally).


� Ayurveda states that inanimate objects are composed of the five elements alone. Animate beings are


  composed of the five elements and conciousness. 


� The five elements are indeed present in every level of our physiology starting with a single


  cell.  Cell membrane=earth, Cellular vacuoles=space, Cytoplasm=water, Nucleic


  acid (and other chemical components)=fire, Movement of the cell=Air


  Mind (intelligence of cell)=conciousness


� Ayurveda has categorised all the qualities found in the natural world into these twenty headings. Try to think of others that are not mentioned.


� Prithvi, ap, tejas, vayu and akash.


� CS.Su.26.11


� CS.Su.26.11





� The synaptic, cellular and visceral spaces within a cell give freedom to the tissues


    to perform their normal physiological functions. A change in tissue space may lead


    to pathological conditions. The space between the nerve cells aids communication.


� The movement of conciousness determines the direction along which change of 


    position in space takes place. The magnetic field of the earth is responsible for the 


    movement of wind and water. The motor response which is a reaction to sensory 


    impulse is the energy of the air element at work.


� On the atomic level the atom radiates heat and light in the form of a quantum wave.


� Water helps maintain the water/electrolyte balance within the body. It is a chemical


    solvent (and therefore a source of nutrition) and it brings/binds molecules together. 


� Ayurveda sees the earth element as solidified conciousness. It is the most gross of 


    all the elements and is represented by the solidity of an object.
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