
Ayurveda literally means “knowledge of life” and its scope is truly 
no less encompassing. While the tradition is thought to be over five 
thousand years old, Ayurveda remains as relevant as ever—and it 
is enlivened every day as individuals around the world engage its 
timeless wisdom in their day-to-day lives.

EMBRACING THE INDIVIDUAL
Ayurveda is a remarkably individualized system of medicine. The 
tradition is rooted in the idea that each of us is born with a completely 
personal blueprint for optimum health. From birth onward, it is this 
reference point—your constitution—that, in many ways, defines who 
you are. No two constitutions are exactly alike; therefore, no two 
human beings can have precisely the same expression of ideal health.

In Ayurveda, everything is medicine and everything is poison; what 
might be beneficial to you could harm someone else, and vice versa. 
It all depends on the context of who you are, and what patterns are 
currently at play in your particular system. Ayurveda is fundamentally 
opposed to one-size-fits-all remedies. While there are certainly some 
practices that are considered to be beneficial for most everyone, 
Ayurveda places the focus firmly on you.

DEFINING HEALTH
Ayurveda is an unequivocally holistic tradition that reaches far beyond 
the realms of physical health, healing, and the prevention of disease. 
It has a remarkable capacity to help each of us sync up with our 
truest inner nature, honor and develop our strengths, hone in on our 
challenge areas, redirect detrimental tendencies, and offer real support 
wherever it is needed—so that we can better maintain balance in the 
face of adversity. At its root, Ayurveda is a way of life that can help 
each of us to claim and celebrate our capacity for a fully embodied 
sense of wellness.

The Sanskrit word for health, svastha, describes an authentically 
harmonious interaction of many parts within the whole—such that 
the mind, soul, and senses are infused with an abiding sense of Self, 
wellness, and even bliss. Achieving this quality of life may seem a 
lofty ambition, especially when human beings throughout the world 
are riddled with stress, anxiety, and chronic disease. But Ayurveda 
provides a treasure chest of elegant and insightful tools that can be 
used to assess the degree of discord (no matter how slight or severe), 
determine its root, and ultimately, begin reclaiming our health.
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As a starting place, it is helpful to have a basic understanding of some 
of the lenses through which Ayurveda views the universe. These are 
foundational tools for understanding the laws of nature, identifying 
various states of health or imbalance, and for charting a course toward 
improved well-being.

THE FIVE ELEMENTS
Ayurveda recognizes five elements as the fundamental building blocks 
of nature—earth, water, fire, air, and ether (space). Every substance, 
every cell, contains all five of these elements. That said, in a given 
substance, one or two elements are typically predominant over the 
others.

THE TWENTY QUALITIES
Ayurveda also identifies twenty qualities (the gunas) that can be 
used to describe every substance or experience. These qualities are 
organized into the following ten pairs of opposites:

Heavy Light

Slow (Dull) Sharp (Penetrating)

Cold Hot

Oily Dry

Smooth Rough

Dense Liquid

Soft Hard

Stable Mobile

Gross Subtle

Cloudy (Sticky) Clear

The gunas are essential to understanding the Ayurvedic principle that 
like increases like and that opposites balance. For example, a person 
who is particularly cold natured, living in a cold climate, in the middle 
of winter, is likely to be experiencing an aggravation of the cold 
quality. The remedy? Heat—in the form of warming foods, hot drinks, 
heating spices, soothing baths, snuggly warm clothes, and if possible, 
an abundance of heart-warming experiences.

At the heart of the Ayurvedic approach to wellness is the idea that 
like increases like and that opposites balance. So whether we are 
attempting to mitigate the effects of certain innate vulnerabilities, 
or trying to correct an active imbalance, we can apply the energy 
of opposites in order to steer our bodies in the right direction. The 
twenty qualities provide the most straight-forward illustration of how 
the concept works, and their grouping into ten pairs of opposites 
makes for a fairly intuitive grasp of how this wisdom can be applied in 
practical terms.
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