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Essential Āyurveda for Yoga Practitioners - Part II: Tridoṣa Theory
by Alex Duncan, www.gardoussel.com/           France
In the first of this series of articles, I briefly explained the practical relevance of Āyurveda to yoga. Now I will introduce the three doṣās
, Āyurveda’s kingpin theory upon which all its practices are based. The doṣas (vāta, pitta and kapha) are the three fundamental biological humours that create and maintain all mind-body systems and functions. In yoga we learn that the universe is nothing but prāna, the ‘life force’. Well, the doṣās are nothing but a three-way division of prāna on the physical and mental levels. As prāna is intelligent, so are the doṣās, which function like puppeteers, animating us right down to deepest level of our being. Since the doṣās are forms of prāna,  the easiest and most effective way to control them is with the appropriate prānāyāma, and believe me, like unruly children, the doṣās need to be controlled, lest they wreck the place! ‘Wait a minute’, you are thinking ‘aren’t the doṣās positive forces of nature?’ Yes: when they function properly, they uphold health, but when they become cranky, they cause disease. Thus in Āyurveda, all disease is considered an imbalance of the doṣās (doṣā literally means ‘fault’).
Vāyu (Vāta), pitta and kapha are the three doṣās, in brief; they destroy and support (sustain, maintain) the body when they are abnormal and normal respectively. Aṣṭhāñga Hṛdayam by Vāgbata (circa 500 AD).
There is no such things as a free lunch, not even in Āyurveda. Keeping the doṣās in check is the key to optimal health and longevity, and requires a continuous effort on our part. Besides, what good does a free lunch ever really do, if we tend to overeat when given the chance! (As we will see in future articles, most diseases start in the digestive tract. We have a saying in Āyurveda: ‘The first half of your meal feeds you, the second half feeds your doctor!’) How can we recognise the doṣās? We read their state of play by observation alone. 
Vāta governs all movement, thus controls all nervous function, thought and mobility in general. Anything that moves in the body or mind does so due to vāta. It is dry, light, cold, rough, subtle, mobile, erratic. Think of air or the wind. Its primary site is the colon and it is most active in nature during the early morning and late afternoon, autumn and early winter, and old age. When vāta becomes aggravated, it dries you up and disperses your energies and tissues.
Pitta governs transformation, and is responsible for all chemical and metabolic functions, giving heat and the ability to digest, assimilate and transform things both physically and mentally. It is slightly oily or wet, penetrating, hot, light, malodorous, free flowing and liquid. Think of fire or bile/acidity. Its primary site is the small intestine and it is most active around midday and midnight, late spring and summer, and adult life. When pitta becomes aggravated, it burns you up, consuming your tissues and energies.
Kapha relates to cohesion and provides structure, support, stability and lubrication to the body and mind. It is oily or wet, cold, heavy, slow, smooth, slimy, and stable or static. Think of water or phlegm. Its primary site is the stomach (and lungs) and it is most active in the morning and evening, late winter and early spring, and childhood. When kapha becomes imbalanced, it creates stagnation of energy and excess growth of tissues.
Take a moment to consider these doṣās, especially their qualities. Try to recognise them in yourself. For example, consider one of vāta’s main qualities, dryness, which commonly manifests as dry skin, dry itchy eyes, dryness in the mouth, dry cracked lips and nasal passageways, dry hard stools, and dryness in the joints causing painful, stiff or cracking joints. Psychologically, vāta’s erratic nature can manifest as confusion and unreliability. Its mobility gives quickness of thought, which often becomes diffused and unfocussed. 
The key to understanding Āyurveda is to bring to life the ‘dry’ raw material of theory into  ‘wet’ living knowledge, or vidya, by correlating all that we experience to the ‘play of the doṣās’. So between now and the next issue, I invite you to ‘feed’ your experiences and observations to your mental ‘digestive fire’, jñānāgni (literally: fire of knowledge) for a deeper, tastier,  understanding, so as to whet your appetite for the next article, where I will introduce my best friend Aunt āgni and my worst enemy, Uncle āma! 
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� Pronounced doa-sh-ahs, where the ‘sh = ṣ’ is produced by placing the tip of the tongue on the upper palate as opposed to behind the teeth, and the ‘ah = ā’ is simply an ‘a’ that lasts two beats. see www.practical-ayurveda.net/sanskrit_alphabet.html for more details.





