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	How understanding Vata, Pitta and Kapha can improve your health. 
	

	Everything in this world is composed of the five elements. These elements combine to form three energies, Vata, Pitta and Kapha, which are the guiding intelligence behind all our biological and psychological processes. Known as doshas these are the forces responsible for coordinating and directing all the workings of the body. All three doshas are present in you all of the time, each providing essential components to your physical and mental structure. Understanding the doshas and their constant interplay with the environment outside and that which you create within you through your dietary and lifestyle choices is key to understanding your health.

The 5 elements in human form

Vata, Pitta and Kapha are the five elements expressed in the body. Just as you can use the five-element theory to understand the world around you so can you use it to determine your own nature. In the body the elements are condensed into the three doshas rather than considered separately. Vata shows the greatest influence of air and governs all movement in the body such as respiration, circulation and motor skills. Pitta shows the greatest influence of fire and regulates all the metabolic and transformative processes such as digestion, body temperature and understanding. Kapha shows the greatest influence of water and provides lubrication and cohesion of bodily structures such as the tissues, muscles and mucous membranes.

By understanding the qualities of the elements you gain a good insight into the characteristics of the three doshas. For instance Vata is composed of air and space so the main characteristics of someone with predominantly Vata constitution would be the cold, light and mobile quality that the two elements share. So a Vata individual is likely to feel the cold, be of a light build with a fine frame, probably quite talkative and active, frequently moving from one subject or task to another and they may have a tendency to be ungrounded.

What makes you unique?

The three doshas are responsible for your unique physical and emotional characteristics, determining everything from how you relate to others, the jobs you choose to your favourite foods and pastimes. Your constitution (prakriti) or unique proportion of doshas is fixed from the moment of your conception. Your prakriti is determined by the predominance of doshas at conception, which is influenced by the constitution of your parents, the season in which you are conceived and your parents diet and lifestyle. For instance if both parents are both predominantly Pitta and make love on a hot summers evening after eating spicy foods the child is likely to be predominantly pitta.

Although all three doshas are functioning within us all of the time we generally display the characteristics of two, with one slightly more dominant than the other. Some people are predominant in one dosha and strongly display the characteristics of this one dosha. For example a pure Pitta person may be of medium build, red haired with piercing blue or green eyes and have a fiery, strong headed temperament with lots of drive and ambition.

The different variations of doshas that make each one of us unique all have their own inherent strengths and weaknesses. Understanding dosha theory and the qualities of Vata, Pitta and Kapha allows you insight into your physical, mental and spiritual temperament. You have predetermined emotional and physical tendencies but you have a choice as to whether they are negatively or positively expressed. For instance the noble qualities of vata include creativity, flexibility and open-mindedness but its negative attributes are fear, anxiety and mood swings. Pitta in balance is expressed by generosity, intelligence and courage but when imbalanced can lead to criticism, anger and jealousy. A contented Kapha is loving, stable and forgiving but out of balance Kapha is susceptible to greed, attachment and closed-mindedness.

How do you keep the doshas in balance?

Health in Ayurveda is not only lack of disease or pain but also a feeling of vigorous physical, emotional and spiritual health. Your expression of health is individual because your pattern of energy or dosha is unique to you. For example your constitution may be pitta predominant, with kapha secondary and a small amount of vata. This is your prakriti, which remains the same throughout your lifetime and is your balanced state of health. If your diet, lifestyle or environment causes any of the doshas to become increased you are now of out of balance. This new proportion of doshas is called your vikriti. For instance if you have to travel often, skip meals or eat drying foods vata dosha will keep increasing and may even become predominant over pitta and kapha. To restore health you have to re-establish your prakriti or unique balance of dosha. The art of keeping healthy therefore is to maintain your genetic or prakriti balance of doshas.

The doshas are constantly fluctuating according to the time of day or weather and our emotions, physical activities and dietary choices. If you adapt your activities perfectly with these natural doshic fluctuations the doshas retain their prakriti status. More likely for most of us however is some disturbance of this status and to what degree is indicated in the symptoms we experience.

The simple formula to ensuring you keep in balance and enjoy the positive attributes of the doshas is to minimize activities that are similar in their elemental qualities to your own nature. In other words 'like increases like' and causes the elements to become increased to an amount the body cannot cope with, and this is expressed in physical or emotional symptoms. For instance, Kapha has a predominance of earth and water, as do foods such as dairy products and activities such as sleeping during the day or sitting at a computer all day without taking exercise. If you repeatedly include these factors in your daily routine you will cause an increase in Kapha beyond your constitutional proportion. This produces symptoms of excess water and earth such as mucous congestion, lethargy or water retention. To prevent the doshas from becoming aggravated you should choose daily activities that are balancing to your prakriti, the season and time of day. For instance, Kapha is predominant in late winter and spring, during the late morning and mid evening so these are times to include Kapha reducing activities such as taking exercise or drinking ginger tea. These measures would benefit anybody's overall health but particularly individuals with a kapha predominant prakriti.

Living true to yourself

Having an awareness of the doshas helps you see your life from a new perspective and to understand which aspects are ultimately working for you or hindering your progress. Ayurveda teaches you how you can heal yourself and maintain vital health through understanding the influence your actions and your surroundings have on you. Understanding the elements that make you who you are can help you find ease with the world that only comes from living in tune with your own nature.


