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	The Five Elements and how to recognise them. 
	

	Everything in this universe is composed of the five basic elements: earth, water, fire, air and space. The appearance and nature of all things depends on which elements are particularly dominant. For instance, a mountain and lake are both made from all five elements but a mountain has a predominance of earth element and a lake has a predominance of water element.

What does 'predominant element' mean?

When a substance is described as being predominant in an element, it is not in a literal sense, but means its main or distinguishing features are characteristic of that particular element.

Space is the subtlest element and characterises the vacuum in which all other things form and exist. For example the musical sound of a flute is created by air moving through the hollow space within the flute. Likewise it is within the space of the lungs that respiration takes place and within the hollow of the stomach that we digest our food.

Air is the gaseous state and its characteristics are light, mobile, dry, cool and rough. Anything that moves indicates the involvement of air. In the body, the air element moves food along the digestive tract, blood around the body and impulses from our brain to our nerves, to mention just a few of its jobs! Autumn days are dominant in air; just think of the whirling wind, whipping up the leaves and the drying, cooling effect that is has on your skin causing it to become rough. Air element also transports the mind's thoughts and takes in information from your environment.

Fire represents heat and its ability to transform one substance into another. Ice is transformed into water and then steam if heat is applied. In the body it governs our metabolism and the millions of chemical reactions taking place every minute. Our digestion is like a fire, cooking our food and transforming it into nutrients that our body can then absorb and use. Fire also represents our ability to digest the sensory impressions we take in.

Water characterises the liquid state or anything that flows. It is also moist, cool and soft. In the body this is represented by the blood, lymph, synovial fluid, cerebrospinal fluid etc. It can also be expressed in a person's easygoing nature such as when we say someone is 'happy to go with the flow'.

Earth is the densest element, representing anything that is solid, heavy and stable. Any solid structure like a table displays a predominance of the earth element. In your body the earth element provides your structure and stability as it is predominant in the bones, muscles etc. Next time you sleep in too late, notice the lethargy and torpor you feel and that is the earth element!

How do the 5 elements relate to me?

Human beings are made of the same elements that form all the other entities that live on earth. You are simply a mirror reflection of the environment and universe. Everything you say, or do, or feel can slightly or significantly change the proportion of elements in you. The elements also fluctuate according to the seasons and the time and temperature of day.

For instance, if you sit for hours in the hot sun, or go for a sauna you will increase the fire element within you. Likewise if you eat a spicy curry or allow yourself to get very angry, you will also increase the fire element (we often describe a discussion as being 'heated' or we say that someone 'saw red'.

If you are constantly rushing, or travelling, especially at high speeds in a car or aeroplane, you are increasing the air element, because mobility is its characteristic. Likewise if you are engaged in intense mental activity you can become ungrounded and feel scattered because the air element is predominant. A similar sensation is produced when space is the predominant element, for instance the spacey feeling when we stand on top of a mountain high up in the clouds.

The opposite is true for the earth element. It is already grounded and stable and if you indulge in long periods of inactivity, or eat a heavy and rich diet you are increasing the earth element.

When its been raining for days you experience the water element as the dampness that seeps right into your bones. The water element also has a strong connection with the emotions, which may explain the 'lunacy' around full moon because of the natural association between the moon and water (we are 70% water).

How do the elements keep in balance?

Your body does an amazing balancing act, constantly adapting to whatever you are doing. In western science this is described as homeostasis. Your body has specific mechanisms for balancing the elements. For instance if the fire element is too high then you begin to sweat so excess fire or heat is lost through perspiration. Problems only begin when the increase of elements exceeds the rate at which the body can deal with them. So if you sunbathe, eat lots of spicy food, drink plenty of alcohol and coffee, all these increase the fire element and you may experience rashes, hyperacidity or burning diarrhoea because your body has become overloaded. Ayurveda teaches you to recognise the signs of the elements becoming imbalanced, adjust your diet and activities and take the appropriate herbs to restore harmony. Just as we can harm ourselves with food, lifestyle etc so can we heal ourselves because everything originates from the same five elements.

This simple logic is the basis to all Ayurvedic theory. Start looking around you and begin to the notice how the elements exist in your daily life. Take note of the 'feel' of different times of day, the taste of your food and the foods you are drawn to during the different seasons. This is how Ayurveda begins as a way of life as you start seeing the world around you from a different perspective. When you get a feel for the elements the rest comes easily as everything can always be explained by the interplay of the five elements. Seeing the five elements around you shows you just how inseparable your life is from nature and how you can experience health as you never have before by living in time with this eternal relationship. 


