What is Ayurveda?
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Ayurveda:
The Science of Subjective Experiential Knowledge

The word Veda in Sanskrit goes beyond the conventional meaning of “knowledge” or “science.”
It represents subjective experiential knowledge—the wisdom gained through personal
experience and inner understanding. This sets Ayurveda apart from many other systems of
knowledge.

While modern sciences often emphasize objectivity—universal rules, measurable data, and
replicable results—Ayurveda is rooted in subjective perception. It focuses on the individual's
unique experience of life, health, and well-being. For example, how one person experiences a
symptom or treatment may differ entirely from another’s experience, even if the condition seems
similar.

The Meaning of Ayurveda

Ayurveda is derived from two Sanskrit words:
* Ayu: Life or lifespan.

+ Veda: Subjective wisdom or knowledge.

Together, Ayurveda translates to “the experiential wisdom of life.” It is not merely a medical
system but a profound understanding of life in its totality, encompassing physical health,
emotional balance, and spiritual growth.

Subjectivity: The Core of Ayurveda

One of the defining aspects of Ayurveda is its patient-centric and experiential approach.
Unlike many modern systems of medicine, Ayurveda values personal experiences, sensations,
and perceptions. For instance:

e A patient may describe a burning sensation in the chest as “smoky” or “as if ants are
crawling.” Ayurveda takes these subjective expressions seriously, incorporating them
into diagnosis and treatment.



e |t also advises specific approaches for certain emotional states, such as speaking
comforting or reassuring words to patients who feel hopeless or anxious.

This deep understanding of individuality makes Ayurveda a truly personalized and holistic
system of healing.

Joy, Misery, and the Purpose of Life

Ayurveda classifies life into two broad experiences:
1. Sukhayu — A joyful, harmonious life.

2. Dukhayu — A life filled with misery or disharmony.

Beyond these, Ayurveda also speaks of:
+ Hitayu: A beneficial life that uplifts and nurtures oneself and others.

» Ahitayu: A harmful life that leads to decline and negativity.

This classification invites reflection: Am [ living a joyful life or a miserable one? Are my actions
beneficial or harmful? Ayurveda encourages us to pursue a life that is not just joyful but also
purposeful and in alignment with the natural order.

The Nature of Joy

Ayurveda challenges us to understand the source of joy. Modern science shows that
neurotransmitters like serotonin, dopamine, and endorphins create feelings of pleasure and
contentment. However, Ayurveda emphasizes that these responses are not triggered by
external objects or substances but by how we interpret and experience them.

For example:
e Some find joy in the sound of music, while others find it irritating.
e A baby’s cry brings joy to its parents but frustration to the neighbors.

Joy is not inherent in external stimuli; it arises from within, shaped by our beliefs and
perceptions. Ayurveda guides us to seek lasting joy—one that comes from inner harmony and
balance—rather than fleeting pleasures tied to sensory experiences.



Ayurveda as a Path to Liberation

Swami Vivekananda beautifully articulated the deeper purpose of Ayurveda and Yoga: they are
not merely tools to create “healthy animals.” Health and longevity are not ends in themselves
but means to achieve spiritual growth and liberation.

Ayurveda teaches that life is not about accumulating wealth or prolonging existence but about
transcending impermanence and discovering lasting peace.

Ayurveda: A Way of Life

Ultimately, Ayurveda is more than a health system. It is a philosophy and a way of life. It offers
tools for physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being, helping us align our lives with natural
rhythms and higher goals.

By understanding Ayurveda as subjective experiential knowledge, we embrace a truly holistic
approach to life—one that values individuality, personal growth, and the pursuit of lasting joy.
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