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Lesson 14: Intro to Ayurvedic Dosha Imbalance

Historical Context of Doshas in Ayurveda
Ayurveda, the ancient medical system of India, identifies three doshas – Vata, Pitta, and Kapha – as fundamental bio-
energies governing the body and mind. Classical texts like the Charaka Samhita (circa 2nd century BCE) and Ashtanga
Hridayam (circa 7th century CE) emphasize that the balanced (equilibrium) state of these doshas is essential for health,
whereas imbalance leads to disease. In fact, Charaka Samhita states that doshas in equilibrium maintain the body’s
integrity and health, while vitiated (imbalanced) doshas disturb bodily tissues and cause illness. These texts provide the
foundational descriptions of each dosha’s qualities, functions, and associated disorders, forming the basis of Ayurvedic
diagnosis and treatment. Throughout history, Ayurvedic physicians have referred to these classics for guidance – for
example, Ashtanga Hridayam and Sushruta Samhita enumerate the signs of dosha aggravation and methods to restore
balance, which we will reference in this lesson.

Doshas and Balance: In Ayurvedic understanding, health = balance and disease = imbalance. An oft-quoted verse
from Sushruta says “doshic equilibrium is a pre-requisite for a disease-free state (arogya)”. Thus, recognizing and
correcting dosha imbalances is a key clinical skill. Kalari Uzhichil – the traditional Kalari massage – integrates these
principles by tailoring treatments to a person’s dominant or aggravated dosha. In this lesson (Lesson 14), we introduce the
three doshas with a focus on Vata, aligning with our curriculum’s progression into doshic imbalances and their
management in therapeutic massage.

The Three Doshas: Overview
Ayurveda conceives the universe (and our bodies) as composed of five elements (Pancha Mahabhuta): earth, water, fire,
air, and ether. Each dosha arises from a unique combination of these elements and has distinct qualities and roles:

Vata – Composed of Air + Ether (space), Vata is the principle of movement. It governs all motion and flow in the
body: e.g. breathing, nerve impulses, circulation, muscle contractions, and elimination of wastes. Vata’s nature is
light, dry, cold, and mobile. It is often called the “king of doshas” because it can drive or disturb the other doshas.
Pitta – Composed of Fire + Water, Pitta embodies heat and transformation. It governs digestion, metabolism,
and energy production – from digesting food to processing thoughts. Pitta is hot, sharp, and oily by nature,
responsible for appetite, body temperature, vision, and intellect. When balanced, Pitta enables strong digestion and
intellect; when imbalanced it can cause inflammation or irritability.
Kapha – Composed of Earth + Water, Kapha provides structure, stability, and lubrication. It governs cohesion
and support in the body – building tissues, lubricating joints, maintaining immunity and moisture. Kapha’s
qualities are heavy, cool, slow, and steady. In balance it gives strength, calmness, and endurance; when excessive
it leads to stagnation (e.g. congestion, weight gain, lethargy).

Each person has a unique prakriti (constitution) of these three doshas, but imbalance (vikriti) in any dosha can occur due
to diet, lifestyle, or environment. Kalari Uzhichil practitioners assess these doshic states to tailor massage therapy
accordingly.

Core Attributes of Vata Dosha (Air & Ether)
Vata dosha is our central focus in this lesson. By nature, Vata is formed from the air (vayu) and ether (akasha)
elements. Ether provides the empty space in which movement occurs, and air provides the kinetic energy for all motion.
These elements endow Vata with specific gunas (attributes or qualities) that characterize its effects:

Dryness (Ruksha): Vata is inherently dry and light, lacking the oiliness of water or earth. This dryness can
manifest in the body as dry skin, lips, hair, or dehydration of tissues.
Lightness (Laghu): Being air/space, Vata has low density. It is light and can cause leanness or low body weight
when dominant.
Coldness (Shīta): Vata is cool by nature. It causes cold extremities and aversion to cold environments. Vata
individuals often prefer warmth due to this quality.
Mobility (Chala): As the principle of movement, Vata is mobile and changeable. It governs motion from blinking
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and heartbeat to locomotion. In excess, this mobility can lead to tremors or restlessness.
Subtlety  (Sukshma)  &  Roughness  (Khara): Vata is subtle (able to penetrate fine channels) and rough. This
explains phenomena like cracking joints or a coarse, rough quality in Vata-imbalanced tissues.

In  summary,  Vata is the dynamic force regulating all  motion  and  information  flow in the body. It directs other
functions: “Vata is the controller of the body; it leads the functions of Pitta and Kapha,” according to Ayurvedic doctrine.
Because of this, Vata is sometimes described as the driver of life – “Praana” – and is highly influential. A balanced Vata
brings creativity, flexibility, and vitality; an aggravated Vata disrupts many bodily systems (often the first dosha to go out
of balance). We will next examine how Vata imbalance is recognized.

Signs of Vata Imbalance – Physical & Psychological
When Vata becomes excess or deranged (Vata Vriddhi), its dry, cold, and agitating qualities start to manifest in the body
and mind. Ayurvedic classics describe numerous Vata imbalance symptoms (Vata vikara), and clinicians should be adept at
recognizing these. Key manifestations include:

Physical Signs: “Where there is pain, there is Vata” is a common Ayurvedic adage. Vata excess often produces
pain,  especially wandering or sharp pains in joints and muscles (e.g. lower back ache, sciatica). Dryness  is
another hallmark: one may see dry or rough skin, chapped lips, dry hair and brittle nails, and a dry digestive tract
(leading to gas, bloating, and constipation). Vata imbalance tends to cause weight loss or muscle wasting (a
thin, emaciated look), cold hands and feet, and variable energy (bursts of activity followed by fatigue). Other
physical signs can include twitches or tremors (due to Vata’s movement quality affecting nerves) and insomnia
(difficulty sleeping because Vata’s activity disturbs rest). In classical terms, Charaka highlights pain  (shula),
stiffness  (stambha),  dryness  (rukshta),  and  numbness  (supti) as cardinal features of aggravated Vata.
Mental/Emotional Signs: Vata’s mobility and lightness in the mind can lead to restlessness, anxiety, and fear
when imbalanced. The person may feel ungrounded, worried or nervous for no clear reason, and experience
rapid,  racing  thoughts.  Mood swings and a tendency toward distractibility or difficulty focusing are common.
They may speak quickly or jump between topics (reflecting the erratic movement of Vata in the mind). Insomnia or
irregular sleep (light sleep with many thoughts) often accompanies this state. In short, an aggravated Vata mind is
anxious, scattered, and overactive (as opposed to calm and stable).

Understanding these signs is clinically important. They often appear in clusters. For example, a client with dry skin,
cracking joints, constipation, and anxiousness is showing a pattern strongly suggestive of Vata imbalance. In
contrast, signs like inflammation and irritability would point more toward Pitta, and lethargy and heaviness toward Kapha
(we will compare dosha imbalances later in a chart). Keep these Vata indicators in mind as we turn to observing clients
during Kalari Uzhichil practice.

Identifying Vata Imbalance in Kalari Uzhichil Practice
In an advanced Kalari Uzhichil (Ayurvedic massage) setting, the therapist hones the skill of reading the client’s dosha
imbalance through observation and touch. Here are practical cues and clinical observations to identify a Vata-disturbed
client in the massage context:

Body Language & Demeanor: A Vata-imbalanced individual may appear fidgety, restless, or unable to sit
still comfortably. They might fidget with their hands, frequently change posture, or display anxious gestures. You
may notice rapid speech or a tendency to jump between topics when you initially talk to them. This “nervous
energy” and difficulty relaxing is a strong Vata clue.
Skin & Temperature: On palpation or visual exam, their skin is often dry, rough, or cool to the touch. Look for
dry, flaky patches or a general lack of oiliness. Extremities (hands and feet) might be cold, reflecting Vata’s cold
quality. The skin may also be thinner or more delicate. Sometimes you’ll see visible veins or dryness lines. These
clients often feel chilly in the massage room and prefer extra blankets or a warmer environment.
Muscle Tone & Joints: Vata tends to produce tight or tense muscles but with low bulk. The muscles may feel
ropy or stiff due to dryness and lack of fluid lubrication. Joint cracking or popping sounds are common when you
mobilize a Vata person’s joints – the dryness and roughness lead to less cushioning (think of creaky, stiff joints).
The client might have hypermobile joints yet complain of joint pain or instability (e.g. “My knees click” or “I have
lower back pain”). In advanced cases, you might even detect fine tremors in muscle groups at rest (a sign of severe
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Vata aggravation affecting the nerves).
Client Feedback (Verbal cues): Listen to what the client reports about their condition and comfort. Vata-
aggravated clients often mention feeling “scattered” or anxious, or they may say they have trouble quieting
their mind. They may report poor sleep (“light sleeper” or insomnia), frequent gas or bloating, or constipation
in their digestion. They might also describe generalized aches and pains that “move around” (one day it’s neck
pain, next day lower back, etc.) – this moving pain is classic for Vata. If a client notes “I’m always cold” or “I get
dizzy if I haven’t eaten,” those are additional hints (coldness = Vata; variable blood sugar and dizziness can be
Vata-related). Any mention of anxiety or worry in their mind-state is a big red flag for Vata imbalance.

By combining these observations – what you see, feel, and hear from the client – you can assess if Vata dosha is in
excess. For instance, a lean, tense individual with dry skin who paces in the waiting area and reports anxiety and
constipation is very likely exhibiting a Vata imbalance. In Kalari Uzhichil, identifying this up front allows you to tailor your
massage approach to calm and ground Vata, as described next.

Tailoring Kalari Uzhichil to Balance Vata
To pacify an aggravated Vata dosha, the massage therapy should introduce the opposite qualities of Vata’s dry, light,
and mobile nature – we want to bring in oiliness, weight, warmth, and stability. Here are the core guidelines for an
Ayurvedic massage (Uzhichil) aimed at balancing Vata:

Massage Strokes & Pressure: Use slow, rhythmic, and deeply grounding strokes. Vata needs calming and
steady touch. Avoid very rapid or erratic techniques. Instead, apply gentle but firm pressure with long, continuous
strokes. A slower pace helps settle the client’s nervous system. For example, long effleurage strokes down the
limbs, with moderate depth, work well to soothe Vata. Sudden changes or very light fluttery touches could
aggravate Vata’s ticklish, sensitive nature – so keep it steady and reassuring. Smooth, unhurried motions are key. If
doing any stretches or joint movements, do them slowly and supportively, guiding the client’s body with care.
Warm Oils – Type and Temperature:  Oil is the antidote to Vata. Abundant use of warm, nourishing oil
provides the unctuous (moisturizing) and warming qualities that counteract Vata’s dryness and coldness. Sesame
oil is the classic choice for Vata balancing, as it is heavy and warming (often medicated with herbs for added
benefit). Almond oil is another good option. Always warm the oil before application – comfortably warm, not hot –
to further comfort the client. The warmth allows the oil to penetrate and relax the tissues. You may reapply warm
oil generously throughout the massage to ensure there is plenty of lubrication. This not only softens the skin but
also calms the Vata nerves. (Tip: Both the room and the oil should be warm for Vata clients. Never let a Vata client
get chilled – if needed, use a heater, warm towels, or an electric table warmer to maintain cozy warmth.)
Atmosphere & Environment: Create a calming, cocoon-like environment to put the Vata client at ease.
Warmth is paramount: the room should be warm (around 28–30°C) with no drafts. Keep the ambience quiet
and  serene – soft, soothing background music or total silence, dim lighting or candlelight, and minimal
disturbance. Vata’s light, airy nature is calmed by a feeling of grounding security. Encourage the client to breathe
deeply and slowly during the session, perhaps beginning with a few guided deep breaths to center them. The
overall vibe to aim for is a “warm, safe sanctuary” that helps their racing mind settle. Even after the massage,
advise them to stay warm and rest – avoiding cold exposure or rushing out – to let the Vata-calming effects set in.

By following these guidelines – slow rhythmic strokes, warm sesame oil, and a grounding environment – the Kalari
Uzhichil practitioner can effectively reduce Vata excess in the client. The result is often immediately visible: the client may
appear more relaxed, skin more supple, and their expression calmer after the session. Consistently applying these Vata-
pacifying techniques helps restore equilibrium, aligning with the Ayurvedic principle of “like increases like and opposites
balance”.

Balanced vs. Imbalanced States of Doshas – Comparison Chart
For a broader perspective, the following chart compares balanced vs. imbalanced expressions of all three doshas. This
highlights how each dosha contributes positively when in equilibrium, versus the issues seen when it is aggravated. Use
this as a reference to quickly differentiate Vata, Pitta, and Kapha tendencies in clinical practice:
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Dosha Balanced State Characteristics Imbalanced State Manifestations

Vata
Creative, enthusiastic, adaptable; clear and quick
mind; good energy and proper elimination
(normal digestion & sleep).

Anxious, restless, or fearful; racing thoughts, insomnia;
dry skin and dehydration; bloating, constipation;
underweight or fatigue from overactivity.

Pitta
Focused, intelligent, and driven; strong digestion
and warm body temperature; contentment and
leadership qualities (disciplined, bright personality).

Irritability, anger, impatience; perfectionist or critical
tendencies; acid reflux, heartburn; excess body heat
(flushing, sweating); inflammatory issues like rashes or
ulcers.

Kapha
Calm, stable, compassionate; strong immunity;
solid build and steady energy; good stamina and
sound sleep; emotionally grounded and patient.

Lethargy, sluggishness, depression; resistance to
change, possessiveness; weight gain and water retention
(edema); congestion (mucus, sinus issues); oversleeping
or foggy mind.

Chart notes: The balanced state shows each dosha’s positive contributions (when in check), whereas the imbalanced state
shows typical problems when that dosha is in excess. For example, a balanced Vata individual is energetic and
imaginative, but if Vata goes out of balance, the same person may become anxious, scattered, and physically dried out.
Pitta in balance yields a sharp mind and strong digestion, but in excess it “boils over” as anger and acidity. Kapha balance
gives groundedness and strength, but Kapha aggravation leads to stagnation (weight, congestion, inertia). As a therapist,
recognizing these patterns helps in designing appropriate interventions (diet, massage, herbs, etc.) to restore doshic
harmony.

Diagram: Zones of Vata Dominance in the Body
Figure: Zones of Vata Dominance – Vata dosha’s primary locations in the body are generally in the lower region. Panel
A (left) shows the Ayurvedic view that Vata resides mainly below the navel (lower abdomen and pelvic area), Pitta in the
mid-region, and Kapha in the upper region of the body. Panel B (right) highlights specific anatomical sites of Vata: colon
(large intestine, termed Pakvashaya/Purishadhana),  pelvis/low back  (Kati),  bladder  (Vasti),  thighs  (Sakthini),  legs
(Padam), bones (Asthi skeletal system), ears (Shrotra, hearing apparatus), and skin (Sparshindriya, the tactile organ).
Among these, the colon is considered the principal seat of Vata**. In Kalari practice, understanding these Vata zones is
useful – for example, extra attention and warm oil may be given to the lower back and hip region for a Vata client, or
herbal enemas (basti) might be used to address colon imbalances. This diagram reinforces that many Vata disorders (e.g.
joint pains, lower back ache, constipation, tinnitus in ears, skin dryness) are linked to these primary Vata sites.

Guided Activity: Observe & Identify Vata Imbalance Signs
Purpose: To apply your knowledge in practice by observing an individual and spotting potential Vata imbalance
indicators.

Instructions: Pair up with a classmate (or use a volunteer client) and do the following –

Observation (5 minutes): One person will be the observer, the other the subject. The observer should visually1.
inspect and gently palpate (as appropriate) the subject’s features:

Look at the skin: Is there visible dryness or rough texture? Any cracking (e.g., chapped lips, heels)?
Feel the temperature of their hands/feet: Are they cold to the touch (indicating Vata cold quality)?
Note the subject’s build and movements: Are they fidgeting or bouncing their leg? Do they appear very
thin or have prominent joints? How is their posture – any signs of stiffness or discomfort?
Listen to their speech and breathing: Is their speech rapid or voice tremulous? Is the breathing pattern
shallow or irregular?

Questioning (2–3 minutes): Ask a few gentle questions to gather subjective input (important for confirming what2.
you observe). For example: “Do you often feel cold or get cold easily?”; “How is your digestion – any tendency
toward bloating or constipation?”; “How have you been sleeping recently?”; “Do you experience anxiety or find it
hard to relax?” – Ensure the setting is comfortable and explain that these questions relate to Ayurvedic
assessment. Take note of their answers.
Identification of 3 Signs: Based on your observation and the subject’s responses, write down three signs or3.
symptoms that suggest a Vata imbalance.  Be specific,  e.g.  “Hands and nose were cold,”  “Skin on arms dry
and flaky,” “The subject admitted to frequent worry and light sleep.” If you observe more than three, you can list
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more, but at least three Vata-associated findings is the goal.
Discussion: Swap roles if in pairs and repeat, so each person practices observing. Then, as a group, discuss what4.
signs were most commonly noticed. The instructor will guide a brief discussion: Which signs were clearly Vata?
Were any observations possibly pointing to Pitta or Kapha instead? This will help refine your diagnostic eye.

Reflection: This activity is meant to simulate an assessment in a clinical massage scenario. By training your senses  to
notice Vata’s telltale signs (like dryness, coldness, restlessness, pain complaints), you become more adept at customizing
your Kalari Uzhichil sessions. Early identification allows you to apply the appropriate oils, strokes, and modalities to bring
the dosha back into balance, embodying the Ayurvedic principle of individualized therapy.
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