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Introduction to Padartha
Etymology and Meaning

e The Sanskrit term padartha is a compound of two words: pada (word, term, or category) and artha (meaning,
object, or purpose).

e |n philosophical discourse, padartha broadly refers to “that which can be defined and known,” or “the object of
cognition.” Essentially, anything that can be conceptualized and named is regarded as padartha.

Philosophical Context

e Classical Ayurveda is deeply influenced by multiple philosophical schools of ancient India, notably Samkhya,
Nyaya, Vaisesika, and Yoga.

e Nyaya and Vaisesika systems are particularly relevant in explaining how knowledge is acquired (epistemology)
and how reality is categorized (ontology).

e Padartha, as discussed in Nyaya-Vaisesika, forms the foundational schema for categorizing all knowable objects or
entities in the universe.

Relevance to Ayurveda

e Ayurveda, though primarily a medical science, also draws on these ontological and epistemological frameworks to
systematically classify drugs (dravya), their properties (guna), and their actions (karma), among many other
concepts.

e By understanding the nature of substances and their qualities through the lens of padartha, Ayurvedic scholars and
practitioners establish a coherent method for diagnosis, treatment, and drug formulation.

Definition of Padartha

Within the Nyaya-Vaisesika school, a padartha is any fundamental category of existence that can be identified, named,
and known. These categories are considered “real” in the sense that they either exist independently or conceptually
define the nature of reality. They aid in logical analysis and in structuring how we perceive and interact with the world.

In @ more practical Ayurvedic sense, padartha can be seen as the foundational bricks of knowledge about substances,
qualities, and the principles by which the body and world function. When a physician prescribes a particular dravya (like a
medicinal herb), they evaluate it through these categories—what is its inherent substance (dravya)? What are its qualities
(guna)? How does it act (karma)? And so on.

The Saptapadartha (Seven Categories)

Although the classical Vaisesika initially recognized six categories, later Nyaya extended them to seven, collectively
referred to as the saptapadartha. These are:

Dravya (¥=9) - Substance

Guna (I[) - Quality

Karma (&) - Action

Samanya (9™T) - Generality

Visesa (f99i) - Particularity

Samavaya (9799) - Inherence

Abhava (3¥19) - Non-existence or Negation
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Let us examine each category in detail, along with their relevance to Ayurveda.

Dravya (Substance)

e Definition: Dravya refers to that which serves as the substrate for guna (quality) and karma (action). It is the
foundational ‘substance’ or ‘entity’ in which qualities inhere and in which actions reside.
e Types of Dravya (as per Vaisesika):
o Prthvi (Earth)
Apah (Water)
Tejah (Fire)
Vayu (Air)
Akasa (Ether)
Kala (Time)
Di$ (Direction/Space)
Atma (Self or Soul)
o Manah (Mind)
e In Ayurvedic philosophy, the first five (mahabhutas) are crucial for understanding the tridosa theory (Vata, Pitta,
Kapha) and the constitution of all matter—living or non-living.
e Ayurvedic Relevance:
o In Ayurvedic pharmacology (dravyagunavijfiana), every herb or medicinal preparation is considered a
dravya with distinct qualities (guna) and potential actions (karma).
o Understanding the elemental composition (mahabhuta constitution) of a substance is key to predicting its
therapeutic effects on the doshas.

O O O O O O O

Guna (Quality)

e Definition: Guna denotes the attributes that reside in a substance and cannot exist independently of it. Qualities
are what characterize a substance and distinguish one from another.
e Examples: Color, taste, smell, touch, number, dimension, fluidity, heaviness, etc.
e Ayurvedic Relevance:
o In Ayurveda, the concept of guna is extremely important in analyzing the properties of foods, herbs, and
even lifestyle factors.
o The classical texts detail 20 fundamental gunas (e.g., guru-laghu [heavy-light], snigdha-riksa
[unctuous-dry], etc.) that help clinicians determine how a substance or therapy will affect the patient’s
doshic balance:

Karma (Action)

e Definition: Karma refers to movement or activity that occurs in a substance. It is the dynamic aspect that brings
about change or motion.
e Types: Actions could be upward, downward, or varied depending on context. In philosophical texts, karma is
examined to understand causal relations and how movement or change is perceived in the physical world.
¢ Ayurvedic Relevance:
o The concept of karma in an Ayurvedic sense can be extended to therapeutic action or the physiological
effect of a substance on the body.
o For example, the karma of a certain herb might be laxative, diuretic, expectorant, etc. Understanding the
karma aids in predicting its pharmacological and physiological responses.

Samanya (Generality)

e Definition: Samanya signifies the universal or general property that allows entities to be grouped under a
common class or category.
o Examples: The general property of “plantness” that all plants share, or “herbness” that all herbs share, etc.
e Ayurvedic Relevance:
o Classification is crucial in Ayurveda. Substances are grouped according to their samanya (common
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properties) for easier understanding and application—whether grouping herbs with similar effects, or
grouping pathological conditions with shared traits.

Visesa (Particularity)

e Definition: Visesa is the defining individuality of an entity; it is what differentiates one object from others within
the same class.
e Examples: While “plantness” is a common trait (samanya), the specific trait that makes Ashwagandha different
from Shatavari falls under visesa.
o Ayurvedic Relevance:
o In treatment, though you may group herbs that are generally ‘cooling’ or ‘heating’, the uniqueness of each
herb’s pharmacodynamic profile (its visesa) must be taken into account to tailor to individual patient needs.

Samavaya (Inherence)

e Definition: Samavaya refers to the relationship of inseparability between entities that cannot exist apart from
each other. In Nyaya-Vaisesika, it explains how qualities and actions inhere in substances.
e Ayurvedic Relevance:
o The inseparable connection between a substance (dravya) and its.inherent qualities (guna) is a critical
consideration when evaluating how a particular dravya might change if processed or combined with other
substances (e.g., making a decoction or a fermented preparation).

Abhava (Non-existence)

e Definition: Abhava means non-existence or negation. It is the recognition that the absence of something can also
be a valid object of cognition.
e Types of Abhava (as classified in Nyaya):
o Pragabhava (Prior non-existence)
o Pradhvamsabhava (Posterior non-existence or destruction)
o Atyantabhava (Absolute non-existence)
o Anyonyabhava (Mutual non-existence or difference)
e Ayurvedic Relevance:
o The idea of abhava appears in clinical logic—for instance, diagnosing the absence of normal function can be
an important clue.
o Non-existence of a symptom (an abhava of a particular sign) can sometimes confirm or rule out certain
conditions.

Significance in Ayurvedic Biology

1. Diagnostic Approach
o ‘Ayurveda uses a detailed observational method (pratyaksa) and inference (anumana) guided by logical
categories. Knowing how to classify observations into the appropriate padartha streamlines the diagnostic
process.
2. Dravya Guna Vijnana
o Every medicinal substance is evaluated according to its dravya (substance), guna (quality), rasa (taste),
virya (potency), vipaka (post-digestive effect), and prabhava (specific action). While these aren’t direct
synonyms of the saptapadartha, they map closely onto the broader philosophical categories that help
define a substance’s essential nature.
3. Therapeutic Formulations
o Composing multi-herbal formulations requires understanding how each ingredient (dravya) and its qualities
(guna) interact, what actions (karma) they produce in synergy, and how those actions will affect the body’s
doshic balance.
o Samanya and visesa guide the principle of sdmanya visesa siddhanta, wherein “like increases like and
opposite decreases opposite”—a cornerstone principle in restoring physiological harmony.
4. Holistic View of the Human Organism
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o Ayurveda considers the body and mind as integrated; the mind (manah) itself is counted among dravyas in
the Vaisesika system. This fosters an integrative approach where mental and physical health are treated in
tandem.

Conclusion

The saptapadartha—dravya, guna, karma, samanya, visesa, samavaya, and abhava—provide a robust philosophical
scaffolding that underpins much of classical Indian thought, including Ayurveda. They offer:

e A structured ontology to categorize all that exists (from substances and their qualities to actions and their
absence).

e Alogical framework for diagnostic procedures, clinical reasoning, and therapeutic intervention.

e An appreciation for nuance, recognizing both commonalities (samanya) and specifics (visesa) of medicinal
substances and bodily processes.

In Ayurvedic biology, these concepts help clarify how matter (the body and medicinal substances), properties
(physiological and pharmacological traits), and actions (healing or pathogenic) interact to. maintain or restore health. By
understanding and applying padartha correctly, an Ayurvedic practitioner can more precisely navigate the complexities of
individual constitution, disease pathology, and personalized treatment strategies.
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