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Abstract 

The Vedic texts, among the oldest sacred scriptures of humanity, are not only spiritual guides but also 

repositories of early medical understanding. This study explores how the Rigveda, Atharvaveda, and other Vedic 

literature laid the philosophical and practical groundwork for health and healing in ancient India. Through 

sacred hymns, rituals, and references to herbs, diseases, and bodily balance, the Vedas reflect a worldview where 

wellness is inseparable from cosmic harmony, morality (dharma), and spiritual order (ṛta). This paper examines 

the transition from hymnal invocations to proto-scientific Ayurvedic principles, offering insights into how 

medicine in the Vedic Age was a synthesis of nature, spirit, and ethical living—a tradition that continues to 

influence holistic healing systems today. 
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I. Introduction 

The Vedas, regarded as the most ancient scriptures of Indian civilization, hold a place of profound 

reverence and foundational influence. Composed in Vedic Sanskrit between 1500 and 500 BCE, these texts are 

not merely religious hymns but are also comprehensive records of the intellectual, spiritual, and practical 

pursuits of early Indian society. The Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda together constitute a body 

of literature that reflects an integrated worldview—where the sacred and the scientific, the metaphysical and the 

material, are inseparably woven together. 

 

Significance of the Vedas in Indian Civilization 

The Vedas are the oldest and most revered scriptures of Indian civilization, forming the bedrock of its 

spiritual, philosophical, and cultural identity. Composed in Vedic Sanskrit and transmitted orally across 

generations, the four Vedas—Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda—represent a vast repository of 

human thought, covering a spectrum of knowledge that includes cosmology, ethics, metaphysics, linguistics, 

rituals, and early science. 

The Vedas are not limited to religious instruction; they are encyclopedic in nature, reflecting the 

integrated worldview of Vedic society. They present a holistic vision where nature, the divine, human life, and 

health are seen as interconnected. The Vedic worldview is guided by the principle of ṛta the cosmic order—

which governs both the external universe and internal human life. Upholding ṛta was believed to ensure 

harmony, health, and prosperity. 

In Indian civilization, the Vedas have historically served multiple roles, Spiritual guidebooks, laying the 

foundation for later schools of Hindu philosophy and yoga and Cultural anchors, preserving the rituals, hymns, 
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festivals, and values that continue to shape Indian identity. Sources of early science, including mathematics, 

astronomy, and particularly medicine, as found in the Atharvaveda. 

Even modern systems like Ayurveda trace their philosophical and practical roots to the Vedas. The 

Indian view of health as a balance between body, mind, spirit, and environment stems directly from Vedic 

principles. Thus, the Vedas are not just sacred texts; they are living traditions that continue to inform India’s 

ethical frameworks, wellness practices, and collective consciousness. 

 The central research area of this project lies at the intersection of ancient Indian religious literature and 

early medical science, specifically focusing on the medical knowledge embedded within the Vedic texts. It 

explores how the spiritual, ritualistic, and philosophical content of the Vedas particularly the Atharvaveda, but 

also the Ṛgveda, Yajurveda, and Sāmaveda-reflects an evolving understanding of health, disease, healing 

practices, and the human body. 

This study investigates the Healing Mantras and Rituals – The role of sacred chants and invocations in 

curing ailments. Herbal Knowledge and Natural Medicine – Early documentation of medicinal plants and their 

uses. Concepts of Disease and Diagnosis– How illness was interpreted (physical, mental, spiritual causes). 

Divine and Supernatural Aspects of Healing – The interplay between divine intervention and human health.

 Proto-Āyurvedic Thought – Tracing the roots of systematic Indian medicine as later formalized in 

Āyurveda. 

By examining these areas, the project situates Vedic healing not merely as mythic or symbolic, but as 

an early form of holistic medicine that influenced generations of health traditions in India. This research 

contributes to Indian knowledge systems, history of medicine, Vedic studies, and Indology as a whole. 

 

Healing Mantras and Rituals in the Vedas 

In the Vedic tradition, healing was not limited to herbs and medicines but was deeply rooted in sacred 

sound, ritual performance, and divine invocation. The Atharvaveda, known as the "Veda of magical formulas," 

contains numerous hymns and mantras specifically aimed at curing diseases, warding off evil spirits, and 

promoting health and longevity. 

These mantras were often chanted during rituals performed by priests or healers, accompanied by 

offerings of herbs, water, and fire. Illness was viewed not only as a physical imbalance but also as a spiritual or 

cosmic disturbance. Thus, healing required both material remedies and spiritual purification. 

Such rituals frequently invoked deities associated with health, such as: 

• Aśvins – the twin gods of medicine and surgery 

• Rudra – who possesses both destructive and healing powers 

• Agni – fire god, purifier and transmitter of healing offerings 

These chants were believed to: Drive away demonic forces causing disease, appease angry spirits or 

divine beings, Restore harmony in body, mind, and cosmos. Healing Āyurveda Mantra is traditionally recited 

before preparing or administering Ayurvedic medicines, invoking divine blessings for healing: 

Dhanvantari Mantra – in honour of the divine physician Dhanvantari: 
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"Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya Dhanvantaraye 

Amrita-Kalasha Hastaya 

Sarva-amaya Vinashanaya 

Trailokya Nathaya 

Shri Mahavishnave Namaha" 

Salutations to the Supreme Being Vishnu in the form of Dhanvantari, who holds the pot of nectar, who 

destroys all diseases, and who is the Lord of the three worlds. This mantra represents the confluence of 

medicine, divinity, and cosmic healing power a cornerstone of both Vedic and Ayurvedic health traditions. 

 

Herbal Knowledge and Natural Medicine in the Vedas 

The Vedas especially the Atharvaveda are among the earliest texts in human history to document the 

therapeutic power of herbs and plants. In Vedic thought, nature was revered as a living pharmacy, and medicinal 

plants were seen as divine agents of healing, often invoked with hymns and rituals. This sacred science later 

evolved into the structured system of Āyurveda, which means “the science of life.” 

 

Herbs as Living Beings 

The Vedas speak of herbs as sentient, powerful entities capable of removing disease and restoring 

balance. They were believed to be infused with divine energy, requiring respectful invocation before use. 

“O plants, you who are rich in healing power, extend your aid and bring health to us. You are born of the 

divine.” Atharvaveda 8.7.3 

 

 Vedic Roots of Ayurvedic Herbology 

From Vedic times to Ayurveda, the knowledge of plants remained central to Indian medical tradition. 

The Vedas introduced a rich oral and ritualistic understanding, while Ayurveda systematized it into 

pharmacological and therapeutic frameworks. Āyurvedic Harītakī (Terminalia chebula) One of the most 

venerated herbs in both Vedic and Ayurvedic literature is Harītakī, also known as the “king of medicines.” In the 

Vedas: Harītakī is referenced as a purifier and rejuvenator. Though not extensively named in the Ṛgveda, its 

effects were praised in the Atharvavedic hymns for digestive and cleansing benefits. In Āyurveda: 

• Category: Rasāyana (rejuvenative herb) 

• Rasa (Taste): Astringent, bitter, sweet, pungent, sour (all but salty) 

• Doṣa Effect: Balances all three doṣas (Vāta, Pitta, Kapha) 

• Uses: 

o Aids digestion and bowel movement 

o Promotes longevity and immunity 
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o Treats skin diseases, eye problems, and respiratory issues. 

Charaka Saṃhitā says that "Harītakī is the best herb for rejuvenation; it destroys all diseases and promotes 

longevity, intellect, and strength." 

 

Concepts of Disease and Diagnosis in the Vedas and Ayurveda 

In the Vedic period, disease was understood as a disturbance of natural, spiritual, and cosmic order. 

Illness was not only a physical condition but also the result of imbalances in one’s behaviour, rituals, or 

relationship with divine forces. Healing, therefore, required restoring inner and outer harmony often through 

rituals, mantras, and natural remedies. In texts like the Atharvaveda, diseases were often personified or 

attributed to demonic forces, curses, or divine displeasure, and healing involved spiritual practices as well as 

medicinal herbs. 

“We drive away the disease that has entered your body, that has seized your bones and joints; let it go into the 

valleys, into the forests, far from us.” Atharvaveda 5.22.14 

However, the early intuitive concepts of disease matured over centuries and were later systematized in the 

Charaka Saṃhitāa foundational text of Ayurveda. 

 

 From Vedic Insight to Āyurvedic Diagnosis 

In the Charaka Saṃhitā, disease (vyādhi) is explained as the result of an imbalance of the three doṣas are Vāta 

(air/ether), Pitta (fire), and Kapha (earth/water)—which govern bodily functions. Diagnosis is both clinical and 

holistic, involving physical signs, lifestyle, mental state, and even environmental factors. 

Key Concepts from Charaka Saṃhitā: 

1. Hetu (Cause) – internal/external causes like food, emotions, season. 

2. Purvarūpa (Prodromal signs) – early symptoms before disease manifests fully. 

3. Rūpa (Symptoms) – observable signs of disease. 

4. Upaśaya (Therapeutic test) – what aggravates or alleviates symptoms. 

5. Samprapti (Pathogenesis) – how disease progresses through the body. 

Example: Diagnosis of Fever (Jvara) 

"Jvaro nāma sharīrasya doshaiḥ prakupitair vināśakaḥ" Charaka Saṃhitā, Cikitsāsthāna 3.3: 

"Fever (Jvara) is the destroyer of the body, caused by the aggravation of doṣas." 

 Ayurvedic Diagnosis of Fever: 

➢ Cause (Hetu): Improper food, exposure to cold, seasonal imbalance. 

➢ Doṣa Involved: Pitta-dominant fevers show burning sensation, thirst, yellow discoloration. 

➢ Symptoms (Rūpa): High temperature, chills, body ache, heaviness. 

➢ Treatment: Based on balancing the aggravated doṣa using cooling herbs, fasting, or sudation. 

 Medicinal Plants Used: 
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➢ Guduchi (Tinospora cordifolia) – antipyretic and immuno-booster. 

➢ Neem (Azadirachta indica) – purifying and cooling. 

➢ Bharangi (Clerodendrum serratum) – reduces inflammation and cough. 

 

Divine and Supernatural Aspects of Healing in the Vedas and Ayurveda 

In the Vedic worldview, health and disease were not solely physical phenomena—they were deeply 

linked to cosmic order (ṛta), divine will, karma, and the influence of supernatural forces. Healing, therefore, 

often required the aid of divine beings, sacred rituals, and protective mantras, in addition to herbs and other 

physical treatments. 

Disease was sometimes seen as a result of: 

➢ Violation of moral or ritual codes 

➢ Possession by spirits or demons (rakṣas, piśāca) 

➢ Curse or wrath of deities. 

Hence, healing involved not only medicine but also appeasement of gods, removal of negative energies, and 

restoration of spiritual balance. 

“We drive away the demon, the curse, the evil spirit. Let the divine plant restore this man to health.” 

Atharvaveda 1.12.1 

 Deities Often Invoked for Healing: 

➢ Aśvins – Twin divine physicians, invoked in many Ṛgvedic hymns. 

➢ Rudra – God of storms and medicine; both terrifying and healing. 

➢ Agni – Fire deity, purifier of disease. 

➢ Dhanvantari – Deity of Ayurveda, considered the divine originator of medicine. 

 

Continuity in Ayurveda: A Spiritual Science 

Though Ayurveda is a rational and systematic medical system, it continues to embrace the divine and 

spiritual roots found in the Vedas. Healing is seen as incomplete without addressing the mind and soul, and 

many Ayurvedic texts begin with invocations to deities, especially Dhanvantari. Before beginning treatment or 

preparing medicine, Ayurvedic practitioners often recite the Dhanvantari Mantra, not only to seek blessings but 

also to sanctify the process of healing. This shows that even in clinical practice, Ayurveda integrates devotion, 

sanctity, and spiritual purity into healing. 

 

 Other Spiritual Practices in Ayurveda 

• Mantra therapy (Mantra cikitsā) – using sound vibrations for healing mental or physical afflictions. 

• Yajña (fire rituals) – performed to cleanse negative energies and purify space before treatment. 

• Satvavajaya cikitsā – Ayurvedic psychotherapy which includes moral guidance, mantra, prayer, and 

mental strength. 

• Pilgrimage and fasts – sometimes prescribed for chronic or karmic illnesses. 
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Proto-Āyurvedic Thought in the Vedic Tradition 

The term “Proto-Āyurvedic Thought” refers to the early medical ideas found in Vedic literature, 

especially the Ṛgveda and Atharvaveda, which laid the philosophical and practical foundation for the later 

development of Āyurveda. These early ideas were deeply spiritual, ritualistic, and holistic, and they gradually 

matured into the scientific, observational, and systematized knowledge preserved in classical texts like the 

Charaka Saṃhitā. 

 

 Key Features of Proto-Āyurvedic Thought: 

1. Understanding of Health and Disease: 

➢ Health was seen as harmony between body, mind, spirit, and cosmic forces. 

➢ Disease was attributed to internal imbalance, sin, demons, or divine displeasure. 

2. Herbal Knowledge: 

➢ Detailed in the Atharvaveda, herbs were used for everything from fevers and wounds to fertility and 

spiritual protection. 

3. Healing through Rituals and Mantras: 

➢ Spiritual and natural treatments were combined. 

➢ The Aśvins, divine twin healers, were often invoked. 

4. Holistic Approach: 

➢ Included physical health, mental wellness, environment, ethical conduct, and spiritual connection. 

 

Transition to Classical Ayurveda: The Role of Charaka Saṃhitā 

The Charaka Saṃhitā (~1st century CE) represents a mature phase of the ideas that originated in the 

Vedas. While it systematizes treatment based on observation, logic, and clinical practice, it still reflects the 

spiritual and philosophical essence of Vedic thought. Charaka Saṃhitā Showing Vedic Influence:  Definition of 

Health (Svasthya) 

“Samadoṣaḥ samāgniśca samadhātu malakriyāḥ | 

Prasannātmendriya manāḥ svastha ityabhidhīyate ||” Charaka Saṃhitā, Sūtrasthāna 9.4 

A person is healthy when the doṣas, digestive fire (agni), body tissues (dhātus), and excretions are in 

balance, and the mind, soul, and senses are in a state of bliss.  This definition echoes Vedic notions of spiritual 

and physical equilibrium and the connection of the individual with the universal order (ṛta). 

2. Causation of Disease (Hetu) 

“Prajñāparādhaḥ sarvadoṣāṇām utpattikāraṇam.” Charaka Saṃhitā, Vimānasthāna 5.3 

"Mistake of the intellect (Prajñāparādha) is the root cause of all diseases." 

This idea reflects the Vedic belief that moral and spiritual errors (sin, wrong action) can lead to disease 

a view found in the Atharvaveda, where wrong thoughts and actions are appeased through rituals. 
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3. Use of Mantras and Spiritual Practices 

Even in Charaka's text, mantra, meditation, and worship are part of treatment for psychological 

disorders, poisonings, or conditions with unknown causes: Recommends chanting mantras, making offerings, 

wearing protective amulets, and seeking the blessings of gods and Brahmins during treatment of seizures and 

spirit-related illnesses (bhūtavidyā). Charaka Saṃhitā, Cikitsāsthāna 9.88 

4. Emphasis on Preventive Health 

Just as the Vedas emphasize ritual purity, seasonal discipline, and moderation, Ayurveda codifies this in the form 

of: 

➢ Dinacharya – daily routine 

➢ Ritucharya – seasonal regimen 

➢ Sadvṛtta – ethical code of conduct 

These show how Vedic lifestyle principles became preventive pillars in Ayurveda. 

 

Conclusion 

The journey from hymns to healing reflects the profound evolution of medical knowledge in ancient 

India from the sacred chants of the Vedas to the structured system of Āyurveda. Rooted in spirituality, 

observation, and nature, Vedic medicine was far more than a primitive attempt at healing; it was an integrated 

approach to health that considered body, mind, soul, and cosmos as one harmonious whole. Through the 

Atharvaveda and related texts, we observe early insights into disease, herbal medicine, and ritual-based healing. 

These ideas were later refined and codified in texts like the Charaka Saṃhitā, which gave Indian medicine its 

scientific foundation while retaining its spiritual essence. 

The Vedas laid the groundwork for: Understanding the causes of disease (both physical and 

metaphysical),  Emphasizing herbal remedies and natural healing, Recognizing the role of mantras, deities, 

and rituals in restoring balance, Building a holistic and preventive healthcare philosophy. This project reveals 

that Vedic medical thought was not static or superstitious but an evolving body of knowledge that fused faith 

with functionality, eventually shaping the world’s oldest surviving medical system Āyurveda. 

In today’s world, where integrative and holistic medicine is gaining recognition, the wisdom of the 

Vedas offers timeless insights into how health can be cultivated through balance, awareness, and reverence for 

life. Thus, understanding this transition is not only a historical study but also a meaningful exploration of how 

ancient knowledge continues to inform modern wellness and medical philosophy. 
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