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Abstract 

Malnutrition continues to pose a significant global health challenge, particularly among 

children, pregnant women, and the elderly. Ayurveda, with its holistic understanding of 

the human body and nutrition, provides an insightful framework to combat malnutrition 

through concepts such as Karshya (emaciation) and Dhatukshaya (tissue depletion). The 

Ayurvedic approach emphasizes balanced nutrition, optimal digestive function (Agni), and 

proper tissue formation (Dhatu poshana). This review explores the Ayurvedic 

understanding of malnutrition in light of Karshya and Dhatukshaya, comparing it with 

modern nutritional science. The study highlights the preventive, curative, and 

rejuvenative measures including Ahara, Vihara, Rasayana, and Panchakarma 

interventions that can contribute effectively to combating malnutrition. 
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Introduction 

Malnutrition is a major global health burden characterized by inadequate intake of essential 

nutrients, leading to impaired growth, immunity, and overall health (1). According to the World 

Health Organization (WHO), malnutrition accounts for nearly 45% of deaths among children 

under the age of five (2). Despite advances in nutrition and healthcare, undernutrition remains 

prevalent in developing nations due to socio-economic, cultural, and physiological factors. 

In Ayurveda, malnutrition can be equated with Karshya and Dhatukshaya, both representing 

states of tissue depletion and weakness. Karshya is described as an outcome of insufficient 

nutrition and poor digestive capacity, resulting in decreased Medas (fat), Bala (strength), and 

Ojas (immunity) (3). Similarly, Dhatukshaya reflects the sequential depletion of Dhatus (tissues) 

due to impaired metabolism or chronic diseases (4). Thus, Ayurveda emphasizes the 

maintenance of proper Agni and balanced Ahara-Vihara for the prevention and treatment of 

malnutrition. 

 

Concept of Malnutrition in Modern Science 

Modern medicine defines malnutrition as a deficiency, excess, or imbalance in a person’s intake 

of energy and nutrients (5). It encompasses both undernutrition (stunting, wasting, and 

micronutrient deficiencies) and overnutrition (obesity and related disorders). Key causes include 

inadequate dietary intake, poor absorption, chronic illness, and socio-economic constraints (6). 

In pediatric populations, protein-energy malnutrition manifests as marasmus and kwashiorkor 

(7). Chronic malnutrition leads to cognitive deficits, reduced immunity, and increased morbidity. 

 

Concept of Malnutrition in Ayurveda 

Ayurveda perceives the human body as a composite of Dosha, Dhatu, and Mala. Nutritional 

imbalance arises from disturbances in Agni (digestive fire) and Srotas (channels of circulation 

and nourishment) (8). The Ahara rasa (nutrient essence) formed post-digestion nourishes all 

Dhatus. If Agni is weak (Agnimandya), or the Srotas are blocked (Srotorodha), Dhatu poshana 

(tissue nourishment) is compromised, leading to Dhatukshaya and ultimately Karshya (9). 
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Charaka Samhita classifies Karshya under Santarpanottha Vyadhi (diseases caused by 

undernourishment) and attributes it to faulty diet and lifestyle (10). The condition is often 

associated with Vata dosha predominance and Rasa Dhatu Kshaya (11). 

 

Nidana (Etiological Factors) 

A. Modern Factors 

1. Inadequate dietary intake due to poverty or ignorance. 

2. Chronic diseases like diarrhea, tuberculosis, HIV. 

3. Increased metabolic demand during growth or infection. 

4. Psychological stress affecting appetite and absorption (12). 

B. Ayurvedic Factors 

1. Apathy towards food (Arochaka) due to Agnimandya. 

2. Improper dietary regimen (Viruddhahara, Vishamashana). 

3. Excessive fasting or suppression of natural urges (Vegavidharana). 

4. Mental factors (Chinta, Shoka, Bhaya) causing loss of appetite (13). 

 

Pathogenesis (Samprapti) 

Ayurvedic pathogenesis of malnutrition begins with Agnimandya, leading to Ama formation 

(toxins) which blocks Rasavaha srotas and hampers Rasa Dhatu poshana (14). As a result, 

successive Dhatus—Rakta, Mamsa, Meda, Asthi, Majja, and Shukra—undergo progressive 

depletion, manifesting as Dhatukshaya. Karshya arises due to Rasa-Meda Dhatukshaya, while 

prolonged depletion leads to Ojakshaya (15). 

 

Clinical Features 

Ayurvedic Signs of Karshya 

As per Charaka Samhita, the clinical manifestations of Karshya include (16): 
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• Deerghata (emaciated body) 

• Alpa Medas (low body fat) 

• Shithila Sandhi (loosened joints) 

• Alpa Bala (reduced strength) 

• Manda Agni (low digestion) 

• Alpa Utsaha (low enthusiasm) 

Modern Signs of Malnutrition 

• Weight loss, stunted growth, muscle wasting 

• Fatigue, anemia, irritability 

• Delayed wound healing and increased infection susceptibility (17) 

 

Complications of Untreated Karshya 

If untreated, Karshya and Dhatukshaya may lead to: 

• Ojakshaya (loss of vitality) 

• Balakshaya (immunodeficiency) 

• Infertility, delayed growth, and chronic debility (18). 

 

Management in Ayurveda 

1. Ahara (Dietary Regimen) 

A Brimhana Ahara (nourishing diet) is the foundation of therapy: 

• Milk and Milk Products: Ksheera, Ghrita, Navanita (butter) for improving Ojas and Bala 

(19). 

• Meat Soup (Mamsarasa): Recommended in Charaka Chikitsa Sthana for Dhatupushti 

(20). 

• Shashtika Shali rice, Mudga (green gram), and Godhuma (wheat): Provide sustained 

nourishment (21). 
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2. Vihara (Lifestyle Regimen) 

Adequate rest, stress-free living, positive thinking, and proper sleep (Nidra) enhance digestion 

and assimilation (22). 

3. Brimhana and Balya Chikitsa 

Brimhana dravyas like Ashwagandha, Shatavari, Vidarikanda, and Bala promote tissue growth 

and strength (23). Balya chikitsa enhances vitality and stamina. 

4. Rasayana Therapy 

Rasayana promotes cellular regeneration and longevity: 

• Chyavanprasha for general nourishment (24). 

• Ashwagandha Rasayana for muscle and tissue building. 

• Amalaki Rasayana for immunity and antioxidant activity (25). 

5. Panchakarma 

In chronic cases with Ama accumulation, mild detoxification like Sneha-Swedana and Brimhana 

Basti is beneficial for improving Agni and Dhatu Pushti (26). 

6. Psychological Support 

Since mental stress is a contributing factor, Satvavajaya Chikitsa (counseling, meditation, yoga) 

helps restore appetite and emotional balance (27). 

 

Modern Nutritional Interventions 

Modern management includes: 

• Balanced caloric intake with adequate macronutrients and micronutrients. 

• Oral rehydration and nutritional supplementation (zinc, iron, vitamin A). 

• Community-based feeding programs and maternal education (28). 

An integrative approach combining Ayurveda and modern nutrition can effectively reduce 
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malnutrition burden. 

 

Preventive Measures 

• Observing Aahara Vidhi Vidhan (rules of eating) and Dincharya. 

• Early initiation of breastfeeding and timely weaning. 

• Routine deworming and hygiene maintenance (29). 

 

Conclusion 

Malnutrition, when seen through the Ayurvedic lens of Karshya and Dhatukshaya, offers deeper 

insights into its origin and management. Ayurvedic interventions emphasize strengthening Agni, 

restoring Dhatu poshana, and promoting Ojas. Integrating Ayurvedic dietary, lifestyle, and 

Rasayana therapies with modern nutrition science can create a sustainable strategy against 

malnutrition. The holistic nature of Ayurveda not only nourishes the body but also nurtures the 

mind and soul, making it a comprehensive approach in the battle against malnutrition. 
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