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ABSTRACT
It is un-denying fact that the improvement in health would make a positive impact on economic
development. Indian Systems of Medicine such as Siddha, Ayurveda, Unani, Naturopathy and
Yoga – protect and prolong the life of the people in the context of human resource development.
Health is a complex state just as illness is. The very idea of traditional health medicine
implies a connection between natural and social sciences. To attain a highest possible level of
health every individual should have access to primary Health care through the active
participation of the traditional health care systems. Prevention of diseases is the cardinal
principle of the ancient Indian Systems of Medicines such as Ayurveda and Siddha. Recently
there is an increased awareness on the various systems of traditional medicine in India. In
order to understand the background of the traditional medical system of India, the present
paper explores the historical aspect of the prevalence of Indian medicine systems.

Introduction 
Health measures in addition to food and better

shelter, especially in under-developed countries aim
at the enhancement of the quality of human
resources.

• Enhancement of health is a constitutive part of de-
velopment.

• Amartya Sen emphasizes that even when an econ-
omy is poor, major health can be achieved through
using the available resources in a socially produc-
tive way1.

• Indian system of Medicine such a Siddha, Ayur-
vedha, Unani and Yoga protect and prolong the life
of the people in the context of human resources
development2.

Definition of Traditional Medicine

• WHO (1970) defined it as “the sum total of all the
knowledge and practices, whether explicable or not,
used in diagnosis prevention and elimination of
physical, mental or social imbalance and relying
exclusively on practical experience and observa-
tions handed down from generation to generation,
whether verbally or in writing.

• The goals of traditional medicine are social (ie) to
promote health, prevent diseases and treat illness.

• To attain highest possible level of health every in-
dividual should have access to primary health care
through the active participation of the traditional
health care systems3

• Prevention of diseases is the cardinal principle that
the ancient Indian system of Medicine, Ayurvedha
and Siddha smear by

History of Medicine in India

• Medicine progressed with the onset of civilization

• Beginnings of health Sciences could be traced from
the civilization of Ancient India, Mesopotamia,
Egypt and China

• It is categorized according to the following periods.
Pre-Aryan, Vedic, Secular, Hindu, Medicine,
Dravidian, Grace – Arabic or Muslim, British and
Post-Independence.

Pre-Aryan Period

• Archeological findings reversal that pre-Aryan
medicine must have been a contribution of magical
and religious practices.

• A few substances have been found in the ruins,
which form part of the Ayurvedha pharmacopoeia
even to-day and were probably used as drugs dur-
ing those times4.

Vedic Period

• There is definite evidence to show that many ele-
ments of the Indus Valley Culture were taken over
and assimilated by Aryans.

• The Chief sources of the Aryan culture and medi-
cine are the four Vedas.

• The Rig Veda is considered by most of the scholars
as the original source of Hindu Medicine.

Department of History, IDE
University of Madras

Indian Journal of Applied Microbiology, (2008) 8(1): 41-43



• The Sama Vedha and the Yajur Veda are closely
related to the Rig Veda and contain many hymns
derived from the latter.

• Atharva Veda is composed of prayers, incantation
speels and charms to protect against diseases and
natural disasters5.

Post Vedic Period

• Magic – religion treatment of diseases followed
during the Vedic period developed into Secular
Hindu Medicine.

• During this period, illness was treated along the
path of humoral therapy.

• According to the Hindu System, the three humors
are in the form of Gas (Vayu, Pittam and Kapam)

• A balance of the three main physiological functions
that Vayu-nerve force, Pittam-metabolism Kapam-
fluid that fills into cellular species is considered a
good state of health (Both physical and mental)6

• Herbs and other medications were used to relieve
pain.

The Dravidian South

• Dravidians were the first inhabitants of India.

• Tamilians were the most prominent among the
Dravidians.

• Tamils belonging to the Southern sub-Continent of
India made a study of nature and its elements,
which was systematized as Siddha Medicine.

• In the Siddha medicine the basic elements of the
human body are earth, water, fire, air and ethereal
parts of the sky7.

• The Theory of Panchakarma is the operation of the
five elements in the human body.

• Siddha System is a complete system of medicine,
which forms part and parcel of ancient Indian sys-
tem of medicine.

Medieval Period

• With the coming of the Arbas, Turks and Mughals
to India in the medieval period, Unani was brought
to India.

• During the 13th Century Alberuni translated Ki-
tah-al-Saodema in Persian, a book on ‘Graeco-Arab
Medicine.

• The 17th Century Muslim Kingdom of India main-
tained the medical practice and the medical litera-
ture of the 15th and 16th Centuries.8

British Period

• When British rule started in India, three major in-
digenous systems of medicine (Siddha, Ayurvedha
and Unani) were practiced.

• During British rule in India, allopathy had been
introduced and the indigenous medical systems did
not find patronage from rulers, but from the com-
mon people of the country.

• Even though the first “Health Survey and Devel-
opment Committee” popularly known as the Bhore
Committee was by the British Indian Government
in 19139, nothing concrete was done for the revival
of the indigenous system of medicine.

Post-Independence Period

• The free Government of India decided to plan
health services in accordance with the Bhore Com-
mittee recommendations with regard to the estab-
lishment of the Primary Health Centres (PHC)

• The Chopra Committee Report (1948) suggested
Synthesis of the Indian and Western Systems
through integrated teaching and research

• The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare in In-
dia established various Councils like Indian Medi-
cal Council and the Central Council of Indian
Medicine.6

• The renewed interest in the indigenous system of
Medicine has led to the formation of four research
Councils.

(i) Central Council for Research in Ayurveda
and Siddha (CCRAS)

(ii) Central Council for Research in Unani
Medicine (CCRUM)

(iii) Central Council for Research in
Homeopathy (CCRH)

(iv) Central Council for Research in Yoga and
Naturopathy (CCRYN)

Importance of Indigenous Systems of Medicine

• A renewed interest is now found in this system of
medicine that lacked state encouragement and pa-
tronage due to the growing popularity of Allopathy.

• The most important reason causing interest in In-
dian Medicine has been the increasing side effects
of allopathic medicine.
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• The Second reason is high cost of allopathic medi-
cine.

• Simplicity of Indigenous Systems of Medicine at-
tract people.

• Rural areas have cultural link to the traditional
medical systems.11, 12

These factors have contributed to the growing
importance that the indigenous systems of medicine
get to-day.

Significant features of Indian system of
Medicine

1. It considers the health of a person as
well-being in his/her physical, Mental, Social
and Spiritual planes.

2. There is simplicity of the practices.

3. It has less or no side effects.

4. Time tested traditional system of Medicine
has treatments to collagen disorder,
degeneration disease, diseases of the bones
and joints and psychosomatic disorders.

5. The sum total of the above reasons have
produced a positive faith in Indian systems of
medicines among the people in the recent
times in contemporary India.13

Conclusion

Health seeking behaviour in most societies is
often marked by a multiplicity of medical or healing
systems. Thus some of these healing systems either
may get absorbed by the dominant healing system or
probably die out. Health services showed neither too
sophisticated nor lag behind other sectors in the
process of development. And traditional medicine in

India has been a complementary factor all these ages
in the process of our country’s development.
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