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AYURVEDIC CONCEPT OF CANCER AND ITS TREATMENT*

The present article is a short review of an unpublished treatise laid down
elaborately by Jogendra Nath Sircar (Vis.agratna) in the late twenties of twentieth
century. As regards the subject matter, the title of the article clearly reflects the
scope of the text. The disease called Granthi Vis.arpa in the A– yurveda has been
recognized as a very painful and often a fatal one. In modern terminologies it can
be equated with a glandular and knotty tumour of the malignant type. The content
of the text represents author’s original understanding of the disease, gained from
his exposure to the various sƒa–stras of the A– yurveda, and from his own perceptions
and exposures as an A– yurvedic practitioner. The present review focuses on the
major aspects discussed in the original text, arranged in different chapters like
causations and diagnosis, general treatments, surgical treatments, treatments in
advanced stages.

The A– yurvedic system is founded upon a basic principle that relates to
three biological humors- va–ta, pitta and kapha, collectively denoted as
dos.as,which in their balanced state maintain a disease free body, but when corrupted
and unbalanced cause disease. The disease granthi vis.arpa or cancer, its causes
and treatments is very much linked or rooted into with the humoral state of the
body. Thus for treatment of the disease like granthi vis.arpa there are various
A– yurvedic formulas, effective, depending upon varying stages and types of the
disease.

Causes

Remote Causes (Viprakr. s. t.a Karana–ni)

In the A– yurveda the following amongst others have been described as
indirect causes of granthi vis.arpa: Want of physical labor or exercise, indolent
or sedentary life, sleep in the day time, immoderate taking of sweets, meat – fresh
or cured,bacon,beaf,veal ham, pork fish; fatty and rich food, such as seasoned by
garlics, onions or mustards etc., beans; strong alcoholic drinks or narcotics; eating
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and drinking either incompatible or non- assimilative articles of food or drink and
those in wrong combination, e.g. meat or fish and milk taken together, and those
not suitable to the season, climate or condition; eating too frequently or between
the meals i.e. before complete digestions of a previous meal – in short leading a
temperate life. All these by wrong inducement, pollute the lymph (kapha) and bile
(pitta) of people who are weak in their physical and mental constitution (either
by nature or for some special causes) or who have subnormal body temperature
– congenitally and otherwise – are especially prone to attack of these disease.

Immediate Causes (Sannikr. s. t. a Karana–ni):

The amount of the polluted kapha (lymph) and pitta (bile),thus increased
by wrong mode of life becomes immediate cause of the disease called granthi
vis.arpa. These impure humors,viz. the kapha and pitta (bile), circulating with the
blood stream impede the course of the circulatory force (vya–na-va–yu) of the
nervous system and disturb its proper function. As a result, impure matters are
deposited in the muscles of some part or parts of the body, and produce the
morbid condition called ‘granthi vis.arpa’ (glandular or knotty tumour or tumour
of malignant nature). These tumours may be long round or irregular in shape and
may have smooth or rough surface, giving rise to various sorts of pain. In time,
the tumours get too much swollen and break out as ulcers, which, complicated
with various morbid symptoms, cause death. Thus,‘granthi vis.arpa’is a very
dangerous disease and in modern term it has come to be known as “Cancer” or
“Malignant Tumour”. The disease shows itself generally on the throat, joints of the
jaws, neck, breast and rarely on shoulders, arms and armpits, legs and sometimes
in the internal cavities, such as mouth, alimentary canal, ovaries, uterus etc

Diagnosis

A. Premonitory symptoms (Pu–rbaru–pa): Before actual attack of the disease, a
train of symptoms, generally appear such as - frequent pain in the external glands
near the joints below the ears (karn.ajohada), swelling in some of the glands,
impaired conditions of the sense organs, e.g. of smell, taste, touch, feeling of
lassitude, weakness and headache, depression, restlessness, lack of appetite and
vivacity etc. These symptoms are, as it were, nature’s warnings of the approaching
disease.

B. Characteristic Symptoms (visƒis. t.aru–pa) : An arbuda or a simple or innocent
tumour may be mistaken for a granthi vis.arpa or a malignant tumour and vice
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versa. The characteristics symptoms are therefore very important to remember for
correct diagnosis. In the real granthi vis.arpa, the tumours become very painful,
attended with inflammation and ulceration; while in the case of arbuda or simple
or benign tumour there are no such pain and other pathological changes except
in the case of rakta–rbudas. But that is a different ailment altogether, and has no
connection with the disease. From the character of its reappearing, even after a
complete removal, far away from its original spot of growth, this sort of tumour
has been called ‘granthi vis.arpa’ in the Carakasamhita–. This name is a compound
of two words granthi and vis.arpa; the former meaning a knotty tumour and the
latter, something that shifts from place to place.

Classifications According to the Shapes of the Tumours:

The disease is divided into six classes, according to the shapes of the
tumours: viz

1. Yavaprakhya (looked like barley corn): It forms on fleshy parts of the body,
rigid in character and looks like a barley corn in shape.

2. Antraloji (taking place in internal glands): The granthi which is spherical or
flat shape, hard ulcerating with small discharge of bloody pus.

3. Kacchapika (looking like the back of a tortoise): It looks like the back of
a tortoise, and is rigid and a crop of five or six appears on the same place
at a time.

4. Valmika (looking like ant-hills): It appears on the throat, neck, arm and joints;
slowly grows up like an ant-hill and causes itching and burning sensation and
discharges body pus.

5. Granthi Sarkara (Sandy accretion appearing on the ulcerated tumours): It,
when open, gives out viscid, foul-smelling body fluid (pus) looking like ghee
or honey or grease, and leaves sand-like substances when dry.

6. Apachi (Succeeding growth of tumours of different character): It appears as
cylindrical or round, becomes rigid, cold, itchy, painful, and has the colour of
the surrounding skin; appears on the joints of the jaw, shoulder, arms etc, and
a lot of tumours get suppurated, others are absorbed, but are followed by
new crops. This type of granthi vis.arpa persisting for more than a year is
well nigh incurable.
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Each of the above kinds of the granthi vis.arpa may further be divided
into three classes according to the dos.as or the principal humors of the human
body as described in the Hindu system of medicine and surgery. As mentoned
before,the A– yurveda is based almost entirely on the theory of the three dos.as the
va–ta, pitta and kapha. In their natural condition, when they are in proper
proportion and equipoise, these dos.as or humors are not only perfectly innocent,
but are the main sustaining elements of human health and happiness. But when for
some reason or other ,one, two or all of them get disordered, cease to have their
natural character, then and then only they become detrimental to the constitution
and cause various sorts of diseases both mental and physical - slight, severe or
dangerous (a pathological condition)

When these dos.as get increased or augmented in consequence of taking
some food or drink having similar nature or properties, they flow erratically and
into wrong channels causing various diseases and discomfort in the system. When
any dha–tu (in the A– yurveda, the seven principal tissues of the human body are
enumerated as follows: rasa-chyle, rakta - blood, ma–n. sa - flesh, meda-fat,
asthi - bone, majja–-marrow and sƒukra-semen ) of the human body becomes
corrupted by the increased quantity of the dos.as, the disease engendered from
that condition is said to be cayatmaka (accumulative state);whereas when those
body elements or dha–tus get polluted by the diminished quantity of the dos.as,the
disease resulting is said to be caused by the diminished (ks.ayatmaka) state of
them (Bhes.ajakalpa–dhya–ya).

The disease granthi vis.arpa is produced by the accumulative state of the
kapha (lymph) and pitta (bile). The dos.as kapha and pitta having been augmented
or unduly increased, adversely affect the dha–tus rakta (blood) and ma–n. sa
(flesh), and impair the efficiency of one of the functions viz. the course of the
circulatory nerve force (vya–na function) of the other dos. a, va–ta (the nerve
energy). So it may be stated that the accumulative state of the kapha and pitta
and the weakened or diminished state of the vya–na (the circulatory function) of
the va–ta (nerve energy) are responsible for the onset of this dreadful disease. The
great sage Caraka thus sums up the causation as “whenever the elements of flesh
and blood are corrupted within the human body by dos.as, the very dangerous
and deep-seated granthis grow in the system” (the Carakasam. hita–,
su–trastha–na chapter XVII).
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General Symptoms (Sa–ma–nya Ru–pa)

Generally the following symptoms appear in the disease ‘granthi vis.arpa’

1. Formation or growth of one or more knotty tumours or granthis

2. Pain

3. Inflammation, suppuration and ultimately ulceration

Symptoms Due to Particular Dos.a:

1. Ka pha - One of the properties of the kapha is causing or developing
pathological growth; the growth and subsequent development of the knotty
tumours are due to the corrupted condition of kapha.

2. Va–ta – One of the qualities of va–ta (nerve-energy) is that that it causes the
sensation of pain. Thus the symptom giving rise to various sorts of pain felt
by the patient may be termed va–taja.

3. Pitta - One of the properties of pitta (bile) is that it causes inflammation
producing burning sensations, suppuration and a change of skin colour over
the swellings or tumours. These symptoms may be called pittaja or a–gneya
or indicating character of fire.

In short, the growth of one or more tumours of the disease granthi
vis.arpa is indicative of the kapha;: various sorts of pain is of the vata and the
inflammation, suppuration and ulceration are of the pitta; all these are, of course,
being in their corrupted state.

Some Concrete Examples

1. The class of the granthi vis.arpa in which the tumours give way to pressure
(depressable) and cause most excruciating pain like pricking with needles, and
becomes larger and smaller occasionally, may be diagnosed as the va–taja.

2. The tumour that causes pain like that of burning and scalding, gets suppurated
in a short time, and when breaking out in ulcers, gives out foul-smelling
discharges may be identified as belonging to the pittaja class.

3. The class, in which the tumour looks glossy, feels rather cold when touched,
causes pain of itching nature (but unlike the va–taja sort, the pain is not the
predominating symptom),grows and suppurates rather slowly,and gives out



338 INDIAN JOURNAL OF HISTORY OF SCIENCE

thick, white pus when bursting in ulcers, may be recognized as the kaphaja
class. Moreover, this class is likely to be complicated with cough and cold,
e.g. disorders of the respiratory system which is specially susceptible to the
influence of the corrupt kapha.

Dangerous Complications (Upasargas):

If this disease is neglected in the beginning, no proper precautions are
taken when some or all of the premonitory symptoms appear, and the right course
of treatment is not adopted even after the onset of the disease, various dangerous
complications occur. They are pyrexia, disorders of the alimentary canal e.g. loss
of appetite, feeling of disgust at the sight of food, nausea, vomiting, hiccup,
diarrhea, dysentery etc; inflammatory disorders of the respiratory system, e.g.
bronchitis, pneumonia etc; disorders of the nervous system, e.g. feeling of weakness,
nervous prostration, restlessness, insomnia etc. When the disease becomes
aggravated by all or many of these distressing symptoms, it becomes well nigh
incurable when the patient is a delicate or old person. All kinds of the granthi
vis.arpa appearing on vital parts of the body, whether internal or external as also
the valmika class of tumours, are, as rule, incurable.

Treatment:

The main objective of the treatment of this dreadful disease is to remove
the inefficiency of the circulatory function of the nerve-energy, and to purify the
blood and muscles of their accumulated waste matters, which are the agents
responsible for poisoning the whole constitution. Any process, act or tangible
substance, which helps to achieve that object, therefore, is beneficial to the patient
suffering from this fell illness, granthi vis.arpa, or cancerous knotty growths.

In all classes of the disease granthi vis.arpa, purgatives are recommended,
provided the patients can stand them. Caraka suggests either of the two following
external applications as plaster or pralepa, initially (when suppuration has not
started) for every kind of granthi vis.arpa; no matter whether it was due to the
corrupted condition of any one, two or three or all of the different dos.as.

(i) Bark of Sigru or Sobhanjana tree (Moringa oleifera) in powdered form in
certain quantity is made into a paste with water; after heating a little, the paste
should be applied on the tumour or tumours and allowed to stand for a couple
of hours in the morning. The second application should be used in the afternoon
in the same manner, from freshly prepared paste.
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(ii) As alternative to the above, freshly prepared paste made of powdered bark
of Naktamala (Pongamia glabra) can be applied on the tumours similarly like
that of Sobhanjana application.

The A– yurveda recommends different courses of treatments for different
classes of granthi visarpa caused by different dos.as which include both external
applications as well as medicines to be taken internally. For internal use, some of
the important medicines suggested (with suitable anupa–na or vehicle like milk,
honey etc) are Adrija Kalpa, Triphala– Kalpa, or mixed preparation based on
Amrita Srava, Brahma Man.d.uki (Centella asiatica) and Makaradhvaja or a
formulation based on Rasamrita Cu–rn. a along with root of Madhuyas.t. i–

(Glycyrrhiza glabra) in powdered form.

Some of the external applications (pralepa) are medicated oil like
Dasamula Taila or Kus. t.ha Taila mixed up with Yava–ks.a–ra (salt-petre or
potassium nitrate).

As an effective and safe technique, leeches are often applied in order to
draw off impure blood from the tumours and to reduce the inflammation. However
such an application is not permitted in cases of anaemic or pregnant patients.

Surgical Treatment:

Dhanvantari, father of the Hindu surgery has expressed his well considered
opinion, on the question of removal of tumours by knife, in the following well
guarded manner: - “if these malignant tumours can completely be removed by
surgical operation at their early stages, and the raw surfaces be properly cleansed
or purified by fire (actual cautery) or by the help of some strong caustic alkali,
and the internal irregular dos.as can be brought to their healthy or natural equipoise,
the chance of their reappearance may be ruled out”.

Therefore, provided they have not grown on some marmas (vital parts)
of the body, a complete removal of the tumours, by knife at their early stages is
recommended. The operation by knife must only be undertaken by an experienced
surgeon under regular aseptic conditions. Similarly the manipulation by fire or
caustic alkali should always be undertaken cautiously.

After thorough cleansing by fire or by caustic alkali the ulcers are to be
soothed by a balm. Then they should be copiously bathed and washed, every
morning, with the khadirakas. a–ya (catechu lotion) which is an excellent antiseptic
and astringent.
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There are also alternative therapies recommended in the A– yurveda, for
persons who are unfit for surgical operation like infants, old and weak persons
and those who are of extremely nervous or delicate constitution; for them other
means are to be adopted, like the following application of medicines, for breaking
up the tumours. A preparation is made based on root of Citraka (Plumbago
zeylanica ) and root of Danti (Baliospermum montanum) together with milk
juice of Snuhi (Euphorbia nerifolia) and Arka (Calotropis gigantea) and fruit
of Bhalla–taka (Semecarpus anacardium). The ingredients, taken in equal parts,
are pounded and made into a paste with water, and applied on the tumours and
allowed to stand for some time. When, by the virtue of this medicine, the tumours
are broken up and ulcerating surfaces are exposed, they should be cleansed with
the help of some caustic alkali. Therafter, all the external medicines, lotions and
oil dressings as prescribed as in the cases of operation with knife should be
applied.

Along with the surgical or curative treatments, some internal medicines
need to be taken in order to hasten the cure and improve the general health of
the patient by bringing the doshas back to their healthy and natural equipoise. For
this, medicated ghr. ta (clarified butter) like Maha–tikta Ghr. ta or Suvarcala Ghr. ta
with cow milk as vehicle are prescribed. There are several other alternative
remedies like Amritasara Lauha (an A– yurvedic iron preparation) or Sveta Bhasma
or Makaradhvaja which are prescribed depending on the cases.

Treatment in Advanced Stages:

In the opinion of Dhanvantari, the ulcers, resulting from spontaneous
breaking up of malignant tumours, are obstinate and troublesome, and can be
brought under only by a course of laborious treatment. In the treatment of these
ulcers, the following means are to be adopted, as in cases of sores and ulcers.

Cleansing or purifying the ulcers (Sƒodhana):

This is the process by which the sloughing cells, tissues and other morbid
matters can be cleared and the ulcers are brought into good clean condition
without any purulent matter or any unhealthy granulations are visible. When a sore
or ulcer is properly cleansed, pain or inflammatory symptoms cease. There are
two cleansing agents; the first is fire or actual cautery, and the second is a strong
caustic alkali. Any one of these two should be used for purifying all kinds of
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ulcers, caused by surgical operation or not. According to Dhanvantari, the agency
of fire, or the application of actual cautery, as a means of cleansing bad sores
or ulcers is the best. He says that there are many sores, which although not
amenable to the use of knife, alkali and medicines, may readily be brought under
control by the application of this agency of fire, but a good deal of skill and
experience is desirable in a fire operator. When an ulcer is properly treated by
fire, the patient does not feel any pain as all morbid matters are thoroughly
cleansed; local nerves and vessels around them get roused up and begin to have
their free play; and, the circulation becoming more rapid, a large amount of fresh
and healthy blood rushes on to the spot and begins its work of healing the tissue.
There is a course of treatment after the application of fire upon the ulcers. It
becomes necessary to give relief to the consequent burning sensation. For this,
specially prepared balms containg honey,ghrita with fined powdered root of
Madhuyas. t. i (Glycyrrhiza glabra) should be painted over the ulcers. Applicaton
of strong caustic alkali also can be used for cleansing bad sore and ulcers of their
morbid matters and putrefactive discharges, as well as eliminating all the pathological
organisms and their various poisonous products almost as effectively as by the
application of fire. Two different classes of alkali are used in the treatment of
diseases. One for internal and other for external use. The external application is
made using an alkali-pencil specially made for it. When after an application of
alkali, the surface of an ulcer looks back, then it is considered properly cleansed.
A sharp burning sensation ensues after an application of a caustic alkali, and
means should be taken for allaying it immediately, by application of a soothing
balm. One such balm is made of finely powdered yava–ks.ara mixed with ghr. ta
and honey. Another soothing balm consisting of equal parts of ghee, honey and
rice beer (kanji) is an excellent remedy for allaying burning pain. Balms should
be applied as quickly as posssible after the alkali treatment. After applications of
soothing balms as may be necessary, ulcers should be bathed or washed copiously
by the antiseptic catechu lotion. This treatment is followed by application of
medicated ghr. ta namely madhukamla ghr. ta or suktapin.d.a ghr. ta. As the words
imply (amla or sukta) the ghr. ta is prepared with some acid substances or other
with the obvious object of neutralizing the alkaline effect caused on the ulcers by
the application of strong alkali. Along with these external treatments, a full course
of internal medicines should also be taken, for purifying the blood, toning the
nerves and correcting the dos.as
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Smoking the Ulcers

In some cases, where in spite of very careful treatment, unnatural growth
of granulations are noticed on the surfaces of ulcers, along with troublesome
itching sensation, but no new formation of healthy flesh appears, the process of
smoking the sores is strongly recommended to facilitate the desired cure.The
method involves smoking of ingredients on live wood-charcoal in a specially
prepared metallic or earthen-ware vessel with a wide spout. The vessel should be
held in such a manner as a steady stream of smoke may have a free play on the
ulcer. After the smoking a fresh dressing with one of the medicated ghr. ta shoud
be done.The applications should continue for a few days until the unhealthy
growth and itching sensation disappear. The ingredients recommended for smoking
are guggulu (Commiphora mukul), devada–ru (Cedrus deodara) and Amrita
Srava (Sphaeranthus indicus), all taken in equal parts.

Preventive Medicines:

Finally there are some preventive medicines recommended by the A– yurvedas
in counteracting the predisposition to granthi vis.arpa which are the preparations
like Bra–hmi–kalpa, Adrija kalpa, Yogara–ja rasa, Maha–mun.d. yoga etc.

Conclusion:

In the foregoing section, we have attempted to focus on the A– yurvedic
perspective of the cancerous disease known as granthi vis.arpa. In the A– yurveda
cancer was correctly understood as a fatal disease, and the treatments stress
importance on correcting the system as a whole, rather than treating the symptoms,
adhering to the principles and practices of this system of medicine. Here we get
many little known facts related to the A– yurvedic system of medicines in general
which may be relevant in the present day too. It is notable that the A– yurveda too
recognizes the usefulness of surgical treatment to arrest the disease by removing
malignant tumours right at their early stages and for which various traditional
methods were applied. A therapeutic approach like leech therapy, a technique
unique to the A– yurveda, which involves application of leeches (class of annelid
worms-Hirundinea), has been suggested here for extraction of impure blood
from the tumours. Such an application is an age old practice followed in the
A– yurvedic treatment for getting similar results. Interestingly, the leech therapy has
been proved to be useful in several ways as found by modern scientific research.
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Results have shown that leeches are really useful for controlling blood clots because
their saliva contains an anti-clotting agent. Also, there is another agent present in
leech saliva that ‘enables the animals to extract the maximum amount of blood
from their hosts with the minimum amount of fuss’. The research was conducted
by a group of scientists led by Andreas Michalsen, of the University of Duisburg-
Essen, in Germany (the Economist, November 15, 2003, Science and Technology
Section, p 78).

We hope that this review will serve as a useful document not only to the
A– yurvedic fraternity but also for anybody who is interested in the wisdom and
application of alternative medicines.
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