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ABSTRACT 

Puruṣa is the unchanging and uncaused universal principle. It is a metaphysical concept of Yoga 
philosophy. In yoga the term puruṣa references to the self or ātman. It is one of the two ultimate realities 
accepted in Yoga philosophy. It has a major role in the cosmic evolution. Similarly in Āyurveda also the 
concept of puruṣa has been discussed. But Āyurveda has shown some more aspects of puruṣa. So in this 
paper an attempt has been made to discuss the similarities and dissimilarities in between these two 
regarding the concept of puruṣa.  
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1. Introduction: 

The concept of puruṣa is one of the most prominent aspects of Indian philosophy. It is 
rooted in the Vedas and the Upaniṣads and flourished in the darśanas. Everywhere it is 
used as a synonym of ātman or soul. The concept of puruṣa first appear in the puruṣa 
sūkta of Ṛg Veda1. Here it says that puruṣa with thousand heads, thousand eyes and 
thousand feet pervades the entire universe and even transcends it2. It also says that the 
whole universe is the manifestation of his enormous potentiality. The world is only one 
fourth of his greatness3. In Upaniṣads also the term puruṣa was used to indicate the 
ultimate reality and both the individual soul and supreme soul were indicated by the term 
puruṣa. In Kaṭhopaniṣad puruṣa is described as thumb sized and also the controller of 
the past, present and the future4. In Praśna Upanisad puruṣa is described as the knower 
of self5. It is described as beyond the universe and also to be residing in the city of the 
body6. In Muṇḍaka Upaniṣad a detailed description of puruṣa is given. According to that 
the imperishable puruṣa is effulgent, formless, perfect by all means, unborn, pure and 
greater than the great, enduring avyakta7. It also says that the universe with its diversities 
rise from puruṣa8.In Bṛhadāraṇyaka upaniṣad the description of puruṣa is found in many 
places. It says ‘all this was in the begining, nothing but ātman in the form of puruṣa9. It 
also mentioned that puruṣa is neutral and unattached10. In Śvetaśvatara Upaniṣad puruṣa 
is described as the witness, sentient, absolute principle who is devoid of the guṇas11 and 
as being without parts, without any action, without any defects or evils12. The description 
of puruṣa is also found in Śrīmadbhagavadgītā. Here the word puruṣa has been used in 
four different senses viz, as God13, as an ordinary human being14, as the kṣara  puruṣa 
and as akṣara puruṣa. Here kṣara refers all living beings and akṣara denotes the ultimate 
reality15. The Śrīmadbhagavadgītā says that both the prakṛti and puruṣa are without 
begining. Prakṛti is considered as the cause of the evolution of other causes as well as 
their effects but puruṣa causes the experiences of pleasure and pain16. Puruṣa gets 



Jilin Daxue Xuebao (Gongxueban)/Journal of Jilin University (Engineering and Technology Edition) 

ISSN：1671-5497 

E-Publication：Online Open Access 

Vol: 41 Issue: 04-2022 
DOI 10.17605/OSF.IO/GUFRV 
 
 

April 2022 | 160  

 

attached with the guṇas because of prakṛti. This attachment with guṇas causes his birth. 
Puruṣa is the spectator, permitter, supporter, enjoyer ad also the supreme soul17. It also 
describes puruṣa as viśvarūpa18. It says that different manifestations are not other than 
the supreme soul, the ultimate reality19. In the purāṇas also the description of puruṣa is 
available. The Bhāgavata purāṇa admits puruṣa as the ubiquitous soul, the witness of all 
and also superior to prakṛti20. Puruṣa is eternal and devoid of the guṇas. It transcends 
prakṛti and illuminates everything. According to this prakṛti gets stimulated when puruṣa 
comes closure to it. When puruṣa get attached with prakṛti it falls into bondage and 
experiences pleasure and pain. Because puruṣa cannot identify itself. But in reality 
puruṣa is beyond the sphere of prakṛti and he never owns the pleasures and pains of the 
worldly life.  

2. Discussion: 

2.1 Puruṣa in Yoga: 

 Puruṣa is one of the two ultimate realities accepted by Yoga philosophy. It is a 
metaphysical concept of Yoga philosophy. It is well known that yoga has completely 
adopted the metaphysics of Sāṁkhya philosophy. Accordingly, puruṣa is the soul, the 
spirit, the subject, the knower. It is neither a cause (prakṛti) nor the effect (vikṛti)21. Puruṣa 
is essentially pure consciousness and is free from the limitations of prakṛti. But due to 
avidyā it falls to distinguish itself from the citta and it wrongly identifies itself with its 
reflection in the citta and appears to be undergoing change and modification22. Puruṣa is 
one of the twenty five tattvas accepted in the Sāṁkhya philosophy. Sāṁkhya and Yoga 
both are dualistic philosophy which believe that when prakṛti and puruṣa unites together 
then creation occurs. Prakṛti is the nature or female and puruṣa is male or masculine. 
Puruṣa is inactive but it is pure consciousness 23 . It enjoys and witnesses prakṛti’s 
activities. It is characterized as the conscious subject. It is uncaused, eternal, all 
pervasive, partless, self-sustaining and independent. Puruṣa is devoid of guṇas and 
because of this it is inactive and sterile24. If prakṛti is equated with matter then puruṣa 
may be equated with the soul. If prakṛti is equated with the world, puruṣa may be equated 
with the true self. If prakṛti is understood as nature, puruṣa can be understood as the 
person. The features of puruṣa as mentioned in Sāṁkhyakārika one of the principal book 
on Sāṁkhya  are witness, liberated, indifferent, spectator, and non-agent and devoid of 
guṇas etc25. Puruṣa is non agent and passive as opposed to the guṇas that are active 
due to the proximity of the guṇas26. Puruṣa is neither prakṛti nor vikṛti which means he 
neither produces nor is a product27. 

Puruṣa is triguṇatīta, sākṣī, kevala, madhyaṣṭha, udāsīna, drastrā and akartā who exists 
in plurality from begining28.  Puruṣas are many in number. In support of plurality of puruṣa 
Sāṁkhyakārika has given few arguments29. Those are as follows- 

a. There is different allocations of birth and death. If puruṣa were one then everybody 
should have born at the same time.  

b. Different individuals act independently.  

c. The guṇas exists in different proportions in different individuals. 
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As the immaterial soul puruṣa is not known through direct perception. So Sāṁkhyakārika 
has also given five proofs for the existence of puruṣa. Those are as follows- 

a. All compound objects exist for the sake of the puruṣa. The three guṇas, the prakṛti, the 
subtle body all are said to serve the purpose of the self. The body, the senses, the mind 
and the intellect all are means to realize the end of the puruṣa. The prakṛti also evolves 
itself in order to serve the puruṣa’s end30.  

b. All objects are composed of the three guṇas and therefore logically presuppose the 
existence of the puruṣa who is the witness of these guṇas and himself is beyond them31. 

c. There must be a transcendental synthetic unity of pure consciousness to co-ordinate 
all experiences. Without it experience would not be experience. So all knowledge 
presupposes the experience of the self32.  

d. There must be an intelligent principle to experience the worldly products of prakṛti. 
Because non intelligent prakṛti cannot experience its products. So that principle is 
puruṣa33.  

e. There are persons who try to attain release from the sufferings of the world. The desire 
for liberation and emancipation implies the existence of a person who can try for and 
obtain liberation. Aspiration for liberation presupposes the aspirant34.  

In Sāṁkhyatattvakaumudī, a commentary on Sāṁkhyakārikā also the existence of puruṣa 
is discussed. According to Sāṁkhyatattvakaumudī the concepts i.e,avyakta etc are for 
another’s sake just like bed, chair etc. If avyakta is composite then there should be 
someone who is non composite so that he can be the enjoyer of the composites. That 
non composite entity is none other than ātman 35 . Secondly the puruṣa is just like 
charioteer. The chariot is driven by charioteer, in the same way all the actions of the 
insentient objects are controlled by another and that another who is different from the 
guṇas and their products, is none other than puruṣa36. Thirdly puruṣa is an enjoyer. 
Because pleasure, pain etc are experiences. So there must be someone who experiences 
them and that someone is puruṣa37. According to Sāṁkhyatattvakaumudi the objects of 
experiences are the perceptible objects in this world and they presuppose a spectator 
who is different from them and he is ātman38. The non-agency of puruṣa is established 
since he is sentient and non-productive. Sāṁkhya tattvakaumudī says that sentience and 
agency of puruṣa do not occur all together. Puruṣa is falsely regarded as an agent and 
prakṛti and its produces appear to be sentient due to their apparent union39.  

Gaudapādabhāṣya also discusses the existence of puruṣa. It says that the composites 
like mahat etc serve the purpose of puruṣa just like the wooden board, the bed etc serve 
the purpose of another person. In support of this Gaudapāda says that ‘a chariot pulled 
by horses is controlled by the charioteer, in the same way the body is controlled by 
puruṣa.’40 

The concept of puruṣa in Yoga philosophy is similar to that of Sāṁkhya . But there is a 
significant deviation of the former from the latter i.e, the concept of Īśvara(God), whom it 
defines as a kind of puruṣa who is unaffected by affications, actions and their results and 
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desires41. According to Yoga philosophy puruṣa is the soul, the spirit, the subject, the 
knower. It is neither cause (prakṛti) nor effect (vikṛti). It is pure consciousness and free 
from all kinds of limitations of prakṛti. The Yoga philosophy says that the seer or the ātman 
dwells in his home. When the coverings of the ātman namely, the five elements and their 
body, organs of actions, senses of perception, mind, intelligence and consciousness are 
quietened, the core puruṣa reveals himself. After that he moves to surrender himself to 
God42. The ātman is pure and absolute43. Nature with its guṇas exists solely in the service 
of the seer for him to realise his position44.  

2.2 Puruṣa in Āyurveda: 

The concept of Puruṣa has been discussed in detailed in both Āyurveda and darśanas. 
According to the darśanas puruṣa or ātmā is said for the purpose of mukti or kaivalya or 
mokṣa. But in Āyurveda ātmā is said for the maintenance of health and alleviation of the 
doṣas which are vitiated. In Āyurveda different types of puruṣa are mentioned e.g parama 
puruṣa, ativāhika puruṣa, sthula cetana puruṣa, rāśi puruṣa or caturviṁśatika puruṣa etc. 
The parama puruṣa is absolute soul. This eternal soul is devoid of the vikāras or the 
doṣas. When this parama puruṣa combines with sattva, the bhūtas, the guṇas and with 
the indriyas then it is responsible for chetanatva(consciousness) 45 .He is 
avyakta(unmanifested), kṣetrajῆa(knower of creation), śāśvata(universal) and avyaya( 
imperceptible)46. Ativāhika puruṣa is responsible for the transmigration of jīva from one 
body to another. Since it is very subtle it is not visible by eyes. This puruṣa with the four 
subtle bhūtas(pṛthvī, jala, teja, vāyu) leaves the dead body and enters in a new body47. 
Sthula cetana puruṣa is the treatable person. He is called loka puruṣa, cikitsya puruṣa. 
To this puruṣa cikitsā can be given48. Rāśi puruṣa has twenty four subtle tattvas including 
aṣṭaprakṛti and ṣoḍaśa vikṛti in its composition49. So it is is also called caturviṁśatika 
puruṣa. This puruṣa bears buddhi(intelligence), mana(mind), indriya(sensory organ), 
artha(objects). This puruṣa is blinded with moha(confusion), icchā(desire) and 
dveṣa(aversion)  and prompted by the actions of previous life50.  

In Āyurveda another classification of puruṣa is available. Those are- ekdhātvatmaka 
puruṣa, ṣaḍdhātvatmaka puruṣa, caturviṁśatika puruṣa and paῆcaviṁśatika puruṣa . A 
brief introduction of these is given below- 

 a. Ekdhātvatmaka puruṣa  : When the puruṣa   is described in terms of cetana dhātu that 
is to say ātmā or soul alone then it is ekdhātvatmaka puruṣa  51.  

b. Ṣaḍdhātvatmaka puruṣa  : Ṣaḍdhātvatmaka purusa is the outcome of the union of 
ātmā(the soul) and the five mahābhūtas52. Āyurveda has been given more emphasis on 
this type of puruṣa   . This puruṣa   is also called as karma puruṣa   or cikitsyā puruṣa   
because all therapeutic measures are applied to this puruṣa   and the knowledge of 
delusion, pleasure, pain, life and death etc are established on him only53.  

c. Caturviṁśatika  puruṣa  :  The puruṣa   which comprises twenty four dhātus  or tattvas 
is known as caturviṁśatika puruṣa  . This puruṣa   is also known as raśi puruṣa. Among 
the twenty four tattvas eight are prakṛti and sixteen are vikāra54. The eight prakṛtis are –
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avyakta, mahat, ahaṁkāra and paῆcatanmātra. The sixteen vikāras are- the 
ekādaśendriyas and the paῆca mahābhūtas.  

d. Paῆcaviṁśatika puruṣa: This puruṣa comprises of twenty five tattvas or dhātus. The 
above twenty four tattvas and puruṣa the twenty fifth tattva constitute the paῆcaviṁśatika 
puruṣa. According to Ācārya  Suśruta this puruṣa expresses caitanya lakṣaṇas like 
respiration, movement, response to stimulus etc because of the twenty fifth tattva i.e 
puruṣa  55.  

This way Āyurveda has given a description of puruṣa in detailed manner. 

2.3. Comparative remark:  

a. The first thing noticed from this discussion is about variation of classification. In 
Sāṁkhya – Yoga it is mentioned that puruṣas are many but there is no classification of 
that like parama puruṣa, ativāhika puruṣa, sthula cetana puruṣa, rāśi puruṣa or 
caturviṁśatika puruṣa etc. which is present in Āyurveda. 

b. According to the darśanas puruṣa or ātma is said for the purpose of mukti or kaivalya 
or mokṣa. But in Āyurveda ātma or puruṣa said for the maintenance of health and 
alleviation of the doṣas which are vitiated. 

c. In Sāṁkhya and yoga prakṛti is considered as the cause of the creation, but in Āyurveda 
puruṣa is considered as the cause of the creation56. 

d. In Sāṁkhya and yoga the term avyakta is used to address prakṛti, but Caraka has used 
the term avyakta as the synonym of puruṣa57. 

3. Conclusion:  

From the above discussion it is clear that both yoga and Āyurveda use the term puruṣa 
in the meaning of ātmā or soul only but in few aspects they have shown some 
dissimilarities e.g. the classification of the puruṣa. 
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