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ABSTRACT
In routine surgical discussions, Shalya is usually understood as a foreign body that has entered the body from outside. However,
Sushruta Samhita presents a much wider and more sophisticated interpretation. For Sushruta, a Shalya is not only an external object
like a thorn or splinter but also any internal pathological factor that behaves like a thorn, producing pain, obstruction, inflammation, or
irritation. These internal factors include calculi, clots, slough, aggravated doshas, parasitic irritants and even compressive forces such
as fetal pressure. This article brings together the classical references, commentarial interpretations, clinical applications and modern
equivalents of the broader Shalya concept. The intention is to highlight how this expanded understanding enriches both Ayurvedic

theory and contemporary surgical reasoning.

INTRODUCTION

Shalya Tantra represents one of the most highly developed
specialties of Ayurveda, and Sushruta Samhita remains its
primary authority. The literal meaning of Shalya is a “thorn,” and
from this simple analogy Sushruta developed a comprehensive
clinical concept. In everyday interpretation, Shalya is equated
with an external foreign body. But while examining Sushruta’s
work closely, it becomes evident that he used the term in multiple
contexts, extending its meaning to internal lesions and disease-
producing factors.

This broader definition positions Sushruta not merely as a
surgeon managing trauma but as a clinician who understood
obstruction, compression, and irritation as fundamental
contributors to disease.

The Two Dimensions of Shalya

1. Agantuja Shalya (External Foreign Bodies)

This is the classical and most well-recognized category. Susruta
catalogues an impressive range of external objects that can act as
Shalya, providing detailed descriptions of their signs,
complications, and appropriate extraction techniques'. External
Shalyas include thorns, wooden splinters, metal fragments, glass
pieces, stones or gravel, weapon fragments, bone splinters

Classification by Sushruta:

He organizes Agantuja Shalya based on: material (wood, stone,
metal, bone, glass), shape (sharp, blunt, smooth, rough) mode of
entry (piercing, impact, accidental cuts) location (superficial
layers, muscles, srotas, joints, vitals). He also emphasizes the
clinical signs of retained Shalya—pain, redness, pricking

sensations, swelling, suppuration, and fever>—highlighting the
need for accurate detection.

2. Nija Shalya (Internal Pathogenic or Obstructive Factors)
The conceptual brilliance of Sushruta becomes evident when he
applies the term Shalya to certain internal disease mechanisms.
These do not originate from outside the body. Instead, they
behave like an internal thorn, causing pain, obstruction, or
irritation.

Examples described in classical texts include:

a. Dosha Shalya: When aggravated doshas lodge in specific
tissues and produce sharp or pricking pain, Sushruta compares
them to an embedded foreign object®.

b. Mala and Kapha Shalya: Hardened stool, kapha plugs, or
obstructive accumulations in channels produce symptoms similar
to those caused by Shalya®*.

c. Calculi (Asmari): Urinary, gallbladder, or salivary calculi are
classic examples of Nija Shalya. Susruta’s descriptions of the pain
and obstruction caused by stone diseases closely resemble the
irritation of a thorn>.

d. Rakta Shalya (Clots): Retained blood clots in trauma, fractures,
or cavities behave as irritating masses and delay healing®.

e. Mamsa Shalya (Slough): Dead or necrotic tissue occupying a
wound prevents normal healing and can cause persistent pain,
hence called Shalya’.

f. Krimi Shalya (Parasites): Intestinal or wound parasites, by
constantly irritating tissues, are compared to internal Shalyas?®.

g. Garbha Shalya (Fetal Pressure): In obstetric contexts, pressure
exerted by the fetus on maternal organs is metaphorically likened
to Shalya®.
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h.Tumors and Mass Lesions: Sushruta classifies certain
growths—granthis and arbudas—as functioning like Shalyas
because of their compressive and obstructive actions®.

This functional use of the term shows Sushruta’s awareness that
irritation, pain, and obstruction can arise from both external and
internal sources.

Philosophical Rationale

Sushruta’s reasoning is straightforward yet profound: “Any factor
that produces pain or irritation in the manner of a thorn is
considered Shalya.”"!

The emphasis is on experience, what the patient feels; rather than
on the physical origin of the irritant. This reflects Ayurveda’s
holistic aim i.e, to understand pathology not solely through
structural abnormalities but also through functional disturbances.

Clinical Implications

Diagnostic Importance Understanding Nija Shalya helps
clinicians interpret a wide range of internal conditions that present
with symptoms similar to foreign body irritation renal and
ureteric calculi gallstones hematoma causing pressure fecal
impaction intraluminal tumors necrotic tissue in chronic ulcers
parasitic infestations obstructive ear wax masses compressing
nerves or vessels. Recognizing these as forms of “internal Shalya”
expands the diagnostic framework of Shalya Tantra beyond
trauma.

Therapeutic Applications

Management of Agantuja Shalya Sushruta outlines a
comprehensive approach for external foreign bodies: exploration,
probing, extraction using appropriate instruments, suturing,
bloodletting in some cases, bandaging and wound care.

Management of Nija Shalya-this depends on the nature of the
internal pathology:

calculi — dissolution, dilatation, or surgical removal

clots — drainage

slough — debridement

obstructing doshas — purification procedures

tumors — excision, kshara, or parasurgical measures

This shows that Shalya Tantra extends well beyond foreign body
management and includes a full range of surgical and para-
surgical interventions.

Relevance to Modern Surgical Science

Many conditions recognized today in general surgery, urology,
ENT, and gastroenterology correspond exactly to Sushruta’s
concept of Nija Shalya: Modern Condition as well as Ayurvedic
Parallel Renal stones-Ashmari Shalya, Gallstones-Pittaja Shalya,
Hematoma-Rakta Shalya, Necrotic tissue-Mamsa Shalya, Benign
tumors-Granthi Shalya, Malignant tumors ~ Arbuda Shalya,
Parasitic infestations-Krimi Shalya, Fecalith or impaction-Mala
Shalya.
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This correlation shows how advanced and clinically relevant
Susruta’s surgical views continue to be.

DISCUSSION

The dual concept of Shalya reflects Sushruta’s deep clinical
insight. He recognized that obstruction and irritation could arise
from sources other than trauma and foreign bodies. His
classification anticipates modern understanding of endogenous
lesions-stones, clots, tumors, necrotic tissue, and parasitic
irritants, which can all mimic the clinical effects of foreign bodies.

This makes Shalya Tantra not just a trauma management system
but a comprehensive surgical science dealing with both external
and internal disease mechanisms.

CONCLUSION

The popular belief that Shalya refers only to foreign bodies
represents an incomplete understanding of Sushruta’s teachings.
Shalya includes both Agantuja (external) and Nija (internal)
elements. This expanded view helps clinicians diagnose and
manage a wide spectrum of surgical and parasurgical conditions.
Sushruta’s conceptual clarity in describing internal pathological
factors as Shalya reveals the depth and timeless relevance of
classical Ayurvedic surgical knowledge.
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