
 

Raktamokshana—The Ancient Ayurvedic Bloodletting Treatment 
Finally Finding Support from an Unlikely Ally 

Raktamokshana (Bloodletting) is among the most important but poorly understood Panchakarma 
treatments. In fact, detractors of Ayurvedic medicine have always found it a convenient target to 
use to ridicule it as some sort of primitive and barbarian system which has no place in modern 
healthcare. Also, although it is one of the pradhanakarmas (main treatments) of Panchakarma 
and commonly performed in medical facilities throughout India, it is rarely administered by 
Ayurvedic “practitioners” in the West. This is likely because it is a para-surgical procedure and 
most Westerners do not have the necessary skills, experience, or license to perform it. Despite its 
potential for treating disease, they also do not wish to invite controversy or negative attention to 
their centers. It has, therefore, become marginalized in all the so-called Panchakarma centers in 
the US and Europe. This is an absolute violation of the prime directive of Ayurveda which is: 

 Swasthyasya swasthya rakshanam | Aturasya vikar prashamanamcha || 
“To maintain the health of the healthy and to eliminate diseases and suffering of the diseased by 
every possible means.” 

Raktamokshana, or bloodletting, it is an important part of the clinical therapeutic use of 
Panchakarma in the management of several important disease conditions. It is a safe and 
essential part of the treatment protocol for patients with vitiated Pitta dosha or Rakta dushya 
sammurchana (mixing of excess Pitta into the blood) which is chronic or doesn’t respond to 
gentler interventions. It also is useful for specific Vata- and Kapha-related conditions. One of the 
general categories of disease which requires the use of raktamokshana is Visarpa, an Ayurvedic 
term literally meaning “spreading, diffusing,” which correlates to a variety of modern conditions 
such as herpes labialis, herpes genitalis, herpes zoster (shingles), erysipelas, bullous pemphigoid, 
cellulitis, blisters, and chronic dermatitis. 

In addition to these various conditions falling under “Visarga,” raktamokshana is also often 
indicated in the following conditions: gout, eczema, psoriasis, Lyme disease, filariasis, 
glaucoma, liver & spleen disorders, osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, sciatica, varicose veins, 
rheumatic disease, diabetic wounds, abscesses, hypertension, thrombosis (blood clot), and 
alopecia (hair loss). 

In Ayurveda there are two types of raktamokshana: 

1. Shastra visravana. The use of metallic instruments, which is divided into two categories:  



 
a) Siravyadhana, which we know today as venipuncture, using a syringe to 

remove blood from a vein. 
b) Pracchana: letting the blood exude out through several superficial incisions 

made in the skin with a metallic blade or scalpel.  
 
A sub-type of the latter is Alabu pracchana. This is the use of a bottle gourd, or other 

conical-shaped vegetables, to create a vacuum over the incisions. It is similar to 
and the forerunner of Chinese and European wet cupping which appeared later. 

 
2. Anushastra visravana. Methods which do not use metallic instruments. This is divided 

into 2 categories:  
 

a) Jalaukavacharana: applying leeches to a particular area. This and alabu 
pracchana are currently the most common methods of raktamokshana. 

b) Shrungavacharana, which mean using a cow’s horns. This is mainly used for 
treating Pitta/Rakta conditions accompanied by a high degree of vata vitiation. 

Here at the Gerson Institute of Ayurvedic Medicine, we use all of these methods when medically 
indicated and consented to by our patients. 

Because it is difficult if not impossible to find an Ayurvedic physician here in the United States 
who is well-versed in the indications, contraindications, methods, complications, post-care, etc of 
traditional raktamokshana procedures, a good alternative is to advise patients to donate blood at 
the local Red Cross or hospital. As you may guess, one of the most important problems 
throughout the world in finding blood donors is the inadequacy of volunteers. To overcome this 
problem, one of the strategies conventional medicine is adopting is to investigate and report the 
health benefits of blood donation. What this research is serving to do is to validate at least some 
of the many benefits of the ancient Ayurvedic raktamokshana treatment! Here is just a brief 
sampling of recent research being done in this area. 

Recent Research on Blood Donation 

Lower Risk of Heart Disease 

A 2013 found that blood donation significantly lowered the mean total cholesterol and 
low-density lipoprotein cholesterol, protecting against cardiovascular disease. Researchers note 
this is consistent with findings in other studies which found that blood donors had a lower risk of 
heart disease and heart attack. Donating blood regularly may also reduce iron stores. This may 
actually be the primary mechanism by which bloodletting reduces the risk of heart attack. High 
iron levels encourage the formation of a free-radical form of cholesterol (via lipid peroxidation) 
that can damage arteries. As a side note, I’m not convinced that reducing total cholesterol or 



LDL themselves protect against heart disease, but high body iron stores are definitely linked to 
increased risk of heart attack. By the way, this is likely the reason that actively menstruating 
women have a lower incidence of and lower mortality from coronary heart disease compared 
with men of the same age or with postmenopausal women. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3663474/ 

 

Lower Incidence of Cancer and Lower Overall Mortality 

A 2013 study found a small decrease in the risk of certain cancers in people who donated blood. 
These included cancers that are linked to high iron levels, including subtypes of the following: 

● Liver cancer 

● Colon cancer 

● Lung cancer 

● Esophageal cancer 

● Stomach cancer 

https://www.hindawi.com/journals/jce/2013/814842/ 

 

Lower Inflammatory Markers and Increased Antioxidant Capacity 

A 2016 study found statistically significant lower pentraxin-3 and highly-sensitive C-reactive 
protein levels and higher superoxide dismutase activity and nitric oxide level 24 h after blood 
donation in serum of blood donor when compared with before blood donation. 

https://www.degruyter.com/view/j/jbcpp.2016.27.issue-6/jbcpp-2015-0111/jbcpp-2015-0111.xml 

 

Treatment of Metabolic Syndrome (METS) 

Metabolic syndrome (METS) is a common but poorly understood clinical condition 
characterized by insulin resistance, glucose intolerance, dyslipidemia, hypertension, and obesity 
associated with increased oxidative stress catalyzed by excess iron stores. A randomized 
controlled 2012 study showed that bloodletting and reduction of iron stores significantly lowered 
BP and resulted in improvements in markers of cardiovascular risk and serum blood sugar in 
METS patients. 

https://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1741-7015-10-54 
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Activation of Immune Cell Production From Bone Marrow Hematopoietic Stem Cells 

Normal, healthy immune function depends on the life-long production of all the different types 
of blood cell lineages, i.e., red cells, platelets, and white cells, the latter including both myeloid 
and lymphoid cells. Recent research reveals that blood loss stimulates hematopoietic stem cells 
in the bone marrow to increase production of all cell lines through an intricate and finely 
balanced homeostatic signaling feedback mechanism. 

https://www.cell.com/cell-stem-cell/fulltext/S1934-5909(18)30221-2?_returnURL=https%3A%2
F%2Flinkinghub.elsevier.com%2Fretrieve%2Fpii%2FS1934590918302212%3Fshowall%3Dtru
e 

 

This is just a very small sampling of the emerging knowledge regarding the health benefits of 
blood donation and bloodletting. Although this current research is compelling, the association 
between donating blood and reduced risk of disease needs to be confirmed with more prospective 
research studies. In the end, modern science will eventually prove to its satisfaction what the 
ancient Ayurvedic physicians have known for centuries. 

https://www.cell.com/cell-stem-cell/fulltext/S1934-5909(18)30221-2?_returnURL=https%3A%2F%2Flinkinghub.elsevier.com%2Fretrieve%2Fpii%2FS1934590918302212%3Fshowall%3Dtrue
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