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PREFACE

We will be companions here, traveling together among these pages, so let me first provide some personal background, starting with my early connection to this subject.

From a young age, it was endlessly fascinating for me to discover how diverse our human bodies are in shape and size; and yet, with all our many different physical manifestations, we seem to function much the same. Still, as a society, we make distinctions: how easy it is to put people into boxes or categories according to our preconceptions and prejudices surrounding “appearance.” In addressing diet, gut health, and obesity through my scientific and professional work over decades, I found myself increasingly drawn to the relatively uncharted phenomenon of body-mind connection, as a way of explaining how dietary, mental, socioeconomic, and other imbalances affecting the emotional body-mind framework can shape our eating and weight issues. I write “uncharted” because in the Western medical scientific literature, it is only recently that we have witnessed an explosion in the quantity and quality of body-mind research being conducted through clinical and scientific exploration.

However, what I sought to learn and understand had, in fact, been transmitted orally and written down thousands of years earlier in the sacred Sanskrit texts that embody the Hindu philosophy of Vedanta and the ancient practice of ayurveda, in beautifully crafted expositions by scholars such as Charaka, Sushruta, and others. Vedanta is an ancient school of Hindu philosophy teaching the concepts of the soul (atman) and its relationship with the supreme God (Brahman), centered on the three canonical Vedic texts: the Upanishads, the Brahma Sutras, and the Bhagavad Gita. In addition, Rig, Sama, Yajur, and Atharva are the four Vedas (ancient Hindu scriptures), and ayurveda is a subsection of the Atharvaveda. In a testament to their timelessness, it is remarkable that the essence of these ancient texts remains highly relevant today. Whilst these texts are recognized as great philosophical and spiritual works, here we will only concern ourselves with their direct, practical commentary on diet, gut health, well-being, and weight-related issues. We will explore this, and its scientific application to our subject matter—but first what is needed for readers new to this ancient medical system is a modern scientific explanation of ayurveda, and a description of its efficacy. This I will furnish you with, in parallel to exploring how ayurveda uniquely addresses matters of gut health and related conditions such as obesity. My aim with this approach is to provide a recognizable framework within which to view ayurvedic practice, both for the newcomer and the seasoned health care professional.

My journey to ayurveda has been a long and gratifying one. I began my career in conventional Western medicine, conducting scientific research and teaching medical students in universities and hospitals throughout Europe. However, my quest to understand and address in a more holistic way the role of body types, genetics, habits, lifestyle, and psychological components in gut health and obesity drew me to the ayurvedic medical system, which for thousands of years has expounded, in crystal clear terms, how we manifest responses to physical and mental challenges and how our prakruti—our individual constitution type, determined at birth—dominates outcomes.

Fifteen years ago, I was invited to be an international speaker at the annual conference of the United States’ National Ayurvedic Medical Association (NAMA) in Palo Alto, California, where I gave a talk about obesity.1 Among the participants listening to my presentation were people directly concerned with the subject matter, for clear personal reasons, and this touched me deeply. Before that, I had mainly given seminars and talks in European countries, covering various topics within ayurveda—usually chronic conditions including obesity—to groups of forty to fifty academics or health care professionals motivated by their work interest in people who are overweight, obese, or suffer from other metabolic disorders. In the early days of these academic presentations, many of the participants approached the treatment of chronic conditions with a one-size-fits-all mindset, but my view is that today, mainstream Western medicine is awakening to the wider field of cofactors impacting our gut health generally, and our high incidence of obesity specifically. In particular, I’ve seen at my presentations, resonating with my Palo Alto presentation at NAMA, that there is a noticeable decrease in the social stigma associated with weight imbalance, with more focus being rightly placed on what causes it and how we address it individually, rather than condemning habits we often wrongly associate with its cause.

Research has shown that a culture of prejudicial behavior toward people with obesity and other metabolic disorders is linked with many negative outcomes like harassment, discrimination, and depression. As well, studies show that such prejudice makes it more difficult for some to seek a body rebalance strategy—not just for weight loss but also when it comes to other types of health care, such as mental health support. Contrast this with people suffering from, say, cancer, who rightly receive sympathetic support. Neither group is largely responsible for their condition. But one of these conditions is socially stigmatized, and it happens to be the one that is visible to the naked eye. This stigma is part of my motivation for writing this book. The more we explain health conditions in a rounded way, the more we can accept them with compassion, both as sufferers and as supporters of those who suffer. Let us treat ourselves with kindness as we address weight, gut, and related mental health issues.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


I slept and dreamt that life was joy. I awoke and saw that life was service. I acted and behold, service was joy.

RABINDRANATH TAGORE




On several occasions I have been asked to write for the general public on the subject of the gut and metabolic imbalances, including obesity and being overweight, since I am considered by some to be an authority on the subject. This stems from over forty years of medical, scientific research at respected medical schools and universities, in my specialist areas of biochemistry, physiology, nutrition, diet, and the causes, nature, and effects of these in the formation and persistence of chronic disorders. So, what prevented me from writing such a book up to now? I had no problem writing scientific papers for journals, yet I felt a real difficulty in trying to formulate the beautiful but intricate science of gut health into material that was suitable for the general public. I also had very personal reasons for not confronting this challenge.

I am a private person, but I feel it is time to share my story before going further. For countless years, I had a secret lover. We lived quietly with each other and traveled together everywhere, from the Americas to India and many other places. We were inseparable. I learned a lot from our connection, and I grew up academically and as an adult through this close companionship.

In the late 1980s I visited India for the first time, for a period of six months, and had the experience of sharing daily in a culture where nutritional approaches, diet, and mental attitudes were completely different to those we know in the West—and my conceptualizations shifted as a result of engaging with ayurveda. As I researched and experienced ayurveda, my analytical, scientific mindset eventually assumed its proper role, helping me to gradually integrate and construct a more well-rounded understanding of how our health state begins in the gastrointestinal tract (GIT) and how our body imbalances are associated with it.

So, what of my secret lover? Let me be fair to you and end the mystery: my beloved was the one and only cholesterol. You see, my secret love was not exclusive to me; other scientists wanted to get to know her in detail. We lived under the umbrella of the metabolism of lipids and lipoproteins, and its connection with chronic diseases such as obesity, hypertension, and other risk factors of cardiovascular diseases. We were very attached.2 Nowadays, metabolic syndrome and gut imbalances, which result in outcomes such as obesity or being overweight, are pandemic in both developed and developing countries, and are not only seen in the adult population but are also becoming more prevalent in adolescence. Given this explosion of gut metabolic imbalances, and my lifelong love for lipids (my beloved cholesterol), as well as the failure of current regimes aimed at tackling obesity to slow its increasing prevalence, I feel the need, through this book, to take a different approach that addresses these particular body imbalances and their treatment in a more holistic fashion. I hope my deep and lifelong affection and respect for this subject matter shines through as I take you on a journey that draws upon ancient systems to discover new ways of helping people who are overweight, obese, or suffer from declining gut health.

AIMS OF THIS BOOK

My aim is to show how ayurveda, the world’s oldest continuously practiced medical system, can contribute powerfully, effectively, and economically to addressing the multifactorial characteristics of the present pandemic of obesity, poor gut health, and being overweight. I hope to provide a lively exploration of ayurvedic concepts, diagnostics, and treatments, and how these are becoming more accessible to you today as you address the problems of obesity or being overweight.

I also intend to share the practical knowledge, applications, actions, and ayurvedic strategies to rebalance body functions and achieve physical, emotional, and spiritual wellness by exploring the intersection between science, spirituality, and consciousness. I will establish approaches that integrate ayurvedic practice with corresponding aspects of modern medicine, based on accessible biomedical terminology, clinical research, and therapies, so we can translate and attest to the remarkable wisdom and efficacy of ayurveda. Previously, most ayurvedic instruction was presented from within the canons of the ancient Sanskrit texts. These have remained intact for thousands of years and are very difficult for the ordinary reader to use when seeking to understand not just whether this system works but also how it works.

I’ll provide you with fresh perspectives for understanding your body-mind imbalances that are determined by your individual makeup. Good health is “simple, but not easy”; however, ayurvedic practices will support you in rebalancing your physical, mental, and spiritual health. In some cases, these practices will be restorative; in others they will prevent deterioration of body or mind conditions.

Moreover, I’ll communicate to you the integrated concepts of nutrition, dietary behaviors, physical activities, hereditary factors, mindset, and other influences, to address body imbalances associated with food components such as carbohydrates, lipids or fats, proteins, and other related molecules—without further promoting any stigma.

This book also provides references to some of the latest scientific studies, as well as tables, figures, and images to support your understanding of ayurvedic principles. Relevant ayurvedic terms are defined in a glossary at the back of the book. I provide pertinent quotations and citations from classical ayurvedic Sanskrit verses (slokas), or other reference works that capture precisely—and better than I could state in my own words—specific tenets of ayurveda.
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I dedicate this book to the following individuals, each of whom has had a profound influence on my life and work: My dear father, with deep affection, for his perpetual example of satyagraha. Indira and Mona Doctor, who in 1986 introduced me to their extraordinary country. And lastly, several dear Indian friends and colleagues like Eliam Thomas and Vinod Kumar, for their kind support in furthering my appreciation of their country and the science of ayurveda.

My thanks and gratitude go to Richard Grossinger for introducing me to the Inner Traditions team. I also wish to thank my dear friend and brother Patrick Owen Byrne for his professional support in polishing some of my fourth-language misdemeanors and for being a sounding board in regard to preparation and presentation.
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THE BASIC PRINCIPLES OF AYURVEDA

Ayurveda is a holistic health care system that is approximately five thousand years old. Originally, it was passed on by oral tradition, and its earliest documentation is found in the ancient philosophical texts known as the Vedas, a profound component of Indian culture and history, and a cornerstone of Hinduism. Ayurveda has been practiced in hospitals throughout India for thousands of years, treating millions of patients. However, in the Western world, ayurveda is still considered to be a complementary or alternative medicine, despite its long-documented history and daily practice in India. The World Health Organization (WHO) has recognized ayurveda as a safe traditional medicine based on an extensive body of scientific evidence.1

Ayurveda’s main objective is restoring balance within you. It is that simple, and the simplicity of this aim will be constantly reinforced throughout this book, because all components of ayurvedic medicine align to achieve this goal.

Ayurveda emphasizes the wholeness of each of us. It defines wellness as a state in which all bodily tissues, organs, systems, and functions are acting together interdependently to maintain the delicate balance between body, mind, and consciousness (spirit) so as to promote good health, in spite of many negative influences around us.

MAIN FACTORS OF IMBALANCE

When your gut is in a state of imbalance, its ability to manufacture and synthetize, as well as assimilate and absorb various nutrients, regulate blood sugar, and store fat becomes impaired. These imbalanced conditions occur most often due to overeating in parallel with low expenditure of energy. They become the cause for accumulation of lipids, in particular at the level of adipose tissue and liver. A deterioration in these basic functions can lead to putting on extra weight, or becoming overweight or obese. By maintaining balanced gut health, we can prevent or more easily manage such conditions.

In Western scientific terms, obesity is described as a multifactorial disease involving a complex network of physical, systemic, physiological, and mental factors. Your body accommodates excess calories—which normally come from carbohydrates, fats, or proteins—as forms of fat that may impair the maintenance of good heath, because this fat cannot be burned off through the usual channels. Many Western diets are high in calories, frequently from fast food and high-calorie beverages. People with body imbalances might need to eat more calories, or what we call “empty calories,” before feeling full, or may eat more than is necessary due to stress or anxiety. The ayurvedic approach of personalized or tailored nutrition recognizes our individuality and is rooted in the concept that one size does not fit all. I am sure this perception resonates within you.

ENCOURAGEMENT

To encourage you to read further, let me set out some key challenges and explain how I approach the subject at hand.

If weight loss and rebalancing were easy, you wouldn’t be reading this book. Given that you have started to read this book, you will be learning about your gut and how and when to communicate with it.

Weight loss, for most people, is not just a simple equation of eating less or exercising more. This book will support you by investigating the ayurvedic understanding of how your gut functions based on your individual body constitution (your prakruti) and its potential and limitations and will provide you with the most relevant tools and personalized activities to address weight and gut health issues naturally, economically, and effectively. In these pages you’ll find recognition of yourself as you are right now, and if required, you’ll be aided in your transition away from a “vicious circle” to a “virtuous circle.”

The words obese or obesity have clear medical meanings, but they often appear with adjectives, such as “morbidly obese.” However, the categories of “obese” and “overweight” in fact exist in various grades; one is not simply obese or morbidly obese—these distinctions are more nuanced than merely one or the other. As such, I will refer to grades of obesity where possible or helpful. One fundamental pillar of ayurveda is the respect for all creatures.

Awareness of your body imbalance and what it means for those who are trying to manage extra weight, or who are overweight or obese, is critical to making change. We will explore this in both ayurvedic and modern scientific terms, address specific gut health and weight issues, and present effective ways you can tackle weight and general gut health in your daily life, with minimal disruption to your regular activities.

Let me share that recently, I wrote a book called Ayurveda for Depression, and through the process of writing on this other pandemic condition, I was reminded of the many interconnections between these subjects. For that reason, here, I will sometimes refer you to the contents of my previous book to provide you some complementary information that may be helpful.2

A SOCIETAL APPROACH

Modern biomedical research seeks to provide answers as to how we can effectively address these physical, and mental, imbalances. However, these approaches tend to be more “macro” in their application—a one-size-fits-all prescription—irrespective of the reasons for a particular individual’s being overweight or suffering from obesity. This can result in standard “guidelines” that cover virtually everyone but may not be ideal for many people.

Ayurveda differs fundamentally in its approach: you are a person requiring solutions tailored for you and your condition; you are not treated as a tiny replication within a larger pool of patients.

Also, let me note here that words matter: The modern language used in addressing pandemic or epidemic challenges is often the language of warfare—”the war on drugs,” “the war on terror,” “the war against cancer,” “the battle against obesity,” and more recently, “the war against Covid” It is the language of fighting, conflict, and confrontation. It is not the language of solutions. Perhaps it is time to stop “killing” and instead start noticing and learning to live based on the observation of our biological processes that lead us to these types of personal imbalances and participate actively from a nonviolent place within ourselves.

What we don’t hear—and what I want to address more specifically in this book on obesity, under the light of ayurveda—is a more discerning language of change: “the answer to obesity” instead of “the war against obesity”; or “the connection to our gut” instead of “the war against calories.” Connecting and sharing “the answer” is a step toward resolution of the challenge at hand. Nobody is at war with anybody here. This phrasing reshapes our expectations, showing us that we will not be fighting and killing but instead facing and solving the issues.3

We will also address and describe extra weight, being overweight, and obesity conditions as metabolic imbalances in order to differentiate them from the relatively new term metabolic syndrome, a cluster of biochemical and physiological abnormalities such as high blood sugar, high blood pressure, anomalous cholesterol levels, and surplus body fat around the waist—all of which are associated with the development of cardiovascular disease, including heart attack and stroke, as well as type 2 diabetes.4 Most of the ailments related to metabolic syndrome have no symptoms, and they respond well to exercise, weight loss, proper diet, and other lifestyle changes like quitting smoking, which can eventually be supported by prescribed medication.

YOUR TREE

Like us, trees also come in all shapes and sizes, and they have the potential to grow healthier and thrive when planted on favorable and protective grounds. Looking at nature, we see that trees are nurtured through the elements of light, earth, air, heat, and space, and require a balance of these factors to grow. A mango tree will produce mangos, and their taste will be sweet, while a lemon tree will grow lemons with a sour or bitter taste. Even if they were planted in the same soil and received identical nourishment, their inner natures will result in fruits with specific characteristics. Of course, to create their fruits, these trees require special care such as the right soil and water, and the eradication of weeds. So, consider, if you were a tree, what type of tree would you be?

We have been and remain engaged in a process that is doing continuous damage to nature, which we lack the light or clarity to discern, and which as a result directly affects what is so beautifully described in ayurveda as prakruti—our individual constitution. Our human situation cannot be compared to trees well-nourished by exceptional soil conditions that allow them to grow, spread, and create worthy output. Independently of our prakruti, either by ignorance, misuse, or abuse, we allow the growth of many weeds around us in our daily lives, often in the form of habits. Additionally, we do not necessarily know the kinds of fruits that life has invited us to yield, and as a result, in the process of daily life, these weeds can proliferate, consume space, and use up our essential substrates, making us weaker and more imbalanced. Without taking care, we can end up being identified with the weeds we nurture within and around us.

The laws of nature—by means of the combination of our parents’ DNA and external environmental conditions at the moment of conception—gives us each a unique prakruti. And ayurveda is a door to access awareness of ourselves and the possibility to understand and accept our own nature. At this early stage in our journey, it is appropriate to ask: What is the connection between all this and a condition of imbalance such as obesity? In the process of growing up and all through our adult lives, most of the time we do not have sufficient clarity to sense, discern, and breathe our real human condition. This is normal—we are not constant observers of our inner physical and mental health. For all of us, our likes and dislikes in terms of food, diet, behavior, and social pressures are conditioned either by our genes, families, or social and geographical environments. Unlike trees, we can move, and that sense of mobility gives us the impression of freedom. In fact, we do not realize—or we keep forgetting—that in reality we are not free, and our lives depend on food for our bodily and mental functions. The false impressions we derive from our physical mobility are a distraction impeding us from facing reality.

When we choose the food we eat, how much do we know, or even consider, about its real qualities? Here is where ayurveda provides an answer related to your personal constitution. Most people only occasionally become aware of their dietary choices’ impact on their health, usually as they age, or under specific circumstances such as a traumatic experience. They then realize that the branches and trunk, once big and strong, are in fact troubled by lack of quality nutrients from the natural environment and perhaps too many junk, or wrong, foods resulting in the roots becoming weaker over time and affecting the entire bodily balance.

Many of us are concerned about the deforestation of our planet and the effects on the quality of our global environment. Rarely do we stop to consider our inner deforestation: the wilting of a once-thriving intestinal flora—nowadays more commonly called our microbiota—the vast array of microorganisms within the greenhouse of our gut, whose maintenance is essential to healthy living. Microbiota, and their arena of activity, the microbiome, are essential components of good gut health and weight management.

Ayurveda understood thousands of years ago this essential process of body maintenance and strengthening against the perils of everyday living.

Central to ayurveda is the notion that “the issues are within the tissues,” a concept we will be discussing throughout this book. Life provides us the best surroundings to grow healthy, from the land to the other essential elements such as light, heat, air, and water.


But you must not forget it. You become forever responsible for that which you have tamed. You are responsible for your rose . . .

ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, 
THE LITTLE PRINCE




My intention is to be the best possible gardener and work with you to take care of your tree and rose by explaining in clear and practical ways how to use ayurvedic knowledge in your active body-mind management process, in rebalancing and growing your tree or rose in a proper way.

However, remember that we, like trees, also come in all shapes and sizes, and ayurveda addresses your individual health needs, beginning in the GIT, by trying to keep your individual constitution and digestive fire in balance. Ayurveda understands how an imbalance leads to problems in various parts of the body, triggering symptoms, syndromes, and then finally disease.

We do not go directly from health to disease. The ayurvedic explanation offered in this book will help you understand the long chain and progression involved: just like overnutrition or undernutrition of the tree, obesity and being overweight fall under the same laws and processes of nature. This book will show you how to intervene and turn back toward better health.5

OUR BODY-MIND

Body imbalances leading to the development of extra weight, or leading one to become overweight or obese, are the result of lifestyle factors and the dynamics of diet, nutrition, food intake style, working conditions, physical activities and exercise, stress levels, socioeconomical factors, and social (media) pressure. Note that while there is a large menu of ingredients here, not all fit each of us the same. Ayurveda recognizes that—and, happily, I am going to present you with a personalized, practical, easy, and cost-effective way to tackle your individual needs and issues by combining profound ayurvedic knowledge and modern medical modalities.

In terms of food intake, we are all different: each of us has different ways to digest food based on our genetic predispositions and learned experiences, our intestinal flora, our patterns of food ingestion, and other aspects such as our external environment, climate, type of work, and family conditions.6 By not taking care of these individual, distinctive factors, and not considering the totality of their impact when addressing imbalances of body and mind, we are approaching conditions such as carrying extra weight, or being overweight or obese, in a way that is neither holistic nor ultimately effective. There will be always something we have not addressed.

We all, to a greater or lesser degree, are looking for the components that represent living a healthy life: eating healthy, an active lifestyle, stress management, loving ourselves, powering our minds, and achieving a happy life balance. The ayurvedic scholars recognized that while we share many common facets, genetically we are all different and live under different circumstances and influences; for example, when considering just one aspect such as food intake, we see that each of us handles the food we eat, the time we eat, the disposition with which we eat, the amounts we eat, and the way we eat, in different ways. Subtle differences within each variable mean we each need tailored solutions based on our body-mind constitution and personal lifestyle. Environmentally, two people may work in an office, and one finds the temperature too hot while the other thinks it’s just fine. While we share traits, at the micro and macro levels we all respond differently.

Ayurveda does not provide a cure for the masses; it treats the masses, one individual at a time. There is no “one size fits all.” This is ayurveda’s uniqueness, and contrasts with modern medical practices that develop a single pill or diet to treat millions of different patients.

It is my task to show you how internal and external factors play a role in your individuality, putting you at risk of moving from a state of balance to a state of imbalance with respect to declining gut health and its consequences.

As a summary, I will say that in nature we see large and robust trees. There is nothing wrong with being like them; what is wrong is to be an unhealthy large and robust one.
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THE AYURVEDIC MEDICAL TREATISES OF THE CHARAKA SAMHITA AND SUSHRUTA SAMHITA



How Ayurvedic Founders Provide Timeless Wisdom

Ayurveda, one of the oldest complete systems of medicine, was developed in India around 2000–1500 BCE. The seers and scholars of India at that time used their observation, knowledge, and environmental facilities to formulate the outstanding system of ayurveda, which translates to the “science of life.” The Charaka Samhita and Sushruta Samhita are the essential scriptures of ayurveda, and they have been supplemented over time by a large number of additions based on scholars’ observation and experience.1

Historical records show that in our seven global regions commonly regarded as continents, every civilization has had its own medicinal tradition. Regrettably, all these systems suffered through invasions and colonization in one way or another, resulting in the destruction of most or all of the accumulated knowledge, in some cases entire libraries’ worth. The Indus Valley, which today includes India, was no exception to this plunder. Despite this, ayurvedic traditional medical knowledge remains alive today, unchanged over the centuries due to its well-documented treatises. Ayurveda’s authentic framework of knowledge describes the way we know things and the way things are. The Rig-Veda and Atharva-Veda provide centuries of documented knowledge collected by sages and scientists of each era, describing a tradition of healthy living rooted in a profound observation of the natural sciences.2, 3

In particular I will draw your attention to the existence of a number of texts addressing body weight rebalancing, as we embark on our journey into ayurveda. These classic texts of the ancient scholars are called the Samhitas in Sanskrit, a word that translates approximately to “treatise” or “compendium.” I quote from the Samhitas partly because they contain, in the written word, the breadth and depth of ayurvedic scientific practices that have remained largely intact for thousands of years and are highly relevant to how we address obesity from an ayurvedic perspective. I also quote from the Samhitas because they contain the most profound, timeless wisdom. One sentence from a Samhita can capture the entire essence of a topic. The Samhitas are, of course, originally written in Vedic Sanskrit, and here I will use widely adopted English translations that hopefully are faithful enough to the original meaning. I should also mention that some of the language as translated is direct, archaic, and would be considered inaccurate and problematic if used in the context of describing a patient’s symptoms or state of health. My role here is to convey how such descriptions were written, thus they have remained largely unchanged. Whilst some phrases appear judgmental, I will not take issue with that; I will simply pass on to you how ancient scholars described such things, without making judgments of my own.

As a final note, striking similarities have been observed, both in theory and clinical practice, between ayurveda and Traditional Chinese Medicine—as well as certain significant differences. Perhaps the influence of ayurveda was brought to China by travelers or missionary Indian Buddhist monks, and exchanges also flowed the other way. There are also historical reports describing interchanges between ayurveda and the Middle East.4

CHARAKA SAMHITA

In Sanskrit, the term charaka can be translated as meaning “a wandering scholar or physician,” which is used to describe the ancient tradition of wandering physicians carrying medical knowledge throughout India. The treatise of the Charaka Samhita is a major ayurvedic compendium of medical theory and practice represented by eight sthana (sections) composed of 120 chapters covering principles of medicine, pathology, anatomy, study of the sensory organs, therapeutics, pharmaceutics, and toxicology.

Key for us is that the Samhitas also include chapters on the relevant topics of hygiene, diet, prevention, medical education, and physician-nurse-patient collaboration required for health recovery, as well as describing success in treatments using many medicinal recipes that originate from plants, animal products, minerals, and metals.5

Charaka, the physician whose updates to the Agnivesha Samhita resulted in the Charaka Samhita, is thought to have flourished sometime around the fourth century BCE and is considered in India to be the Father of Medicine: “Health and disease cannot be predetermined, and human life can be prolonged or increased by paying attention to lifestyle” is one of his famous quotes. Charaka described obesity (sthoulya) as “disgraceful persons” (ashta nindita), in Sutrasthana, chapter 21, explaining the diagnosis, origins, characteristics, diet, and treatment. Charaka also mentioned athi sthoulya as one of the diseases occurring only by kapha dosha alone and they are called kaphaja nanatmaja vyadhi. The scholars described twenty types of vitiated conditions and considered that they could in fact be innumerable.6

SUSHRUTA SAMHITA

The Sushruta Samhita has six volumes containing 186 chapters covering the study of health and pathology in India. This treatise examines more than one thousand ailments, among them those related to body imbalances such as obesity and other metabolic disorders. Sushruta describes the causes, symptoms, signs, and treatments of obesity.7, 8 These detail-rich volumes, dated to around the sixth century BCE, include the study of seven hundred healing plants, as well as several formulations developed from animal and mineral origins. The writer, Sushruta, conceived original and novel procedures in reparative surgical interventions, indeed inventing the practice of cosmetic surgery with procedures such as skin transplants and reconstruction of amputated noses. Sushruta is also widely regarded as the Father of Indian Medicine and, beyond India, as the Father of Plastic Surgery.

MADHAVA NIDANA

More recently, Madhava, from the seventh century, wrote the Rug-vinischaya, later known as the Madhava Nidana, a volume of seventy-nine chapters containing verses and references explaining the causes of a disease, early symptoms, full-fledged signs and symptoms, aggravating and relieving factors, and origins of several body imbalances. He described obesity under a separate heading called medo roga, mentioning causative factors (nidana), symptoms (lakshana), and pathogenesis (samprapthi). The Madhava Nidana is considered mainly a compilation of much earlier works of ayurvedic scholars such as the Charaka Samhita, Sushruta Samhita, and other classics.9

YOGA SUTRAS OF PATANJALI

The written yoga sutras emerge out of the Vedic tradition of ancient India circa 400 BCE. They are a thread of concepts that are each generally conveyed as a single sentence, or sometimes strung together into two or three sentences. Before the existence of the written form, sutras were memorized, and teachers would expand upon them. Yoga is one of the six schools of Vedic philosophy, linked with Samkhya philosophy, but commonly followed in Vedanta. The scholar Patanjali outlined a path with eight (ashta) limbs (anga) to quiet the mind and reach reunification with the Divine. Patanjali Yoga is also named Ashtanga Yoga (The Eight Limbs) and Raja Yoga (The Royal Path).10 A description of an essential precept of the yoga sutras is located in the second sutra at the beginning of the text: “Yoga chitta vritti nirodha.” This renowned sutra means that yoga (union) is achieved when the disorders (vritti) of the mind (chitta) are removed (nirodha). Most of the other yoga sutras are guidance regarding how to calm the mind and attain this yoga state. Ayurveda and other pertinent Vedic disciplines are more interconnected than we normally recognize, especially in the West. Since, as Vedic sciences, they are part of an integrated stream of higher knowledge, we cannot fully grasp the knowledge of one of these systems without the others.

Ayurveda and yoga continuously reestablish themselves and adapt without ever abandoning their core structures. We can see the rise and vitality of yoga over recent years, practiced by millions all over the world. Few doubt the efficacy of yoga in helping to maintain good physical and mental health, a pursuit often embodied in fashionable meditative techniques called mindfulness that receive increasing acceptance and practice. These are all part of ayurveda’s tool kit for rebalancing health without using toxic and unnatural substances. Both yoga and mindfulness share a common practical point with ayurveda: they are very cost-effective, requiring minimal expense to fully engage with.

AYURVEDIC TERMINOLOGY

To explain ayurveda in Western scientific terms and also integrate this ancient science with modern science, a full comparative collation and analysis is required of every source describing the core of the ayurvedic system and its conceptual framework. Unfortunately, the translation or transliteration of Sanskrit into modern languages is not so simple, since some of the ancient Vedic Sanskrit terminology does not have an equivalent word, and the potential interpretations will not necessarily carry the same meaning. For that reason, I will be describing the core of ayurveda in our modern language all the way through, limiting myself as much as possible to using only the essential, non-translatable words or terms that are required to allow such an integration. The good news is that even where we do not have an exact match to the Sanskrit word, we do have excellent approximations in meanings. This situation is the same either when addressing body-mind imbalances such as metabolic disorders (obesity, diabetes, etc.), or other physical or mental conditions that require certain specific terms to properly describe the ayurvedic conceptualizations. As with any language, a term or a phrase can convey several meanings, and Sanskrit is no exception, with exact meaning depending on the context in which the terms are being used.

Texts such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata were written in slokas, the classical basis for epic Indian poetry used in traditional Sanskrit poems. Ayurveda, as one of the branches of the Vedas, follows the same format. The Sanskrit word sloka denotes a verse, poem, proverb, or hymn that uses a specific meter. The functional translations and explanations will be more than enough for your perception and use. As an illustration, the term ayurveda combines two Sanskrit words: ayur (life or vital power) and veda (knowledge or science). Thus, ayurveda means “the knowledge or science of life” (As. Hr. Su. 1/3; Su. Sū. 1/12).

Let me provide two more examples to show you how the meaning depends on the context: The Sanskrit word meda signifies the fatty tissues of the body, but also means adipose tissue, omentum, and sebum (skin oil). The Sanskrit word sattva is said to have one hundred meanings. It is helpful to work with the ancient Sanskrit texts because of their richness and precision in describing particular conditions, and how we can link these descriptions to the treatment of body imbalances and related conditions. Thankfully, that is not a task we will need to dwell on too much here. Where possible, we will match the translated terms to words you may be familiar with from modern medicine.

In the same way that books provide references for scientific reports or findings, this book presents the essence of ayurveda through original quotations translated from the ayurvedic scholars. Some examples from the scholars Charaka and Sushruta:

From Sushruta:

Su. Chi.: Sushruta Chikitsasthana

Su. Sa.: Sushruta Sharirasthana

Su. Sū.: Sushruta Sutrasthana

From Charaka:

Ca. Su.: Charaka Samhita Sutrasthana

Ca. Ni.: Charaka Samhita Nidanasthana

Ca. Vi.: Charaka Samhita Vimanasthana

Another example from the third major treatise on ayurveda:

As. Hr. Su.: Ashtanga Hrdayam Sutrasthana

The sixteen essential terms we will be using, as well as their meanings, are listed below.

BASIC AYURVEDIC TERMS



	Sanskrit Term
	Modern Use of the Term



	prakruti
	pra = primary; kruti = creation; DNA; your primary constitution



	vikruti
	state of imbalance in your primary constitution



	doshas
	three physio-psychological body energies: vata, pitta, kapha



	vata
	movement, bodily activities



	pitta
	energy for metabolism



	kapha
	body structure, cohesion



	dathus
	seven bodily tissues



	meda
	adipose, fatty tissues



	sthoulya
	obesity



	agni
	digestive fire; food transformer



	ama
	undigested food; incomplete mental thoughts or emotions



	malas
	bodily waste products that need to be removed



	atma
	spirit, the self, soul, consciousness



	manas
	mind (can be individual or universal)



	gunas
	three qualities of the mind: sattva, rajas, tamas



	sattva
	truth, equanimity, contentment, consciousness



	rajas
	action, energy, movement, dynamism, alertness



	tamas
	inertia, heaviness, unconsciousness, imbalance




We will integrate these terms progressively, starting with concepts such as prakruti, gunas, meda, and sthoulya together with vata, pitta, and kapha. All are essential to the perception and comprehension of ayurvedic knowledge when we are addressing body weight imbalances. Understanding these terms and their use will make it easier to build your knowledge of ayurveda when addressing the subjects of body weight, obesity, the gut, or any other topic.
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THREE UNIVERSAL BODY ENERGIES


Vata, Pitta, and Kapha

At the core of ayurveda is the aim to be in stable good health, and we achieve this by striving for a balanced body, mind, and consciousness—a concept that parallels the actual definition of health by the WHO.1, 2 There are three major causative factors of managing health (hetu) and disease (roga): they are features of an individual in health (arogya), under disease (rogi), and in regard to medicines, treatments, diet, and lifestyle (aushadha).

For ayurveda, this balance results from a dynamic adjusting of the following four participants. Each and every one of us is the result of a process of dynamic balancing of:



	Dosha
	Biofire (Agni)
	Tissues—Seven Dhatus
	Waste Products



	vata
	stomach/duodenum (jataragni)
	plasma
	feces



	pitta
	five basic elements (bhutagni)
	blood
	urine



	kapha
	seven tissues (dhatwagni)
	muscle
	sweat



	
	
	fat
	



	
	
	bone
	



	
	
	reproductive tissue
	



	
	
	bone marrow
	




PANCHAMAHABHUTAS
(THE FIVE ELEMENTS)


From Subtle to Gross Elements

The precept that the entire universe and all human beings are one, and governed by identical laws of nature, is the essence of ayurveda. Any alterations that could occur in the universe will also occur in the human body. Consequently, natural substances are concordant with the human body and support it in retaining the balance of its components. Ayurveda describes the universe and the human body as being made up of the same fundamental five elements (panchamahabhutas, see figure 3.1). Their balanced state in the body conveys health, while an imbalance causes illness. Let us look at these five elements within the perspective of ayurveda and its core teachings, which described thousands of years ago the correlation between the macrocosms of the universe and galaxies, and our microcosmos—the human body and cellular components.
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Fig. 3.1. Panchamahabhutas: Composition of the Three Doshas

AKASHA (SPACE)
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Space is the dimensional extent to which objects and events have a relative position and direction. The human body requires space for free movement of nutrients such as oxygen to our lungs and general body as well as food constituents. The body could be considered as akasha: your visceral cavities provide space for your various organs and tissues to perform their normal physiological functions, in the same way that the space within a cell and between two cells allows intra- and intercellular communication, which permits all kinds of metabolic functions.

Examples of imbalances of akasha are increases, expansions, or dilatations such as cardiomegaly (heart enlargement), hepatomegaly (liver enlargement), aneurism (ballooning at a weak spot in an arterial wall), and varicose veins. A perpetual dance of millions of biochemical reactions is taking place, second by second in every cell, always with the goal of reaching and maintaining equilibrium despite the external pressures of entropy. In the same way that physics studies electromagnetic fields in space and the various energetic particles present, we can also visualize, according to specific circumstances, the intercellular space allowing the same kind of interactions via proteins called receptors. These receptors bind to signaling molecules present at the interstitial space between the cells of our digestive system, circulatory system, or even the skin cells, to allow passage and all kinds of metabolic processes such as utilization or production of fat in our systems.3 For ayurvedic scholars, space is global and all-inclusive, a broadening of awareness.

VAYU (AIR)
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Among the components of space, we have the invisible mixture of near-weightless, gaseous substances, mainly composed of nitrogen and oxygen, that surround the Earth. Ayurveda perceives air as the second manifestation of consciousness, a universal magnetic field responsible for the movement of the elements earth, wind, and water. Its qualities are cold, dry, rough, irregular, mobile, subtle, and light. Vayu or vata is considered the air-force, the control force and central government of our body mechanisms from which all activities begin and continue—everything from the blinking of the eyes, swallowing, and molecular transport to the evacuation of bodily wastes. For example, air—in the form of the oxygen we breathe—is essential for the normal functioning of all cells because it facilitates oxidation that supplies the body with the energy it requires. The resulting mixtures of gases also have oxygen and nitrogen, and their combination at a cellular level produces the essential molecule of nitric oxide (NO), which plays a pivotal role in vasodilation, allowing several essential cellular processes to keep our body-mind in a state of balance.4 This aspect interests us particularly because the gastrointestinal system is one of the major producers of nitric oxide, and its vasodilating properties and smooth muscle-relaxing properties play a key role in the regulation of the general motility, mucosal blood flow, and gastric protection of the abdominal functions.5 Nowadays one of its uses is as a popular recreational drug.6

TEJAS (FIRE)
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Fire is the result of the chemical reaction of applying heat to a fuel in an oxygenated environment, which yields heat, light, and diverse reaction products. Our sun represents light or heat—forms of energy that are transferred from the sun to our planet, which keep life functioning on Earth. Fire provides warmth and enables life, and it can also burn and destroy. The element symbolizes great energy, power, activity, dynamism, creativity, passion, freedom, love, vision, anger, strength, will, assertiveness, and courage.

From the ayurvedic point of view, when your digestive fire, described as agni, is fully functional, you efficiently obtain the nutrients from what you eat as well as removing potentially harmful undigested compounds that could slow down your body and mind functions (tejas).

In the same way, at a cellular level, metabolic fire processes produce energy to keep our body alive and functional.7 For instance, during metabolic processes, your body converts what you eat and drink, combined with oxygen, into calories to release the energy your body needs for normal functions. When your digestive fire (agni) is functioning properly, you obtain the nutrients of what you eat as well as removing potentially toxic undigested compounds that can slow down your body and mind.

AP (WATER)
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While the oceans contain most of the planet’s water, it is also found everywhere as ice, water vapor, and liquid. We can see the interconnection between air and water because air helps water move between these states. When water is heated by the sun, it evaporates into the air and becomes water vapor, a process known as the water cycle.

We need to drink water every day; and at the same time, our thermic cellular reactions that result from the digestion process also produce water molecules. This occurs because of the oxygen present in the air we breathe. Along with water, these reactions release energy through a process known as oxidation. These are essential flow processes required for proper functioning and for the satisfaction of all our physiological needs. The various glands in our bodies secrete gastric fluids and watery acidic digestive fluid—including hydrochloric acid, enzymes, and mucus—to support digestion and assimilation, and our bodies remove excess water in the form of urine and sweat, to eliminate the toxins that in ayurvedic terms are described as ama. It is well understood that scarcity of the water element can lead to drying out of the body and mind, causing conditions such as constipation, emaciation, and bitterness, and that body water retention is present in most cases of extreme obesity.8 One brain region of our body has a clever way to detect how much water we should drink every day by combining signals from our gut, mouth, and blood.9

PRITHVI (EARTH)
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Earth can be thought of as the material composing part of the globe as well as the denser constituents that make up our bodies. Ayurvedic scholars describe earth, or matter, as the material manifestation of awareness as the result of the heating of fire and water. They characterize the qualities of the earth element as cool, stable, heavy, dry, rough, gross, dense, dull, and hard. The earth element accesses our bodies by way of the nutrients we eat. Earth provides underlying structure and foundation that allows for the growth and development of tissues. In conditions where fat or adipose tissue grows and spreads in the body, there is a broad increase in both liquid and structure, so they are interdependent in a way that increases the earth and water elements and results in a thickening of the structures of the body.

If we consider things that are not matter, or at least not matter in the terms we understand them today—such as our thoughts, feelings, emotions, or types of energies we can all recognize, like anger or fear—all these, in ayurvedic terms, represent even more subtle manifestations of the material panchamahabhutas or five elements.

Under ayurveda, the cosmos will manifest subtle effects and influences over our lives. Recall that the moon’s gravitational pull impacts the tides of our oceans and other suggested physiological process such as menstruations, sleep patterns, or even our feelings and emotions.10, 11, 12

The attributes of these five elements or panchamahabhutas generate certain properties and modalities that ayurveda relates to organs of perception, as follows:

PANCHAMAHABHUTAS

The Five Elements



	Mahabhuta
	Attribute
	Property
	Organ
	Modality



	Space/Field
	space
	sound
	ear
	hearing



	Air
	motion
	sound + touch
	skin
	touch



	Fire
	conversion
	sound+ touch + form
	eye
	vision



	Water
	liquidity
	sound + touch + form + taste
	tongue
	taste



	Earth
	condensation
	sound + touch + form + taste + smell
	nose
	smell




THE TRIGUNA


Organization, Direction, Character

Another important ayurvedic concept is the view that regards all creatures as aspects of nature, and all beings as governed by the same laws of nature, described by three universal qualities known as the triguna that pervade everything. These may be considered highly refined ideals that convey direction, organization, and a character to that which they permeate. According to Samkhya philosophy,13 your prakruti (body constitution) is composed of these three basic gunas.

These three qualities, known as the triguna, comprise everything in our physical nature and all energetic expressions within the universe. The following is a brief outline of the qualities of each member of the triguna. Samkhya philosophy describes your prakruti as being composed of these three essential gunas whose nature and behavior are a complex interplay, with each guna operating at various levels.14 For instance, the conduct may be rajasic with a substantial impact by the sattvic guna; or, in some, it may be rajasic with a substantial impact by the tamasic guna, and so forth.

QUALITIES OF THE TRIGUNA



	
	Sattva
	Rajas
	Tamas



	Qualities
	truth 
equanimity 
contentment 
consciousness
	action 
energy 
dynamism 
alertness
	inertia 
heaviness 
unconsciousness 
imbalance



	Examples
	humility 
nonviolence 
compassion
	passion 
challenge 
competition
	repress emotions 
anxiety 
depression




PURUSHA (CONSCIOUSNESS) AND PRAKRUTI (BODY NATURES)

In our daily lives, we rarely stop to contemplate the physical and mental nature of our interactions with the environment. In the twenty-four hours of every day, we do not dwell much on the air we breathe, the water we drink, or the myriad of chemical reactions and processes in our bodies that ensure we are able to function; perhaps we take all this for granted. Furthermore, we are not conditioned by modern living to see how connected these things are either in a scientific or philosophical way. Ayurveda, on the other hand, treats these issues as central to its mode of operation, and at the core of its understanding is its view of the five elements in terms of look, feel, and function, describing the human being as a creation of the universe in accordance with prakruti and purusha.

According to the Samkhya school of philosophy—or the dualistic theory of creation and causation—two eternal principles called purusha and prakruti are recognized as the creators of the flow of the universe (loka):

▼Prakruti is the dynamic, infinite, primal, creative natural force of the universe. It is considered the foremost cause of all the gross and subtle existing objects. It is your “perfect blueprint,” and it is given to you at conception.

▼ Purusha (consciousness) is the spirit and consciousness. It is eternal, passive, pure, and permanent. It is energy without matter and has the ultimate healing power. It is your unmanifested potential and is behind everything in nature.

Purusha needs a vehicle to experience and express itself in the world, and when it joins with prakruti, your physical existence and senses come into being. Through your physical form and the senses, purusha experiences the world and plays a large part in the creation of health or disease. In that way, life starts passing through diverse transitional stages to reach a materially perceptive aspect: these are the five elements or panchamahabhutas, meaning five big first forms of existence.

GENETICS, EPIGENETICS, AND AYURVEDA

The science of genetics studies the role of the genes, the
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