Ayurveda and Weight Management

by Carl Sheusi
In this article we’ll consider how the natural science of Ayurveda can be used to address the issue of weight management.  In last month’s issue we laid out some fundamental principles of Ayurveda.  This month we’ll apply those basic, general principles to our current topic. 

A brief review of some fundamental principles
· Ayurveda recognizes five elements – space, air, fire, water and earth – that combine to make up three doshas – vata (space & air), pitta (mostly fire, some water), and kapha (water & earth).  These three doshas are considered to be the governing principles of the entire creation, including humans and their dis-eases.  

· Each dosha has specific qualities that correspond to the elements they represent: Vata (or vayu) is cold, dry, light, moving, clear, subtle, quick and changing.  Pitta is hot, sharp, oily, spreading and light.  Kapha is slow, wet, cold, dull, dense and heavy.  

· Dis-ease is the result of imbalance in one or more of the doshas.  

· Ayurveda restores health by restoring balance to the three doshas.  

Applying the fundamental principles to weight management


Causes of overweight, according to Ayurveda, can include overeating, oversleeping, lack of exercise, emotional imbalance and poor digestion.  These causes can be the results of imbalance in any of the three doshas, or combinations of the three doshas.  

When vata is out of balance, hunger and appetite may be variable, and there can be quick or sudden weight gain (or loss) and/or fluctuation in weight.  Because vata governs the mind, underlying causes of weight problems may be low self-esteem, nervousness, restlessness, impulsivity, anxiety, or feelings of insecurity.  A vata imbalance may result in an individual eating excess sugar in order to calm the nerves. 


When pitta is out of balance, the individual can have an excessively strong appetite that leads to overeating and extra weight.  When there is a pitta imbalance in the metabolism, the individual may crave foods that actually increase pitta, like red meat, fried and greasy foods, salt and pungent spices.


 A kapha imbalance is the most common cause of obesity and extra weight.  Being slow, wet and heavy, imbalanced kapha can cause slow metabolism, water retention, fat deposits and fat retention, and low energy.  


As a general approach Ayurveda recommends a gentle, longer term plan for restoring balance with the goal being not just to achieve a desired weight, but to gradually develop a healthier lifestyle.  If vata dosha is out of balance and causing mental or emotional imbalance, and in turn challenges with weight, then various therapies could be used to restore balance.  To calm the mind and nerves, Ayurvedic herbs like brahmi, jatamansi, shankhapushpi and ashwagandha can be used, as well as meditation, relaxation, yoga, peaceful sounds and music, and calming aromas like lavender, lily, lotus and sandalwood.  Digestive spices and herbs that help balance vata include cardamom, cumin, coriander, cinnamon, ginger, and rock salt.  Warm, steamed and heavier foods will also help balance vata.  Cold, dry and light food and snacks will only aggravate vata and cause further imbalance.  Whole grains are also recommended for vata imbalance.


As we said, a pitta imbalance can manifest as excessive hunger.  To cool the heat of the pitta fire, digestive herbs like coriander, mint, aloe, and fennel can be used.  To further cleanse, tone and balance the digestive system Ayurvedic herbs and herbal formulas like triphala, senna, and gokshura are used.  Ghee (clarified butter) is also used to balance the digestive fire and G.I. tract.  Whole grains and raw or lightly steamed vegetables will help pacify pitta, especially celery and cauliflower.  Red meat, alcohol and hot, spicy foods will increase pitta dosha. 


Those with a significant amount of kapha in their constitutions will gain weight easily due to the slow, heavy and wet nature of kapha dosha.  Kapha dosha generally needs aerobic exercise, less sleep and more activity.  Hot spices like ginger, black pepper, and mustard seeds will help to stimulate digestion.  Aloe is especially good for balancing kapha in that it regulates sugar and fat metabolism and tonifies all the digestive enzymes in the body.  Heavy and cold foods like dairy, sugars, bread, and oils will increase kapha, while lighter and astringent fruits and vegetables like pears, apples, cabbage and celery will help to balance kapha.  Fasting (in moderation) can also be used to boost the metabolism.  


No matter what your mind-body type is – vata, pitta, kapha, or some combination of these – some general recommendations will be useful in developing a healthier lifestyle and restoring balance and harmony to mind and body.  

· Get an adequate amount of rest every day.

· Exercise on a daily basis.  

· Favor fresh, whole foods and avoid refined sugars, fried foods, and fatty foods.

· Have your largest meal earlier in the day (ideally around lunch time when the digestive fire is strongest) and eat less in the evening and night.

· Take your time during meals and eat in a calm, peaceful environment to aid digestion. 

· Get plenty of fresh air and sunlight.  

And finally, think positively and remember that anything is possible!

Peace and Good Health.
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