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ABSTRACT

The concept of Ayurvedic cosmetic toxicity focuses particularly through the lens of Ayurvedic principles under the term Gara Visha (slow poisoning),
which refers to the slow poisoning effects of hair cosmetics through cumulative exposure. This exposure can lead to various local and systemic health
issues, including skin diseases and hair loss, which may be acute or chronic as per the severity of toxin exposure. Key historical references are made to
Aacharya Sushruta in Kalpa Sthana, where he enumerates the harmful impacts of Gara Visha (different toxic cosmetic applications given by enemy)
like Vishajushta Kanghi (poisoned comb), Vishkta Shiroabhyanga (poisoned hair oil massage), etc., highlighting their irritative chemical actions that
damage hair shafts and follicles, and cause Granthi (scalp folliculitis) and hair fall by internal Doshas imbalance and Dhatu Vikaras. Currently, this Gara
Visha aspect is associated with low- potency poisoning effects caused by long-term exposure to hair cosmetic chemicals. Hair fall management includes
Shodhana (internal detoxification) and Shamana therapy (pacifying Ayurvedic therapy) with both local and systemic approaches, eg. Agada Yogas,
Vishaghna Chikitsa (detoxifier treatment), scalp nourishment, as well as managing hormonal and stress factors, integrating the Vata-Pitta Doshic balance
principles, according to the patient's condition. The synthesis of ancient Ayurvedic texts and modern research presents a comprehensive approach to
understanding and managing the modern epidemic of hair loss attributed to these toxic exposures. In conclusion, implementing proper hair care and
detoxification, along with the Nidana Parivarjana (avoidance of harmful substances), is emphasised to reduce the toxic effects of Visha on hair health.
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INTRODUCTION

In a world obsessed with flawless appearances, hair cosmetics
have become a cornerstone of our daily routines. Government
reports in the US and EU indicate that about 90% of the
ingredients used in cosmetics are not safe for people in the long-
term.! We use an array of products shampoos, conditioners,
bleaches, dyes, relaxers, and styling gels -to cleanse, style, and
enhance our hair charm. Yet, beneath the promise of glossy,
voluminous hair, there is a hidden danger also, as slow-acting
poison in Ayurveda, the Gara Visha.

While we associate poisons with acute, life-threatening effects,
Gara Visha represents a form of chronic, cumulative toxicity that
can silently affect the body's internal systems, with hair fall being
one of its most visible and distressing manifestations. This article
delves into the concept of Gara Visha, as it relates to modern hair
care products, exploring how the seemingly harmless chemicals
in these cosmetics can act as a slow poison, disrupting the body's
natural balance and leading to significant hair loss. Shodhana and
Shamana therapies, along with proper nutrition and hormone &
stress management, play a major role in treating hair fall. This
paper aims to understand and manage cosmetic toxicity from an
Agad Tantra (toxicology) perspective. Also to attain the attention
for detoxification methods for cumulative toxicity by Agad
Yogas.

The Ayurvedic Gara Visha Concept in Hair Fall

Ayurveda classifies poisons (Visha) into two main categories:
natural poisons (Sthavara and Jangama) and artificial poisons
(Kritrima). Gara Visha falls under the category of Kritrima Visha,
a concocted or slow-acting poison.”> The term ‘Gara’ itself is
derived from the root Gr:' which means "to swallow" or "to
devour slowly." It is not an acute, lethal poison but rather one that,
when ingested or absorbed over time, gradually accumulates in
the body, leading to chronic, debilitating diseases.

Ancient texts describe Gara Visha as a combination of
incompatible or non-poisonous substances that, when mixed,
become toxic. Its effects are not immediate; they manifest over
weeks or months or even years, causing symptoms like anaemia,
emaciation, indigestion, fatigue, palpitations, skin diseases, and
on massage eruptions, pain, excessive perspiration, ulceration,
exudation, fever and tearing of skin, etc.’ Even the Shiroabhyanga
(scalp oil massage)/ comb, if made of improper material or
smeared with toxins, may cause hair fall and follicle eruptions
over the scalp.*

Crucially, a general weakening of the body's tissues (Dhatus)
happens after transdermal absorption of these cosmetics. The
systemic principle is that these toxins interfere internally with the
body's metabolic processes as they act as xenobiotics, leading to
the accumulation of impurities at the tissue level that disrupt the
normal functioning of bodily systems, causing Dhatu Kshaya
(tissue and cell damage) due to nutritional deficiency in cells.
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Also, when the toxins reach the blood (Rakta Dhatu) and living
cells of skin (Tvak and Mams Dhatu), the response seen as
inflammation. Whenever Visha comes in contact with the body,
either externally or internally, skin manifestations are seen.’

Hair as a Reflection of Internal Health: General and modern
approach to Hair Fall

According to Ayurveda, hair (Kesha) is a Mala (byproduct) of the
Asthi Dhatu (bone tissue). The health of our hair is, therefore, a
direct reflection of the health of our bones and, by extension, our
overall nutrition and metabolic balance. When the digestive fire
(Agni) is weak or the circulating xenobiotics couldn’t digest by
digestive fire, and these toxins (Ama) accumulate, the
nourishment that should reach the deep tissues of the body,
including the bones, is compromised. This, in turn, weakens the
hair follicles, leading to hair fall, thinning, and premature greying.
Also, when the aggravated Vata Dosha mixes with Pitta Dosha,
the hair falls off.¢

Modern science corroborates this connection, recognising that
nutritional deficiencies (such as iron, zinc, and protein) and
chronic systemic inflammation can lead to significant hair loss.
This is where the concept of Gara Visha becomes particularly
relevant to hair cosmetics. The external application of these
products, laden with chemical compounds, can initiate a process
that mirrors the slow poisoning described in Ayurvedic texts.

Chemicals present in Shampoos

Sodium Lauryl Sulfate (SLS)- Side effect: A strong cleanser that
can strip natural oils, leading to scalp irritation, dryness, and a
feeling of rough or frizzy hair.

Sodium Laureth Sulfate (SLES)- Side effect: Milder than SLS,
but can still cause scalp irritation and dryness in sensitive
individuals with repeated use.

Cocamidopropyl Betaine- Side effect: Generally, very mild. Side
effects are rare but can include skin irritation or allergic reactions
in people who are sensitive to it.

Sodium Cocoyl Isethionate- Side effect: A very mild surfactant.
It is not typically associated with side effects.

Dimethicone- Side effect: Can cause buildup on the hair, leading
to a dull or greasy appearance over time. It can also prevent
moisture from penetrating the hair shaft.

Acetyl Alcohol and Stearyl Alcohol- Side effects: These are fatty
alcohols and are generally very safe. Side effects are almost non-
existent, and they are used to moisturise the hair.

Glycerine- Side effect: Generally safe.

Guar Hydroxy propyl trimonium Chloride- Side effect: Generally
safe.

Sodium Chloride (table salt)- Side effect: In high concentrations,
it can be drying to the hair.

Xanthan Gum- Side effect: Very safe.

Glycol Distearate- Side effect: Very safe.

DMDM Hydantoin- Side effect: Can cause allergic contact
dermatitis and is a known skin sensitiser.

Phenoxyethanol- Side effect: Can cause allergic reactions.
Sodium Benzoate- Generally safe.

Parabens (e.g., Methylparaben, Propylparaben)- Side effect: Can
cause allergic contact dermatitis.

Synthetic perfumes and essential oils like lavender, peppermint,
or jasmine.

Sodium Hydroxide (Lye)- Side effect: it can cause severe
chemical burns.
Cyclopentasiloxane, Stearyl
methylsilylamodimethicone’

dimethicone and Tri

Chemicals present in hair colors ®
Alkalizing Agents: Ammonia (NH3): Strong Odour, can cause
skin/respiratory irritation, hair damage (dryness, brittleness).

Ethanolamine (C2H7NO): Milder than ammonia, but can still
cause skin irritation and long-term hair damage.

Oxidising Agents: Hydrogen Peroxide (H202): Can cause skin
irritation, chemical burns on the scalp, and hair damage (protein
degradation, loss of elasticity).

Dye Precursors: P-Phenylenediamine (PPD) (COH8N2): Major
allergen. Can cause severe allergic contact dermatitis (redness,
itching, swelling) and, in rare cases, anaphylactic shock. Toluene-
2,5-diamine (TDS) (C7H10N2): Weaker allergen than PPD, but
can still cause cross-reactions in sensitive individuals. Resorcinol
(C6H602): Known skin irritant and a potential allergen.

Other Chemicals:

Conditioning Agents (e.g., Cetearyl Alcohol): Generally safe.
Rarely cause skin irritation in highly sensitive people.
Fragrances: Common cause of allergic contact dermatitis.
Preservatives (e.g., Parabens): Can cause allergic reactions. Some
are linked to potential endocrine disruption.

Chelating Agents (e.g., EDTA): Generally considered safe with
no significant side effects.

Chemicals present in conditioners °

Cationic Surfactants /Quaternary Ammonium Compounds:
Behentrimoniunm  Chloride  (C25H46NCI), Cetrimonium
Chloride (C19H42NCl), Stearalkonium Chloride (C27H50ONCI).
Side Effects: Skin/Scalp Irritation: In high concentrations, these
can be irritating to the scalp, leading to redness or itching,
especially for people with sensitive skin. Product Buildup: Over
time, these ingredients can build up on the hair, making it feels
heavy, greasy, or weighed down.

Emollients and Moisturizing Agents: Isopropyl Myristate
(C17H3402), Jojoba Esters (complex blend), Side Effects: Greasy
Feel: Excessive use or use of a product that is too heavy for your
hair. Type can lead to a greasy or oily appearance. Can Weigh
Down Hair: These ingredients can weigh down fine or thin hair,
making it look limp.

Film-Forming Agents:

PVP (Polyvinylpyrrolidone) (COH9NOJn), PVP/VA Copolymer
(complex blend)

Side Effects: Stiff or Crunchy Feel: When used at high
concentrations, these can leave hair feeling stiff or crunchy,
especially if they are designed to provide hold. Product Buildup:
Similar to silicones, these can build up on the hair, requiring a
clarifying shampoo to remove.

Acidic Agents

Lactic Acid (C3H603), Glycolic Acid (C2H403)

Side Effects: Generally Safe: These acids are used in low
concentrations and are generally considered very safe and
beneficial for hair health. Side effects are virtually non-existent
in this context.

The Chemical Cocktail: How Cosmetics Act as Gara Visha
Many of the common ingredients in hair cosmetics can be
considered Gara Visha from an Ayurvedic perspective. While a
single exposure may not be harmful, repeated and long-term use
leads to the slow accumulation of these substances in the body,
which can be absorbed through the scalp.

Surfactants and Detergents: Shampoos contain harsh
surfactants like sodium lauryl sulfate (SLS) and sodium laureth
sulfate (SLES) to create lather and remove oil. While effective,
these chemicals can strip the scalp of its natural oils, leading to
dryness and irritation. This constant assault can compromise the
scalp's barrier function, making it more susceptible to
inflammation and infection. From an Ayurvedic standpoint, this
imbalance can aggravate Pitta Dosha, which governs heat and
metabolism, leading to inflamed hair follicles and accelerated hair
loss.

Parabens and Phthalates: Used as preservatives and
plasticisers, these chemicals are known endocrine disruptors.
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They can mimic hormones like oestrogen, leading to hormonal
imbalances that are a leading cause of hair fall, particularly in
women. The chronic, low-dose exposure to these compounds
through regular use of hair products represents a classic example
of Gara Visha in action, silently interfering with the body's
delicate hormonal symphony.

Dyes and Bleaches: Hair dyes, particularly permanent ones,
contain  powerful chemicals like ammonia and
paraphenylenediamine (PPD). These substances penetrate the
hair shaft to alter its structure, a process that can severely damage
the hair cuticle and weaken the protein bonds. Repeated use
makes hair brittle and prone to breakage. Furthermore, PPD is a
common allergen that can cause severe contact dermatitis on the
scalp, leading to inflammation and follicular damage, another
clear sign of a localised Gara Visha effect.

Silicones and Mineral Oils: Ingredients like dimethicone are
used in moisturisers and conditioners to create a smooth, shiny
finish by coating the hair shaft. While they may temporarily
improve the hair's appearance, they can also build up on the scalp,
suffocating the hair follicles and preventing them from receiving
proper nourishment. This blockage, or Srotas Avarodha (channels
blockage) in Ayurveda, can lead to follicular congestion, poor
circulation, and ultimately, hair fall.

The Manifestation of Gara Visha in Hair Fall

The Gara Visha effect of hair cosmetics is not just a direct
chemical attack on the hair; it's a systemic problem. The toxic
load from these products can be absorbed into the bloodstream,
where it further contributes to a state of chronic toxicity. This
cumulative effect manifests as:

Follicular Inflammation: The constant exposure to harsh
chemicals can lead to a state of low-grade inflammation in the
scalp, damaging the hair follicles and disrupting the hair growth
cycle.!?

Hormonal Disruption: Endocrine-disrupting chemicals interfere
with the body's hormonal balance, leading to conditions like
telogen effluvium, where a large number of hair follicles enter the
resting phase prematurely.'!

Nutrient Malabsorption: The internal toxicity created by Gara
Visha can weaken the digestive fire, leading to a diminished
ability to absorb essential nutrients needed for hair health.
Dosha Imbalance: The heat-generating and drying properties of
many chemical products can aggravate Pitta and Vata Doshas,
leading to hair thinning and premature greying.'?

Hair Shaft damage: The physical action of chemicals leads to
split ends and shaft damage by removing the upper coating of
shaft.!!

The result is a vicious cycle: Damaged hair and a compromised
scalp become more dependent on cosmetic products for a
temporary fix, only to be further exposed to the very chemicals
that are causing the underlying problem.

The Path to Healing: An Ayurvedic Approach to Hair Care
The solution to combating this cosmetic Gara Visha lies in a
holistic approach that mirrors Ayurvedic principles. This involves
not only changing our external hair care practices but also
focusing on internal detoxification and nourishment.

Embrace Natural Alternatives: Replacing chemical-laden
products with natural, herbal alternatives is the first step.
Shampoos made from Reetha, Shikakai, and Amla can gently
cleanse the scalp without stripping its natural oils.

Scalp Nourishment: Regular head massage (Shiro abhyanga)
with therapeutic oils like Bhringaraj oil or Brahmi oil can help to
cleanse the follicles, improve blood circulation, and deliver vital
nutrients directly to the hair roots.

Internal Detoxification: Addressing the Gara Visha requires
internal cleansing. A diet rich in fresh fruits, vegetables, and
whole grains can support the body's natural detoxification

pathways. Herbal remedies and Ayurvedic therapies like
Panchakarma can be used to eliminate accumulated toxins.
Hormonal and Stress Management: Since stress and hormonal
imbalances are key contributors to hair fall, practices such as
Yoga, meditation, and stress-relieving exercises can help to
restore balance and reduce cortisol levels.!!

Agada Yogas implement: After internal cleansing, either by
Panchakarma Shodhana therapy or by Nitya Shodhana by
Shodhanadi Drayas and Kashayas, use of proper Agada Yogas is
essential according to the accumulated Doshas (Gara Visha)
(impurities) in body.

OVERALL REVIEW ON COSMETIC ROLE IN HAIR
FALL

The core general principle in Ayurveda for hair fall is that due to
Mithya Aahar- Vihar (Unhealthy daily routine and chemicals
exposure), vitiated Vata mixing with Vitiated Pitta, falls the hair
more than normal limit of 100 hairs/ day is called Keshpata
(diffuse hair fall/ telogen effluvium), ! and if the vitiated Rakta
mixed with Kapha Dosha closes the hair follicle pores, no new
hair growth is seen that is Khalitya/ Indralupta (alopecia).'*

According to the Agad Tantra aspect, regular use of cosmetics
(Gara Visha) shows not only local but also systemic effects
through absorption, manifesting in the skin, hair, and metabolism,
among other effects. Hair cosmetics like hair shampoo, dye,
bleach, colour, conditioner, gel, etc., are rich in chemicals that
damage hair through local inflammatory and irritative actions and
systemic effects from metabolic disruptions, Dhatu Kshya (tissue
damage), and other disturbances of systemic functions. Some
chemicals can strip the scalp of its natural oils, leading to dryness
and irritation and making it more susceptible to inflammation and
infection. Some are endocrine disruptors. PPD also a known
allergen and carcinogenic. These chemicals all cause follicular
inflammation, damage the shaft, disrupt endocrine function,
create Doshic imbalance, and cause essential nutrient deficiencies
by reducing digestive fire.

The core principle is that these toxins (Toxic and non- toxic
poison mixture- Gara Visha- hair cosmetics) interfere with the
body's metabolic processes (Agni), that disrupt the normal
functioning of bodily systems and further diminished formation
of leading Dhatus (Tissue). Hair is the Mala of Asthi Dhatu, which
falls out and is damaged due to Asthi Dhatu Kshya (Defective
bone formation).

Modern steroidal ointments and oral medications may cause
cumulative toxicity itself; it’s a keen need to go forward towards
herbal therapy. There, in the Sushruta Samhita Kalpa Sthana
Chapter first, locally applied poison symptoms and their
management are given, correlating with the issue we are facing at
present as Gara Visha manifestations (mixed-poisonous and non-
poisonous substance pathology showing slow effects). Now, as a
general Ayurvedic perspective, the Vata-Pitta concept of hair fall
can be managed with Vata-Pitta Shamaka Ayurvedic local and
oral preparations, according to the patient's condition. According
Agad Tantra concept, the local toxicity of skin manifestations can
be managed by Agad formulations like (Chandanadi Churna for
Vishakta Abhyanga Chikitsa (Poisonous oil massage)), and
(Ghee, Shyama, Palindi, Tanduleeyaka juice, cow dung paste,
juice of Jati or Mushakaparni plant and soot application on scalp
for Vishakta Shirobhyanga Chiktsa (Poisonous hair oil massage))
etc., as stated by Acharya Sushuruta.'’ Also, the Gara Visha
Chikitsa concept of Shodhana followed by Shamana should be
applied. For Adho Shodhana Patolakaturohinyadi Kashaya,
Patolamooladi Kashaya, Mangisthadi Kashaya, Erand Mooladi
Kashaya, etc. Nitya Shodhana should be used. Urdhava Shodhana
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Vamana with Aushadha (Induced emesis with medicinal emetic
drugs)/ Vamana with Hemprashana (Induced emesis with gold
powder mixed with honey) can be done.'® For Shamana purpose
(pacifying treatment) Moorvadi Agada, Dooshivishari Agada,
Bilwadi Agada, Visha Bilwadi Gulika, Krumighna Vati,
Gopichandanadi Vati, Shighru Punarnavadi Churna Lepa,
Dashanga Lepa, Sidhharthadi Agada, Vishghna Mahakashya
Churna, Kandughna Mahakashaya, Naagdantyadi Ghrita, Eladi
Taila, Nalpamraadi Taila, Kottamchukkadi Taila, Katappa Taila,
etc. formulations also can be used. Gara Visha Janya hair fall can
also be managed by shifting to Ayurvedic herbal therapy, scalp
nutrition, hormonal and stress management.

In conclusion, the ancient concept of Gara Visha provides a
powerful lens through which to view the modern epidemic of hair
fall. By understanding that the chemicals in our hair cosmetics
can act as a slow, cumulative poison, we can make informed
choices to protect our hair. The path to healthy, vibrant hair is not
found in a bottle of chemical-filled products, but in a return to
nature-based solutions and a holistic understanding of our body's
interconnected systems.

Key Message

In this era of fashion, it is rarely possible to avoid exposure to
chemicals/toxins (Gara Visha). Chemical-induced harm is clearly
seen on the skin and its appendages; hair fall is also one of them.
Chemicals harm the hair through shaft damage, follicle
inflammation, hair opening and increased susceptibility to
damage, immune compromise, tissue malnutrition, and hormonal
imbalance. Detoxification methods and shifting to herbal therapy
with lifestyle modifications help to combat hair fall.
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