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ABSTRACT

Kalaripayattu, the indigenous martial tradition of Kerala, has frequently been examined in relation to warfare,
bodily discipline, and performance practices. Embedded within its martial framework, however, exists a
sophisticated healing tradition known as Kalari Chikitsa. Developed alongside martial practice, Kalari Chikitsa
emerged as a practical response to injuries sustained during combat and physical training, gradually evolving
into a distinctive therapeutic system grounded in indigenous knowledge traditions. Central to this healing
practice is Marma Vidya, the knowledge of vital points in the human body, which functions simultaneously as a
martial and therapeutic system of understanding. This article examines Kalari Chikitsa and Marma Vidya as
interconnected traditions that reveal broader understandings of embodiment, health, and healing in Kerala. It
argues that Kalari Chikitsa should be understood not merely as a supplementary form of treatment attached to
martial practice but as a body-centered system of indigenous knowledge shaped through martial experience, oral
transmission, and interaction with regional medical traditions such as Ayurveda and Siddha medicine.
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METHODOLOGY

This study integrates qualitative and quantitative approaches to examine the historical, therapeutic, and cultural
dimensions of Kalari Chikitsa. Field interviews with traditional physicians and Kalari practitioners were
conducted, supplemented by participant observation and textual analysis of classical and modern literature
relating to the subject. The methodology thus combines field based evidence with textual and historical analysis
to provide an academic understanding of Kalari Chikitsa as an indigenous therapeutic tradition.

INTRODUCTION

Kalaripayattu occupies an important place in Kerala's cultural and historical landscape and is widely regarded
as one of South Asia's oldest martial traditions. While commonly associated with combat techniques and physical
discipline, Kalaripayattu historically functioned as more than a system of warfare. Traditional Kalari spaces
served as centres of martial training, ritual activity, healing practices, and cultural life. Within these spaces,
bodily knowledge extended beyond the acquisition of combat skills and entered broader systems of care,
recovery, and rehabilitation. Healing practices constitute an essential component of Kalari pedagogy. Within
Kalari traditions, the body is understood simultaneously as vulnerable and resilient, requiring continuous
processes of strengthening, restoration, and adjustment. Injuries sustained during training are not viewed merely
as interruptions to practice but as opportunities for developing greater bodily awareness and understanding.
Through massage therapies, medicinal preparations, and therapeutic interventions, practitioners cultivate a
deeper relationship with movement, endurance, and recovery. The Gurukkal occupied a central role within
traditional Kalari practice. Beyond functioning as martial instructors, Gurukkals served as healers and custodians
of inherited knowledge systems. Their expertise extended beyond combat techniques into anatomy, herbal
medicine, massage methods, and Marma therapy. Knowledge transmission largely occurred through
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apprenticeship and oral instruction, allowing therapeutic practices to remain flexible and adaptive. Kalari
Chikitsa developed from the practical demands associated with warrior life in pre-modern Kerala.

Frequent injuries resulting from combat and intense physical training required effective therapeutic responses.
Consequently, systems of massage, bone-setting, Marma therapy, and herbal treatment gradually evolved into
specialized healing practices. This article argues that Kalari Chikitsa should be understood not simply as a
supplementary aspect of Kalaripayattu but as a distinct body-centered healing tradition that developed through
interactions among martial experience, oral knowledge systems, and regional medical traditions.

Kalari Chikitsa as A Martial Art Healing Tradition

Traditional understandings of Kalari extend beyond the perception of martial arts as systems of physical combat
alone. Historically, Kalari spaces functioned as institutions where physical training, ritual activity, and healing
co-existed. The physically demanding nature of martial training required practitioners to develop methods
capable of simultaneously strengthening the body and addressing injuries resulting from combat practice.

Kalari Chikitsa emerged as a response to these practical requirements and gradually evolved into a specialized
therapeutic system. Practitioners understood the body not as an isolated biological entity but as a dynamic
structure influenced by movement, balance, energy, and environmental factors. Consequently, healing practices
emphasized restoring bodily equilibrium rather than merely treating visible symptoms. Traditional Gurukkals
frequently served as both instructors and healers. Their knowledge often integrated influences from Ayurveda,
Siddha medicine, localized medicinal practices, and practical observations accumulated through experience.
Rather than following rigid systems of treatment, practitioners adapted therapeutic methods according to
individual conditions and circumstances.

Healing The Warrior’s Body

The relationship between martial training and healing forms one of the most distinctive characteristics of
Kalaripayattu traditions. Within Kalari practice, healing is not considered a secondary activity introduced only
after injury occurs. Instead, it remains integrated into the entire process of bodily training and discipline. The
body within Kalari traditions is viewed as a site of both strength and vulnerability. Continuous training places
considerable demands on muscles, joints, ligaments, and bodily endurance. Traditional practitioners therefore
regarded physical maintenance as equally important as martial skill. Massage therapies, stretching exercises,
medicinal preparations, and dietary considerations became important aspects of sustaining bodily capacity.
Injury itself occupies a particular place within Kalari pedagogy. Rather than being viewed solely as a disruption
of training, injury often becomes a moment requiring practitioners to develop greater bodily awareness. Through
recovery, the body becomes a space of learning and reflection. Gurukkals frequently emphasize that the ability
to heal represents a martial skill equal in significance to combat ability.

The existence of organized bodies of trained warriors indicates that the significance of Kalari Chikitsa extended
beyond the immediate treatment of an individual fighter injured in combat. The Kalari was closely connected
with the physical preparation and maintenance of the warrior community. Regular training developed strength,
flexibility, endurance, and combat skills, while the associated healing practices helped restore the body when it
was affected by strenuous training or injury. In this sense, Kalari Chikitsa formed part of a wider system of
maintaining the health, physical capacity, and martial preparedness of warriors.

Historical Significance

The military organization of pre-modern Kerala differed considerably from the modern concept of a permanent
professional standing army. In many regions, military service was closely connected with the territorial and
feudal organization of society. The Nair community, which supplied a substantial proportion of the traditional
warrior population, was organized through territorial units such as the desam and nadu, under local authorities
known as the Desavazhi and Naduvazhi. These local chiefs exercised authority over their territories and
possessed the capacity to mobilize fighting men when military service was required. Historical descriptions
indicate that military service was therefore closely associated with one's position within the local social and
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political structure rather than being a separate full-time occupation for every warrior. The military culture of
medieval Kerala was not exclusively confined to the Nair community. Historical evidence indicates that
members of the Ezhava or Thiyya community also participated in organized military service. In Malabar,
Chekavars emerged as an important group of martial specialists, while in regions such as Ambalapuzha, Ezhava
soldiers served under local rulers and were mobilized during periods of political conflict. The existence of such
groups demonstrates that the martial landscape of Kerala as more socially diverse. These distinct groups had
their own style of Kalarippayattu and Kalarichikitsa traditions.

Considering the Nairs who possessed a feudal organization in which territorial divisions were closely connected
with military obligations, a large number of them served as soldiers during periods of warfare but returned to the
cultivation of their lands when the country was peaceful. This arrangement demonstrates that the warrior was
simultaneously connected to the agrarian economy and the military structure of the region. Military mobilization
could therefore draw upon an existing population of trained men rather than depending entirely upon a permanent
professional army. The connection between agricultural life, military service, and martial training also helps
explain the importance of the Kalari. Kalaris functioned as centres where young men received training in
weapons and martial skills. After the completion of their training, young men became members of a military or
protective organization and were expected to respond when called upon by their chief.

The system, therefore, should not be understood simply as an army in which all warriors remained permanently
stationed for military service. Instead, it operated through a combination of martial training, territorial
organization, agrarian life, and periodic military mobilization. This distinction is significant for understanding
the role of Kalari Chikitsa. Since the trained warrior was also part of the productive social and economic life of
his community, maintaining his physical capacity had importance beyond a single military engagement. The
treatment of injuries, rehabilitation of the body, and restoration of mobility could contribute to preserving the
individual's ability to return to training, agricultural activity, and, when required, military service.

At the same time, this system should not be generalized to all of Kerala or to every period. Some political centres
maintained more permanent military forces. Thus, the development of Kalari Chikitsa can be understood within
a broader military society in which martial training and bodily maintenance were closely connected. The
therapeutic knowledge of the Kalari master was consequently significant not only for treating an injured
individual but also for sustaining the physical capabilities of a community from which military manpower could
be mobilized when necessary.

The relationship between martial training and healing became particularly important in the context of medieval
Kerala, where political conflicts and warfare created a continuing need for physically capable warriors. The
preservation of military strength depended not only upon training individuals in weapons and combat techniques
but also upon addressing the physical consequences of rigorous training and warfare. Therapeutic practices such
as massage, treatment of muscular and joint injuries, bone-setting, Marma therapy, and the application of
medicinal preparations therefore had a practical role in sustaining the warrior's ability to continue training and,
where possible, return to active service.

It is also noted that Kalari practices developed within an environment where physical exercise and treatment of
bodily ailments were closely connected. The Kalari master consequently occupied a dual position: he was
responsible for transmitting martial knowledge while also possessing knowledge concerning the care and
restoration of the trained body. This combination of martial and therapeutic expertise demonstrates that healing
was not an independent activity separated from Kalaripayattu; rather, it constituted an important part of the wider
system through which the physical strength and fighting capacity of the warrior community were maintained.

Thus, Kalari Chikitsa can be viewed as a supporting institution of the martial community, concerned not merely
with curing injuries but with preserving the bodily capacity required for continued martial participation. The
therapeutic knowledge preserved by Gurukkals therefore had both an individual and a collective significance: it
enabled injured practitioners to recover while simultaneously contributing to the continuity and effectiveness of
the wider warrior tradition.
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Marma Vidhya And Therapeutic Knowledge

Marma Vidya occupies a central place within Kalari healing traditions. Marma points are understood as locations
where muscles, veins, nerves, bones, joints, and life-energy intersect. Traditional practitioners believe these
points regulate bodily functioning and maintain physical balance. The origins of Marma knowledge remain
contested among scholars and practitioners. Some traditions associate Marma Vidya with classical Ayurvedic
systems, particularly with anatomical knowledge contained in ancient texts. Other interpretations emphasize
local and Siddha traditions as significant influences.

Southern narratives frequently connect Marma knowledge with Shaivite traditions and Siddha lineages
associated with Agastya and other spiritual teachers. Marma knowledge possesses both therapeutic and martial
applications. Within combat situations, understanding vulnerable points provides strategic advantages.
Therapeutically, however, stimulation of Marma points is believed to restore bodily equilibrium and improve
physical functioning. Traditional systems therefore emphasize ethical responsibility in the transmission and
application of such knowledge.

Some Therapeutic Traditions In Kalari Chikitsa

Kalari Chikitsa incorporates diverse therapeutic practices developed through observation, experimentation, and
practical experience.

Uzhichil, commonly referred to as massage therapy in Kalari, forms one of the most significant components of
Kalari healing. Medicated oils are applied through rhythmic and controlled movements intended to improve
blood circulation, reduce muscular tension, increase flexibility, and strengthen bodily endurance.

Marma Chikitsa employs manipulation and pressure techniques directed towards specific vital points.
Practitioners believe these interventions regulate bodily energy and facilitate recovery processes. Marma Vidhya
is also practised as a different branch of healing technique but is often incorporated with healing techniques of
Kalari practitioners

Bone-setting traditions constitute another important aspect of Kalari healing. Traditional practitioners developed
specialized techniques for addressing fractures, muscular injuries, and joint dislocations through manual
procedures combined with herbal applications.

Kalari healing also includes Atankkal Sampradayam, a traditional revival technique associated with severe
injuries and states of unconsciousness. Through stimulation of particular Marma points, practitioners attempt to
restore bodily responsiveness.

Kalari Chikitsa In Between Ayurveda and Siddha

The relationship between Kalari Chikitsa and other South Indian medical traditions demonstrates considerable
interaction rather than a rigid separation. Northern Kalari traditions are often associated with Ayurvedic
influences, while southern traditions frequently display stronger Siddha influences. Nevertheless, such
distinctions remain fluid in practice. Interviews conducted for the study reveals that the relationship between
Siddha and Kalari Chikitsa is interpreted differently within contemporary healing communities. Some Gurukkals
and medical practitioners associate Siddha with Agastya Muni, who occupies an important position in the
traditional narratives surrounding both Siddha medicine and Thekkan Kalari. According to this understanding,
the association of Agastya with southern Kalaripayattu provides a traditional basis for connecting Siddha
knowledge with the therapeutic practices of the southern Kalari. Another narrative relates Siddha to Shaiva
traditions, thereby linking it to the wider religious and philosophical milieu within which aspects of southern
Kalari culture are understood. These accounts are best treated as oral and traditional narratives rather than as
historically verified explanations of origin. Nevertheless, they are significant in revealing how practitioners
conceptualize the historical relationship between martial and medical knowledge. A contrasting view
acknowledges Siddha as an influence on Kalari Chikitsa while maintaining that the two remain distinct traditions.
Siddha is regarded as an independent medical system, whereas Kalari Chikitsa developed within the martial
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context of the Kalari. Thus, the incorporation of Siddha practices does not necessarily indicate that Kalari
Chikitsa originated from Siddha. Rather, the relationship is better understood as a process of medical interaction
and knowledge exchange, through which therapeutic practices were adapted to local martial needs while
retaining distinct traditions.

The relationship with Ayurveda may similarly be understood within this context. Concepts relating to bodily
balance, herbal preparations, massage, diet, and therapeutic care appear across different indigenous traditions,
although their theoretical interpretations and modes of application may vary. Consequently, the therapeutic
knowledge preserved within Kalari lineages cannot be readily attributed to a single medical system. Rather, it
represents a layered body of embodied knowledge, shaped by martial practice, regional medical traditions,
empirical experience, and oral transmission. Kalari healers frequently adopt methods from multiple traditions
according to therapeutic requirements. This flexibility reflects broader patterns of medical pluralism within
Kerala, where diverse healing traditions historically co-existed and interacted.

Contemporary Relevance and Challenges

Recent years have witnessed increasing interest in Kalari Chikitsa within rehabilitation practices, sports
medicine, and wellness traditions. Massage therapy in Kalari and Marma therapy are increasingly explored for
their applications in physical recovery and preventive healthcare. Despite growing recognition, significant
challenges remain. The continued dependence upon oral transmission creates risks regarding the preservation of
therapeutic knowledge. Declining lineage-based instruction and limited institutional support further complicate
efforts aimed at safeguarding these traditions.

Commercialization presents additional concerns because therapeutic practices may become detached from their
historical and cultural contexts. Documentation and research therefore remain essential for preserving Kalari
healing traditions.

CONCLUSION

Kalari Chikitsa represents a distinctive indigenous healing tradition situated at the intersection of martial practice
and medical knowledge. Emerging from the practical demands of warrior life, it gradually evolved into a
sophisticated therapeutic system grounded in embodied experience and oral transmission. Through massage
techniques, Marma therapy, herbal medicine, and rehabilitation practices, Kalari healers developed methods
intended not only to treat injuries but also to sustain bodily resilience.

The relationship between combat and healing remains central to understanding Kalari traditions. Healing
functions as an extension of martial discipline and reflects broader understandings concerning balance,
responsibility, and bodily awareness. Although influenced by Ayurveda and Siddha medicine, Kalari Chikitsa
maintains a distinct identity shaped by the practical realities of martial practice. Preserving and documenting
such traditions remains essential for safeguarding indigenous knowledge systems and ensuring their continued
relevance within contemporary discussions of health and healing.
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