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Aspects of Kalarippayattu:
Experimental Study of Martial Arts in the Southern Indian State of Kerala

TAKAHASHI Kyoko *

Abstract: Kalarippayattu, a traditional martial art practiced in the southern Indian state of Kerala,
is said to be a holistic discipline. However, there is no solid foundation for this claim. The
objective of this paper is to examine the reasons why Kalarippayattu is regarded as a holistic
martial art, from various angles — such as physical training, medical regime, and expression of
faith — mainly by means of field work, my physical training experience and glyph notation of
motion analysis.

Through the study, three observations were obtained. Firstly, Kalarippayattu is a physical
training aimed at efficiency in (1) exercising of every part of the body, (2) self-defense, and (3)
offense with arms, legs, and feet. Secondly, this martial art is also a system of medicine based on
the principles of Ayurveda to (1) build up a healthy body as a result of physical training and the
massage uzhichil, (2) provide treatment, and (3) holistically treat people from a religious
perspective. Thirdly, a factor behind the development of this martial art is Kerala society’s unique
faith that goes beyond the borders of religion, caste, and gender while reflecting rigid customs in
the society.

Given these observations, it can be said that Kalarippayattu is a holistic martial art that focuses
on the balance of mind and body, which is the key to living a life deserving of human dignity, by

satisfying and embracing the three elements of physical training, medicine, and faith.

Keywords: Kalarippayattu, marital art, physical training, glyph notation, medicine, faith, holism

* Ph.D. Candidate, Graduate School of Sociology, Ritsumeikan University



