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Abstract— Karkatakam, the concluding month of the
Malayalam calendar, holds a distinctive and enduring
position within Kerala’s cultural, ecological, and ritual
history. Traditionally marked by monsoon-induced
environmental vulnerability, agricultural cessation, and
heightened susceptibility to disease, the month has
evolved into a period characterized by intensified ritual
praxis, sustained spiritual engagement, and holistic
medical interventions grounded in Ayurveda. This article
employs an interdisciplinary analytical framework
drawing from cultural anthropology, ecological history,
religious studies, and medical ethnography to examine
how Malayali society has historically confronted and
creatively reimagined seasonal adversity. Through
practices such as Ramayana Masam, Ayurvedic
therapies including Karkataka Cikitsa and Karkataka
Kanji, and ethnobotanical traditions like Dasapiispam
and Pathila toran, Karkatakam emerges as a culturally
charged temporal space that unites moral pedagogy,
ecological atonement, and bodily care. The paper
elaborates how the month functions not merely as a
calendrical unit but as a dynamic cultural institution one
that transforms climatic hardship into opportunities for
ethical renewal, spiritual introspection, community
solidarity, and embodied resilience.

Index Terms— Cultural Ecology, Ritual and Spiritual
Practices, Ayurvedic Medical Traditions, Seasonal
Vulnerability and Resilience, Cultural History

I. INTRODUCTION

Seasonal rhythms have long served as powerful
structuring forces in agrarian societies, shaping not
only patterns of labour and livelihood but also cultural
imagination, ritual sensibilities, and environmental
ethics. Kerala, with its monsoon-dependent
agricultural system and intricate cultural ecology,
offers a particularly compelling example of this
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interdependence between climate and culture. Within
this seasonal matrix, Karkatakam (July—August), the
twelfth and final month of the Kollavarsam
(Malayalam era), assumes a position of profound
historical and cultural significance.

Traditionally conceptualized as pafija masam, or “the
month of scarcity,” Karkatakam has been marked by
environmental  uncertainty: torrential  rains,
waterlogged fields, interruptions to agricultural
productivity, a rise in vector-borne and waterborne
diseases, and consequent economic strain on
households. These ecological pressures rendered the
month a period of heightened vulnerability. In agrarian
memory, Karkatakam emerges not merely as a climatic
phase but as a lived condition of precarity an interval
that tested the endurance of both individuals and
communities.

Yet, paradoxically, it is precisely within this context of
hardship that Karkatakam evolved into a period of
ritual density, ethical reflection, and health-oriented
discipline. Malayali society historically responded to
the monsoon’s challenges not with resignation but
with a repertoire of practices aimed at cultivating inner
strength, communal fortitude, and bodily resilience.
Daily recitations of the Adhyatma Ramayanam during
Ramayana Masam, seasonal Ayurvedic therapies
(Karkataka Cikitsa), the preparation of medicated
gruels (ausadha peya) and ten-leaf dishes such as
Pathila thoran, and the observance of rituals like
Karkataka Vavu collectively reveal how adversity was
transformed into a culturally meaningful period of
renewal.

Karkatakam thus functions not merely as a temporal
marker but as a cultural institution a space where
ecological conditions, religious worldviews, food
practices, medical traditions, and social memory
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converge. These practices exemplify the Malayali
community’s ability to reinterpret crisis through
frameworks that emphasize stability, wellbeing, and
spiritual grounding. Moreover, they demonstrate how
traditional ecological knowledge and ritualized health
systems continue to inform  contemporary
understandings of wellness in Kerala.

This paper examines Karkatakam with an
interdisciplinary approach, drawing on cultural
anthropology, ecological history, religious studies, and
medical ethnography. By doing so, it seeks to
illuminate how the month operates as a richly layered
cultural phenomenon one that reveals the resilience of
Malayali society and its capacity to negotiate
environmental hardship through deeply rooted
symbolic and practical strategies.

II. ECOLOGICAL AND AGRARIAN CONTEXT

The agrarian economy of premodern Kerala
experienced a cyclical interruption  during
Karkatakam. Positioned between the harvest and the
initiation of the next agricultural cycle, the month
witnessed a marked reduction in labour opportunities
and household income. This ecological rupture is
preserved in oral expressions, such as the proverb
“When Karkatakam arrives, even the fox starves at
home.” Such narratives reflect not merely climatic
observations but a deep cultural memory of
vulnerability.

Environmental historians have noted that the
southwest monsoon, while agriculturally beneficial in
subsequent months, renders July—August particularly
challenging due to flooding, soil saturation, and
stagnant agricultural productivity. This ecological
context informs the emergence of Karkatakam as a
month of ritual recentring and collective endurance.

III. RITUAL DENSITY AND THE
SPIRITUALIZATION OF CRISIS

Karkatakam’s transformation from a month of scarcity
into one of intense religiosity constitutes a significant
cultural adaptation. Central to this transformation is
the observance of Ramayana Masam, during which
households and temples engage in the daily recitation
of Ezhuthachan’s Adhyatma Ramayanam Kilippattu.
The month becomes a period of ethical cultivation
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through narrative, with the Ramayana functioning as a
moral framework for confronting adversity.

The practice fosters a sense of domestic sanctity and
communal solidarity, as recitations occur in homes,
community halls, and temples. Scholars such as K. P.
Ramanunni have argued that Malayalis “draw strength
from spirituality in the face of crisis,” demonstrating
how religious texts are deployed to mediate material
uncertainty.

Women'’s ritual participation, particularly through the
observance of Karkidaka Vavu, underscores the
gendered dimensions of ritual agency. Prayers
dedicated to the Sun God for familial and communal
well-being highlight the intersection of cosmology,
domesticity, and social cohesion.

IV. AYURVEDIC PRAXIS AND MONSOON
PHYSIOLOGY

Parallel to its spiritual significance, Karkatakam holds
a critical place in Kerala’s medical culture, particularly
within Ayurveda. According to classical Ayurvedic
principles, the monsoon season weakens agni
(digestive fire), making the body more susceptible to
imbalance and disease. Consequently, Karkatakam is
considered an optimal period for detoxification and
restorative therapies.

The widespread practice of Karkataka Cikitsa a system
of monsoon-specific treatments illustrates the
integration of ecological rhythms into medical
thought. Ayurvedic centres witness heightened
demand for therapeutic regimens designed to enhance
immunity, facilitate detoxification, and restore
physiological equilibrium.

A central component of domestic Ayurvedic practice is
the consumption of Karkidaka Kanji, a medicinal
porridge prepared with herbs such as turmeric,
fenugreek, ginger, cumin, and black pepper. As P. K.
Warrier notes, this porridge represents a rare instance
of Ayurveda permeating quotidian life, marking a
fusion of medical tradition and household practice.

V. ECOLOGICAL SYMBOLISM AND THE
DASAPUSPAM TRADITION

The Dasaplispam a constellation of ten sacred
medicinal plants is Dbotanically, ritually, and
symbolically  significant during Karkatakam.
Comprising plants such as Plivankurunnal (Vernonia
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cinerea), Muyalcheviyan (Emilia sonchifolia), Karuka
(Cynodon dactylon), Kayyonni (Eclipta prostrata),
Nilappana (Curculigo orchioides), Visnukranti
(Evolvulus alsinoides), Cerula (Aerva lanata), Tirutali
(Tridax  procumbens), Uliiifia (Cardiospermum
halicacabum), and Mukkutty (Biophytum sensitivum),
the group embodies ecological knowledge that links
ritual practice with environmental awareness.In
Kerala’s folk-religious traditions, these plants are
believed to promote longevity, immunity, and
prosperity. Their use in rituals such as Tiruvatira,
where women wear them as adornments symbolizing
auspiciousness and wellbeing, demonstrates how
ecological materials are embedded within ritual
performance. Their application in medicinal oils and
porridges also
ethnopharmacological relevance.

The Dasdaptspam thus function as nodes of
intersection between ecology, medicine, and ritual,
reflecting an indigenous epistemology that views
nature as both curative and sacred.

underscores their

VI. PATHILA TORAN [TEN-LEAF STIR-FRIED
WITH GRINDED COCONUT]

An important culinary and therapeutic component
associated with Karkatakam is the preparation of
Pathila toran, literally “Ten-Leaf Curry.” Traditionally,
this dish is consumed alongside ausadha peya
(medicated rice gruel), forming a complementary
dietary pair designed to strengthen the body during the
physiologically vulnerable monsoon season. The
pathila practice reflects Kerala’s indigenous
nutritional wisdom, wherein easily accessible, low-
cost leafy greens serve as potent sources of immunity
and vitality.

Rich in antioxidants, mineral salts, iron, vitamins, and
plant-based proteins, the ten leaves used in Pathila
toran are believed to enhance metabolic efficiency and
support immune rejuvenation. Their inclusion in
monsoon diets illustrates the interweaving of
ecological knowledge, culinary heritage, and
preventive healthcare. While the specific selection of
leaves may vary regionally, the cultural logic of
consuming ten medicinally significant greens remains
consistent across Kerala.

The ten leaves traditionally used in Pathila curry
include Neyyunni ila, the leaves of Diplocyclos
palmatus; Talu ila, or wild colocasia leaves (Colocasia
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esculenta, wild variety); Thakara ila, the oval-shaped
leaves of Cassia tora (Senna tora); Kumpalam ila, or
ash gourd leaves (Benincasa hispida); Mathan ila,
pumpkin leaves from Cucurbita maxima or Cucurbita
moschata; Vellarri ila, cucumber leaves (Cucumis
sativus); Kodithiiva ila, the leaves of the Indian
stinging nettle (Urtica parviflora / Girardinia
diversifolia); Mullan cira ila, spiny amaranth
(Amaranthus spinosus); Chéna ila, elephant yam
leaves (Amorphophallus paconiifolius); and Chembu
ila, the leaves of small colocasia (Colocasia esculenta).
The consumption of these ten leaves is believed to
balance dosas during the monsoon, fortify the body
against infections, and facilitate digestive stability
core tenets of Ayurvedic seasonal regimens. In this
sense, Pathila toran serves not only as nourishment but
as an edible repository of Kerala’s ecological heritage,
embodying the intimate connection between seasonal
rhythms, indigenous medical knowledge, and
community food practices.

VII. NARRATIVE TRADITIONS, ORAL
CULTURE, AND SOCIAL COHESION

Monsoon-induced restricted mobility historically
intensified indoor cultural practices, including
storytelling, purana readings, and oral narrative
traditions. These activities were not mere
entertainment but mechanisms for preserving mythic
memory, reinforcing community identity, and
alleviating monsoon-induced isolation.

Rituals such as Bhagavati puja, Karkataka Vavu
ceremonies, and neighbourhood devotional gatherings
functioned as social adhesives, strengthening
communal ties during a season marked by
environmental unpredictability. Cultural historians,
including M. G. S. Narayanan, argue that Karkatakam
“unifies Kerala’s folk beliefs and ritual structures,”
indicating its integrative cultural function.

Moreover, Karkatakam continues to influence
Kerala’s expressive arts literature, theatre, and cinema
where it frequently symbolizes existential struggle,
resilience, and spiritual awakening.

VIII. CONTEMPORARY TRANSFORMATIONS
While modernity has reduced the agrarian precarity

associated with Karkatakam, its ritual and therapeutic
dimensions have not only persisted but, in many cases,

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 5253



© December 2025 | IJIRT | Volume 12 Issue 7 | ISSN: 2349-6002

expanded. Urban Malayalis increasingly engage in
Ramayana reading, meditation practices, and
Ayurvedic detox programmes. Karkataka Kanji has
become commercialized, appearing in wellness resorts
and organic markets, reflecting broader global trends
in the commodification of traditional medicine.

These developments demonstrate the plasticity of
tradition its capacity to adapt to shifting socio-
economic contexts while retaining symbolic authority.
As V. K. N. notes, Karkatakam has transitioned into a
period of “health consciousness and spiritual
remembrance,” indicating its evolving cultural
relevance.

IX. CONCLUSION

Karkatakam’s significance within Malayali culture lies
not merely in its position within the calendrical cycle
but in its multifaceted role as a site of ecological
negotiation, ritual intensification, and medical praxis.
It demonstrates how communities respond to seasonal
vulnerability by developing cultural frameworks that
valorize resilience, ethical reflection, and bodily
renewal. Through traditions such as Ramayana
Masam, Ayurvedic rejuvenation therapies, and the
ritual use of Dasaplspam, Malayalis transform
ecological hardship into a period of introspection and
renewal, reinforcing a worldview in which nature,
spirituality, and health are inseparably intertwined.

Equally significant is the region’s monsoon-specific
culinary tradition, particularly the preparation of
Pathila Thoran (from Pathila, “ten leaves,” and thoran,
“stir-fried dish”). The inclusion of ten medicinally
potent leafy greens during Karkatakam reflects a
sophisticated indigenous nutritional epistemology. As
an integral part of monsoon dietary practice, Pathila
Thoran functions not merely as sustenance but as a
form of embodied ecological knowledge. The
combined properties of the ten leaves rich in
antioxidants, minerals, vitamins, and therapeutic
phytochemicals support digestive stability, enhance
immunity, and align closely with Ayurvedic principles
of seasonal adaptation. In this sense, the culinary
tradition becomes a lived expression of Kerala’s
medical heritage, demonstrating how ecological
rhythms become embedded within household
practices and local foodways.Taken together, these
ritual, medical, and culinary practices illuminate the
holistic ways in which Malayali society has
historically negotiated the challenges of the monsoon.
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Karkatakam thus remains a repository of Kerala’s
intertwined spiritual, ecological, and nutritional
imagination a living tradition that bridges past and
present, reaffirming cultural continuity while offering
strategies of wellbeing that remain profoundly relevant
in contemporary times.
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