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Abstract 

Panchakarma, a quintessence of Ayurvedic detoxification and rejuvenation, has evolved distinct regional 

variations while retaining its classical foundation. Among these, the Northern Indian and Kerala 

traditions of Panchakarma represent two prominent streams with unique therapeutic emphases. This 

paper aims to critically compare the philosophies, techniques, and applications of Northern Panchakarma 

and Kerala Panchakarma, highlighting both their commonalities and divergences. The review also 

addresses the implications of these differences for clinical practice, patient outcomes, and global 

Ayurvedic dissemination. 
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1. Introduction 

Panchakarma, the cornerstone of Ayurvedic healing, is a five-fold detoxification and rejuvenation 

therapy designed to cleanse the body of accumulated doshas (toxins) and restore balance with it’s 

therapeutic approach rooted in classical Ayurvedic scriptures such as the Charaka Samhita, Sushruta 

Samhita, and Ashtanga Hridaya. Designed for the purification of body and mind, it encompasses 

Vamana (emesis), Virechana (purgation), Basti (medicated enema), Nasya (nasal therapy), and 

Raktamokshana (bloodletting). Over centuries, regional interpretations of these therapies have led to the 

evolution of distinct Panchakarma styles, notably those practiced in Northern India and Kerala. This 

paper investigates these two approaches to uncover differences in methodology, application, and 

philosophy. 

 2. Shared Philosophical and Theoretical Ground 

Despite geographical and cultural divergences, both styles derive their theoretical basis from core 

Ayurvedic texts: 

 Tridosha Theory: Both systems function within the framework of Vata, Pitta, and Kapha 

balance. 
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 Stages of Panchakarma: The three stages—Purva Karma, Pradhana Karma, and Paschat 

Karma—are foundational across regions. 

 Principles of Srotoshodhana and Rasayana: Detoxification of bodily channels and post-

therapy rejuvenation are universally emphasized. 

These shared roots create a common therapeutic language, allowing a comparative understanding of 

practice styles. 

 3. Methodological Divergence: A Comparative Overview 

Aspect Northern Panchakarma                                         Kerala Panchakarma 

Core Emphasis                     
Internal detoxification through 

classical Shodhana 

External therapies for oleation, 

relaxation, and detox 

Therapy Preference                

Vamana, Virechana, 

Niruha/Anuvasana Basti, 

Nasya, Raktamokshana 

Abhyanga, Pizhichil, 

Shirodhara, Navarakizhi, 

Elakizhi, Nasyam                  

Oil Usage                         
Primarily in Snehana and 

Anuvasana Basti                         

Extensive use in external 

therapies (Pizhichil, 

Shirodhara) 

Herbal Formulations               
Classical Rasashastra-based 

preparations   

Fresh herb-based pastes, 

decoctions, and medicated oils   

Therapeutic Orientation           
Dosha/pathology-based 

treatment planning                         

Emphasis on nervous system 

balance, muscular relaxation, 

and stress management 

Role of Raktamokshana             
Considered integral, especially 

in Northern texts 

Less emphasized, often 

excluded in routine practice   

Integration with Local 

Practices 
Minimal integration   

Strong integration with Kalari, 

Marma Chikitsa, and 

ritualistic healing 

 

The Kerala tradition, influenced by the tropical climate and abundance of medicinal plants, has 

expanded the Panchakarma repertoire by integrating several upakarmas (ancillary treatments), such as: 

 Pizhichil: Warm medicated oil poured synchronously over the body. 

 Navarakizhi: Application of boluses filled with medicated rice, used for musculoskeletal 

disorders. 

 Shirodhara: Continuous pouring of oil or decoctions on the forehead, used in 

neuropsychological disorders. 

 Elakizhi and Podikizhi: Herbal and powder poultices for pain relief and inflammation. 

These therapies, although not mentioned in classical Panchakarma texts as primary procedures, have 

become integral in Kerala’s therapeutic practice and are widely accepted in clinical Ayurveda. 
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 5. Northern Panchakarma: Classical Precision and Internal Shodhana 

In contrast, Northern India’s Panchakarma systems remain more closely aligned with the canonical 

doctrines. Practitioners emphasize dosha-specific diagnosis, often using Panchakarma as part of a 

systematic Shodhana therapy, especially in chronic and systemic conditions like Amavata, Psoriasis, or 

Grahani. 

 Vamana and Virechana are administered with careful monitoring and pre-evaluation of Agni, Bala, and 

Koshtha. 

 Niruha Basti (decoction-based enema) is preferred over Matra Basti in therapeutic detoxification. 

 6. Training, Clinical Environment, and Global Perception 

 6.1 Training Differences 

 In Kerala, practical skills in therapies (administering oil treatments, preparing herbal decoctions) are 

emphasized in paramedical training. 

 Northern training prioritizes Shastric knowledge, pathology correlation, and Roga-Nidana (diagnostics). 

 6.2 Environment and Presentation 

 Kerala Panchakarma centers often function as wellness resorts attracting global clientele. 

 Northern Panchakarma units are largely clinical and hospital-based, oriented toward classical 

therapeutic outcomes. 

 7. Global Integration and Contemporary Practice 

Globally, Kerala Panchakarma is often perceived as a luxurious wellness therapy, while Northern 

Panchakarma is regarded as a medicinal detox protocol. There is a growing interest in combining both 

approaches—using Kerala's external therapies as Purvakarma and Northern practices for deeper 

Shodhana—to create personalized and integrative protocols. 

 8. Conclusion 

Both Kerala and Northern Panchakarma reflect the adaptive brilliance of Ayurveda across regions. 

While Kerala offers rich, sensorial, and externally focused therapies that are highly effective in chronic 

conditions and psychosomatic disorders, Northern Panchakarma excels in its adherence to classical 

methods, internal detox, and diagnostic precision. 

A synergistic model, drawing from both traditions, would represent the most holistic expression of  

Panchakarma in contemporary practice—combining the scientific rigor of classical Shodhana with the 

therapeutic elegance of Kerala’s hands-on care. 
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