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Abstract 

KuthuRatheeb is a ritual performance which is stems from Sufi culture and it is the huge and 

blend of Shiite Muslim and Sufi culture. Basically, Kerala’s KuthuRatheeb and its origin came 

from Kondotty, Malapuram district, Kerala, India. KuthuRatheeb is practicing by Shiite people in 

Kerala. Though, there are some section of people in Kerala located in Ponani, they are also 

practicing KuthuRatheeb but they are the followers of Sunni religious section. KuthuRatheeb is 

performed at ritual festivals, mosques and homes. At homes they are done to escape from 

incurable diseases and to fulfill the aspirations of the people. This ritual performance is taking 

place in Iraq by maintaining commemoration of Husain’s death in Karbala war, In Kerala this 

ritual performance is used to propagate religious ideologies.  
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Introduction 

The word "KuthuRatheeb" is a mixed form of 

Arabic verbal noun "Ratheeb" (which means 

something done repeatedly) and Malayalam 

verb "Kuthuka" which means to stab or to 

use any weapon upon someone's body. 

KuthuRatheeb is a performance among the 

Muslims of Kerala. This ritual performance 

originated in the Middle East, but later came 

to Kerala and became an accepted form 

encompassing several local customs and 

traditions.  These are inseparable, unified 

and embodied in the Islam of the locals. Sufis 

focuses more on the religious spirituality. 

Sufis is constantly being tested by the 

almighty. They create their own rules by 

taking their paths. Sufis are in direct 

communion with God. Rifayi Ratheeb or 

KuthuRatheeb was related with Iran 

(Bhathahiya) born Shaik Sulthanul Arifeen 

Al Syed Ahmed Al Kabeer Hussanur Rifayi. 

This performance was popular amongst 

Sunni Muslims of Iran as Rifayi Ratheeb and 

in Kerala as ‘KuthuRatheeb’.  

KuthuRatheeb: A Glance 

A Specialist person, who has got ample 

instructions and practice from the Usthad, 

does KuthuRatheeb. Usthad acts as the 

mediating power between the saints and the 

performers, controlling all the rituals and 

acts of KuthuRatheeb. Usthad is a title given 

with respect to a Muslim man and is used via 

informal social agreement, so KuthuRatheeb 

is a folk Theatre. Usthads of 

KuthuRatheeb have mysterious powers and 

the power to lead the presentation. These 

beliefs exist as part of a cult. This belief 

makes the performer more close to the 

performance. The sound, light, ambiance and 

the belief of the performer together enables 

him to enter into superhuman 

performances. When inflicted with injuries 
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on the performer’s body, he will reach the 

state of Trance through his performance. 

Only Usthads who have hired the right or the 

elected ones have the right to give 

permission for the performance. Ustad 

needs to be given money by the followers 

depending on their status for conducting the 

ritual of KuthuRatheeb. By this ritual, the 

followers seek and search for blessings. It is 

also a ritual performed at homes with the 

aim of chasing out evil forces. This is 

performed by men from the Sunni Islam 

section in Kerala. Groups of 10 to 15 

members participate in the ritual. The date 

and time of the ritual are decided by 

discussing with the Ustad. Usually the ritual 

is held during night times. It starts after the 

‘ishara’ namaz at night. Participants of 

KuthuRatheeb are bound to be physically 

and mentally clean, follow the fasting and 

Namaz regularly, according to tradition. 

There are no specific stage arrangements for 

KuthuRatheeb. Participants sit in two sides 

on a rug or carpet opened out on the floor. 

The site should be clean. Frankincense or 

joss sticks are burned for fragrance. The 

costumes of the protagonists of 

KuthuRatheeb are plain and simple. White 

shirt and ‘mundu’ is worn with a small cap 

or clothing over the head. Participants sit in 

two sides after receiving blessings from 

Ustad. Ritual starts with a prayer. After that 

Ustad recite Byths and the participants 

repeat them. Along with it Arabana is tapped 

in the same rhythm. After a number of Byths, 

performances with tools begin. Kadar (a 

sharp tool with a wooden handle) is pierced 

through tongue, cheeks and ears. Blood from 

the wounds is wiped away. Finally, the 

Arabana Muttu is stopped after chanting ‘la 

ilahaillalla’. The first chantings (Byths) of 

KuthuRatheeb are Byths in remembrance of 

Muhammad Nabi (the prophet). Then after, 

it is the expressions of the glorious and 

magical deeds of Sufi saints who are 

considered to have super human powers. 

This time, the beat of the Daffu or Arabana 

becomes swift and performers and audience 

reach a state of extreme elation. At this time, 

audience and performers become the part of 

the ritual performance, KuthuRatheeb.  

In KuthuRatheeb, the pain happens when 

the performer torture their own body using 

weapons is experienced by the audience in a 

different level. Audience unknowingly, along 

with the performers, by swinging and 

chanting Byths, by moving hands and legs 

according to the rhythm of the beat of the 

Arabana, becomes part of the Kuthu Ratheeb 

performance. The ritual, KuthuRatheeb is 

popular in Iraq and is presented in the Darga 

of Mohayudheen Shaikh. During any time of 

a day, KuthuRatheeb can be performed. The 

belief is that Shaikh Faridhudheen, the 

disciple of 'Hazrat ShaikhKhwaja Syed 

Muhammad Muhayudheen Chisthi', has 

come to Kerala and has started the practice 

of KuthuRatheeb among Kerala Muslims. 

Later, the presentation of KuthuRatheeb has 

spread to all parts of Kerala and has also 

become popular in Lakshadweep and Sri 

Lanka as well. The book written by Muslim 

scholars for the presentation of 

KuthuRatheeb includes the glories of holy 

beings, especially of 'Rifayi Shaikh'. The 

books used by all the groups in Kerala are 

'Kai Pusthakam' (hand written book).  The 

respective Ustads got these hand written 

books traditionally. The performers after 

taking bath wear traditional dress. They 

don't use any intoxicants for performance 

which are against the religion. It is with 

complete devotion do these people observe 

KuthuRatheeb. If the knowledge about 

performance of KuthuRatheeb is gained 
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from any text, each presentation of 

KuthuRatheeb is performed differently from 

the before ones. None of the performance is 

similar to the older ones, because each 

performance is in its own special conditions, 

manner and kind. The KuthuRatheeb which 

happened in the Kottakal Iringal Village of 

Koyilandi is very relevant. The stage for the 

performance is setup by making a shed on 

top of a house. It was only a temporary shed. 

In this shed, the performance occurred. 

Including Ustad, there were seventeen 

performers. It has started around six in the 

evening. Both Muslims and non- Muslims 

have come to watch this performance. Even 

before the time of arrival of spectators, the 

performers occupied the space and the 

occupied space is split into two sections. 

They make a rectangular space. By 

spreading a mat, the space is differentiated. 

Encircling this rectangular space, there is 

another space. Spectators either sit on the 

ground or on chairs. Facing towards one side 

of the rectangle does the seat for the Ustad is 

determined. The performers split in to two 

groups and sit on knees along the lengthier 

sides of the rectangle. The performers, who 

sit along both the sides, sit like they sit 

during the prayer. The tradition of lighting 

kunthirikkam (Frankincense) and spreading 

its smell through smoke is a tradition that 

could not be separated from Kerala's own 

culture. It is an inevitable part of the Muslim 

ritual KuthuRatheeb. In KuthuRatheeb, 

different weapons like Dabbos, Khadir, 

sword, knife etc. are used by the performers 

to pierce their body during the performance. 

These weapons for performance are placed 

in front of the Ustad, on top of a pillow. 

 

 

Rhythms of KuthuRatheeb (Byth and 

Arabana) 

In accordance with the rhythm of Daffu, 

Ustad chants Dikr (praises of Allah) and 

Salath (praises of the Prophet) and starts the 

ritual of KuthuRatheeb. Devotees or 

spectators repeat this and one by one, comes 

forward and place their hands on top of the 

'Kithab' in front of the Ustad. It is the local 

religious book created by the scholars of the 

land for the performance of KuthuRatheeb 

ritual. It is for the blessings from Allah do 

they place their hands on the Kithab. After 

that, all the performers including the Ustad 

chants the Quran verses of its first chapter, 

Surithul Yaseen (Quran's middle chapter) 

and Muhavadathaini (last three chapters). 

During this occasion, the believers pray to 

the prophet and chant Dikr and repeat the 

names of various holy beings of Islam. In 

between the performance, at one time, the 

performers keep the Arabana (Daffu) on the 

ground and chant the Dikrs without the 

rhythm of Arabana. The Baiths chant so, is 

known as 'Nasheeda" baith. Those which are 

sung during the performance without the 

accompaniment of musical instruments like 

Arabana, Daffu etc. are Nasheeda Baith. 

Nasheeda Baiths are praise songs of 

religious subjects. During when Nasheeda 

Baith is chanted, the performer in 

KuthuRatheeb gets rest. As a rest time does 

the performers see Nasheeda Baith. After 

that the performers, again start beating 

Daffu/ Arabana and start singing Baiths in 

glory of God, the Prophet and his followers. 

Baith again progress on. During 

performance, Ashraq Baith is also sung in 

memory of Hijra. It is believed that when 

Prophet Mohammad and his followers flee 

from Mecca to Madina, the people of Madina 

welcomed the prophet by chanting Ashraq 

Baith. It is the praises of Allah and the 
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Prophet. After these Baiths which starts with 

the praises to Prophet, does the 

performance start. These chants describe 

the holiness and super natural deeds of 

saints of KuthuRatheeb. During this time, the 

rhythm of Arabana becomes swift and the 

performers and spectators reach a state of 

ecstasy. This is the point where performers 

and spectators merge. Here, both of them 

involves to the performance in the same 

manner. Along with the beat of Arabana, 

performers repeats the chant "Shaikh, 

Shaikh, Huvallah".. (Oh almighty God.... 

Allah). This time, each performer, nearly 

sixteen people, one after the other come and 

shake hands of the Ustad as a sign of 

receiving blessings from the Ustad. The 

performers receive weapons from the Ustad. 

Only those performers who got special 

mental power during the performance will 

get weapons from the Ustad. Only they will 

get special permission from the Ustad. This 

permission is known as 'Ijazath' (revelation). 

'Power to transmit' does the word 'Ijazath' 

means.. The performance of performers 

transcends their body and the number and 

depth of the wounds increases. These types 

of them lose their consciousness and fall in 

to the mat on the ground. At this time, in the 

manner of healing, Ustad, by chanting some 

verses rub the bodies of those who are lying 

down. The performers receive it as healing 

and they stand up and go back to the 

squatting position. After that, all performers 

say Salam (Salutation) and pay homage to 

holy beings and the Prophet. After these 

chants, the performers start chanting Du’Ah 

(combined prayer) and under the leadership 

of Ustad, bring to end, the ritual 

performance of KuthuRatheeb etc. This is 

the time when the believers reaches trance 

because of their belief. The performers are 

helped to injure their bodies’ without feeling 

pain is by this belief and the trance they get 

out of it. Sounds, Light, dressing style, the 

presence of spectators (believers), the place 

where performance happens, all these help 

the performer to reach trance. At this time, 

performers and spectators are not 

experiencing pain in the same manner. The 

pain of the performer is in the body of the 

saint is the belief. The critical situations 

arises out of the usage of weapons by the 

performers are controlled by, and have the 

power to do so is, Ustads.  

Beliefs and Performance of Performers 

and Audience 

When a performer is analysed based on the 

ritual Kuthuratheeb, it can be observed that 

the customs and rituals that is followed by 

the performers for their performance makes 

the style of the performance better. For a 

good performance, the performer welcomes 

and accepts all the motivating and exciting 

states from the audience that strengthens 

their performance. Most of the rituals in 

Kerala are based on beliefs. For all ritual 

arts, beliefs and customs associated with it 

gives a beneficial circumstance for the 

performance. In the ritual performance of 

KuthuRatheeb, such beliefs can be observed. 

The performer who believes in - Thareek, 

cut their body with knives and other 

weapons sheds blood during their 

performance. In Kuthuratheeb ritual in the 

name of Rithaya Shaik, it is the performer's 

belief that there should be bloodshed during 

the performance. Conversely, in the 

performance of KuthuRatheeb ritual in the 

name of Mohyuddeen Shaikh, bloodshed is 

not compulsory. Their belief is that there 

should not be blood shed, and that if there is 

blood, it should be wiped off. In Malabar, the 

north part of Kerala, KuthuRatheeb is 

performed based on one of these two sets of 



Sparkling International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research Studies  ISSN 2581-7574 

 

A Quarterly Peer Reviewed / Refereed Multidisciplinary Journal   Vol.2, Issue.3, July – September  2019 27 
 

beliefs. The performance style of 

KuthuRatheeb in Kerala differs largely from 

the customs like 'Mathaam Chollal' a ritual 

among the Shia Muslims outside Kerala. Not 

only the performances, but the beliefs 

associated with these rituals are also 

different. The space and time selected for the 

performance, the style and character of the 

performance etc. are different because of the 

difference in beliefs behind these rituals. 

Regardless of the belief that the performer 

follows, the heroic and supernatural 

positions given to the performer by the 

audience contributes to their performance. 

The belief systems and perspectives 

associated with any ritual art, forms and 

stays the basis of all ritual arts, traditional 

arts and folk art performances in Kerala. The 

myths behind all these performances convey 

stories of tragedy to the audience. The 

retelling of these tragic tales are based on 

the beliefs and ritual culture specific to the 

region. Beliefs associated with the rituals 

makes it diverse.  

Belief and Performance 

When a ritual based on any belief is taking 

place, the participating audience gives the 

support of belief to the performer before, 

during and after the performance. This 

support of belief helps the performer reach 

the peak level of performance. In that state, 

the performer reaches a state of trance. 

When the audience witnesses the fantastic 

performance of the performer who is in a 

trance state, it enables them to view the 

performer as godly and supernatural and to 

believe and worship them. The beliefs of the 

audience are a source of excitement and 

inspiration for the performer in a ritual. 

What a ritual does is to show the strength of 

their own beliefs and customs and to convey 

it to the audience. The performance takes 

place when the belief associated with a ritual 

is being conveyed to the audience. According 

to the belief, the audience turn a 

performance into a ritual. A performer who 

is also a believer will be able to perform a 

ritual based on beliefs with much ease. Belief 

is only one among the many factors that 

connects the performer and audience. There 

are many other factors. Other than belief, the 

time, space and actions used in a ritual are 

factors that excites the performer and the 

ritual performance. When a ritual is formed 

from myths and beliefs, those beliefs and 

customs associated with it establishes a 

connection between the audience, the 

performer who is also a believer, and the 

performance based on beliefs. But 

KuthuRatheeb and other rituals in Kerala are 

experienced and appreciated by audience 

without and beyond belief too. The 

performance experience is conveyed to the 

audience through factors like the time of 

performance, performance space and the 

different actions in the performance of the 

ritual. A ritual exists based on beliefs, groups 

and regions.  

Conclusion 

KuthuRatheeb is a ritual among a particular 

section of Muslims in North Malabar region 

of Kerala. This ritual is carried out according 

to the beliefs of this particular section alone. 

When a performer belonging to this specific 

section of believers performs the ritual 

KuthuRatheeb, they receive the support, 

respect and worship of the group of 

believers before and after the performance. 

The performer parts from the believers and 

attains a status of the supernatural or the 

god-like. Different kinds of audience unite on 

the basis of belief and respects the 

performer. It is said that a person who 

performs on the basis of belief is not a 
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performer. But whatever the performance is 

based on, a performer is always a performer. 

And what they do is a performance. All the 

factors that convey the performance 

experience affects the performer, audience 

and the performance. If a performer in 

preparation for the ritual KuthuRatheeb is a 

believer, the support their belief provides 

them during KuthuRatheeb performance 

based on belief, enables them to reach a 

trance state, to create pain through violence 

and then reach the state of trance through 

pain. The performer who reaches the trance 

state creates some supernatural movements 

and images. In these movements and 

actions, there is a striking sense of the 

unusual and the impossible. Due to these 

unusual actions, the audience bestows upon 

the performer a position of greatness. 

According to the beliefs, audience sees the 

performer as God and prays to them. The 

performer receives such pays of respect and 

acceptance from the audience. . 

 

References 

Ahmad, Imtiaz. Caste and Social Stratification 

among Muslims in India.  New Delhi: 

Manohar Publications, 1973. 

Ahmad, Muhammad. Mappila Folklore. 

Kannur: Samayam Publication, 2006. 

Ahmed, I and Reifeld, H. Ed. Lived Islam in 

SouAsia. Delhi: Social Science Press, 

2004. 

Ahrends, Gunter and Hans, Jurgen Diller. 

Eds. Chapters from the History of Stage 

Cruelty Tubingen: Gunter Narr Verlang 

Tubingen, 1994. 

Ariel Glucklich, Sacred Pain: Hurting the body 

for the Sake of the Soul, New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2001, 207. 

Artuad, Antonine. Selected Writings. Edited 

by Susan Sontag. California: University 

ofHanifa, Imamm Al Azam Abu. Al-Figh 

Al- Akbar (trans. Abdur- RahmanIbn 

Yusuf). Santa Barbara: White Thread 

Press, 2007. 

Caciola, “Mystics, Demoniacs,” 270, 279. 

Elliott, Proving Woman, 184, citing 

klienberg, Prophets in Their Own 

Country, 121-25. 

Elliott, Proving Women, 52, 54, citing James 

of Virty, Vita B. Mariae Oigniacensis, AA 

SS, June, 5:552, trans. Margot king, The 

life of Marie d’ Oignies(Saskatoon, 

Saskatchewan: Peregrrina, 1986). 

Esslin, M. Antonin Artuad. New York: 

Penguin Books, 1976. 

Judith Becker, “Music, Trancing, and the 

Absence of Pain,” in Pain and its 

Transformations: The Interface of 

Biology and Culture, ed. Sarah Coakley 

And Kay kaufman Shelemay 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 2007), 167-68. 

Khaldun, Ibn. The Mugaddimah- An 

introduction to History (trans. F. 

Rosenthal). New York: Bollingen 

Foundation, 1967. 

Kristine Stiles, “Inside/Outside: Balancing 

between a Dust hole and Eternity,” in 

Body and the East: from the 1960s to 

the present, ed. Zdenka Badovinac 

(Camridge,Mass.: MIT Press,1998), 29. 

Kunju A.P., Ibrahim. Mappila Muslims of 

Kerala. Sandhya Publications, 1989.  



Sparkling International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research Studies  ISSN 2581-7574 

 

A Quarterly Peer Reviewed / Refereed Multidisciplinary Journal   Vol.2, Issue.3, July – September  2019 29 
 

Kuruppu, K.K.N. Ali Rajas of Cannanore. 

Trivandrum: College Book House, 

1975. 

Liebe, Frankie with Young Robert. Folk Art. 

Great Britain, London, 1999. 

Madan, T.N. ‘One from many: Explorations in 

Anthropology of Islam’, Eastern 

Anthropologis, 2007. 

Makhdum, Zainuddin. Thuhfat- al- 

Mujahidhin (trans. Muhammad 

HusaynNainar). Calicut: Other Books, 

2006. 

Miller, R.E. Mappila Muslims of Kerala- A 

Study in Islamic Trends. Madras: Orient 

Longman, 1992. 

Miltner, Wolfgang H.R. and Weiss, Thomas. 

“Cortical Mechanisms of Hypnotic pain 

control”, in Hypnosis and Conscious 

States, 53-59. 

Mohammad, NP. ‘Reflections on Mappila 

Heritage’, in A. Engineer (ed.), Kerala 

Muslims: A Historical perspective. Delhi: 

Ajanta Publication, 1995. 

Mohana Chandran, Koladipattukal oru 

Padanam, 1987, 47. 

More, Prasant J.B. Origin and Early History of 

the Muslims of Kerala. Other Books, 

2011. 

Muhammed, T. Mappila Samudhayam 

Charithram Samskaram. Kozhikode: 

Islamic Publishing House, 2013. 

Musaliyar, Aboobacker. Aandunerchayum 

Qabar Ziyarathm/ Annual offering and 

visiting to the grave of the saint. Calicut: 

Islamic Sahitya Academy, 2004. 

Pulpatta, Ali Sakafi. Mappila 

Malabarintesahitya Paithrakam. 

Calicut: Poomkavanam publications, 

2015. 

Randathani, Hussain. Makhdhoom and 

Ponnani. Kozhikodu: Poomkavanam 

Books, 2010. 

Randathani, Hussain. Mappila Malabar. 

Calicut: Islamic Publishing Bureau, 

2005. 

Randathani, Hussain. Mappila Muslims- A 

Study on Society and Anti- Colonial 

Struggles. Other Books, 2007. 

Trimming ham, Sufi orders in Islam, Oxford, 

1986, 31. 

Wolfgang H.R Miltner and Thomas Weiss, 

“Cortical Mechanisms of Hypnotics Pain 

Control,” in Hypnosis and Conscious 

States, 53-59. 

 

******************************************************************************************* 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Usman V. K is a Research Scholar in the School of S.N Arts & Communication, 

University of Hyderabad, Gachibowli, Hyderabad, Telangana, India. He holds 

M.A Degree in Theatre Arts at the Sree Sankaracharya University of Sanskrit, 

Kalady, Kerala and M.Phil in Performing Arts at Krala University, Trivandrum, 

Kerala. She has Qualified UGC-NET in Drama in 2015. He has participated and 

presented papers in International Seminars and Theater Workshops. 

 

******************************************************************************************* 


