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Introduction

This is the second briefing from the project ‘Indigenous Peoples’ Rights and Civil
Society Action’ funded by the Academy of Medical Sciences. Our research explores
the issues, challenges and lessons that emerge from civil society action to support
indigenous languages and cultures. Here we focus on the Irula tribe of Kerala. They
are one of the largest tribes in Kerala and live in the Attappady region of Palakkad
District. The lIrula languages are independent Southern Dravidian tongues that are
akin to Tamil. In this non-technical briefing, we draw on the findings of fieldwork,
including workshops held in 2024-25 with indigenous peoples, civil society
organizations (CSOs) and academics in India and present some of the emerging
findings from the research. Our first publication (Non-Technical Briefing Paper No.1,
www.wiserd.ac.uk ) discusses the contemporary situation of the Bhil in Rajasthan.

The Irula People of Kerala
As Sreehari and Eswarappa (2025, p.1) explain,

The Irula, a Dravidian ethnic group, reside in the Nilgiri Mountains of the
Western Ghats, spread across Tamil Nadu and Kerala, India. It is the fifth-
largest tribe in Kerala. Each tribe has unique cultural practices and beliefs; the
Irulas are no exception. The lrulas observe distinct rituals during crucial life
events, particularly death ceremonies. Death, marking the cessation of an
organism’s independent existence and its return to a non-living state, is
observed by the Irulas in a unique ceremony known as cheeru and an annual
feast ceremony for the ancestors known as Kanji Seeru.”

Darwin (2023, p.54), citing Devassy (1966: 17—19), alludes to the Irulas’ history,

Irulas of Attapady are of Tamil origin and formerly occupants of Coimbatore
district. The history of their mass migration dates to the end of 16th century or
the beginning of 17th century. The reason for their migration is almost
reasonably attributed to the aftermath of the widespread war in the Vijayanagar
Empire and the consequent chaos and the increasing threat to their lives.?

Our research was conducted in Attappady, a hilly region in the Palakkad district of
Kerala. It is home to diverse socio-religious communities, with the Adivasi population
(Indigenous Peoples) forming a significant part of its social landscape. According to
the 2011 Census, the total population of Attappady Block was 64,318, of which 27,627
(42.95%) were Adivasis. Recent government estimates suggest the Irula population in
Attappadi is approximately 26,000-28,000 people, maintaining their position as
roughly 80% of the region's tribal population as of 2022-2023 surveys.® Among these,
the lIrula, Muduga, and Kurumba tribes dominate, with the lrula constituting a
substantial majority, 82% (26,908), of the total tribal population. Scattered across 192


http://www.wiserd.ac.uk/

hamlets (ooru), 146 are inhabited by the Irula, 27 by the Muduga, and 19 by the
Kurumba, underscoring the demographic prominence of the Irula community. An
analysis of primary education reveals that only 66.89% of the population in Attappady
are literate as of 2011, significantly lagging behind Kerala’s state literacy rate of
93.91%. Additionally, Attappady remains the only block in the Palakkad district with no
urban population, reflecting its unique socio-geographic isolation

Earlier studies point to the Irulas’ exceptional medicinal knowledge. For
example, Venkatachalapathi et al (2018, pp.764-5) note:

The Richness of medicinal plants in the Western Ghats parts of Coimbatore
and Nilgiri districts of Tamil Nadu is high due to the existence of varied types of
ecosystems in this landscape... lrulas, Thodas, Malasars, Muduvas and Puliars
are the major tribal communities in this part doing effective medical practice by
using plants... Irulas, one of the 615 tribal communities of India are... Using
plants for their day today health problems is the common medical practice
among them... Several new claims made in th[is] study showed the unique
knowledge of lrulas of this region on medicinal plants... [... our findings] are
suggested for further studies in the line of phytochemistry and pharmacology
and hence to identify them for pharma industries.*

In terms of culture and the arts, as Perialwar (1974, p.44) observes, ‘the Irulas have
an amazing repertoire of folk songs’. He continues,

While they offer special worship to their deity. The Irulas sing a particular kind
of song called pe:pa:ttu. Eight Irula clans consisting of thirty sub-clans have a
deity each. The temples are situated in the deep jungles. The highlights of the
festival which lasts for two days are a community feast, stringent austerity for
the priests for eight days, and sacrifice of two black goats to propitiate the deity.
A good number of Irulas who get 'possessed' either through their concentration
or by external stimuli such as drumbeating or flute-playing, break out into
dance. The hymns they sing on this occasion are called pe:pa:ttu (deity song).
These fall into two types: one is about deities and the other about nature.®

More recently, in terms of political economy, as Kjosavik and Shanmugaratnam (2004,
p.84) observe of the Kerala/ Tamil Nadu region,

Neoliberal policies of structural adjustment and liberalization now pose a threat
to the integration of Adivasis; indeed, they seem, instead, to be generating a
new process of exclusion’.®

Kjosavik and Shanmugaratnam, (2015, p.87) proceed to describe the situation,
‘Adivasis communities... are subject to alienation from their means of production,
abjection, pauperisation and proletarianisation at the intersection of indigeneity and
class’.



As Nithya (2014, p.727) observes,

After the sixty years of formation of the state [of Kerala] tribals continue as one
of the most marginalized communit[ies] within the state, the post globalized
developmental projects and developmental dreams of the state has again made
the deprivation of the tribals of Kerala and the developmental divide has
increased between the tribal and non-tribal in the state. Despite government
initiatives, the existing socio-economic profile of the tribal communities is low
compared to the mainstream population. The instruments of globalization have
not rendered positive impact in achieving intended objectives [like] social
security to the indigenous people.”

Trachil (2016, p.1) describes how ‘A vast majority (above 80%) of [the Irula] tribal group
are below [the] poverty line. Each tribe has its own vernacular language for
communication. But there is no association or closeness between tribes’ (Thachil
2016, p.2). On the basis of ranking, the main reason for non-enrolment and Irula pupil
dropouts from schools was a lack of accessibility or distance from school and poor
health. This was followed by family responsibilities (i.e., caring and domestic work),
financial problems, lack of interest in studies, lack of hostel facilities, parental
ignorance and early marriage.®

As Sinu and Mahadevan (2013, p.142) explain,

Tribals who... for centuries have been the best protectors of forest are facing
severe crisis. The Irula scheduled tribal community of south India has been
facing several socio-economic problems since last two decades. Earlier the
Irula tribes were hunters, and they have known for their special expertise in
snake trapping. They earned their livelihood by catching the snake, snare rats,
selling firewood, honey and its bee wax. Indian Government banned the export
of snake skins in 1976, under Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 due to that [the]
Irula tribe lost a major source of income and their occupational life has been
affected, and they [are] forced to work as agriculture ‘coolie[s] . Their lifestyle is
slowly changing from their original forest dweller existence to the mainstream.®

As Thachil (2016, p.4) proceeds to note,

Cattle-breeding is the major source of income. Wild resources like honey,
firewood, fruits and nuts, vegetables, fish, medicinal plants, resins, essences
and a range of barks and fibres are collected and sale in the local market. Only
[a] minor number is engaged in [a] government job’.

He concludes,

Poverty, malnutrition, exhaustion of natural resources, inadequate transport
facilities, insufficient educational facilities, poor medical facilities, social
exclusion and discrimination etc., are the major livelihood issues of Irula tribal.



For the complete development of the tribal people, a bottom-up approach is
needed, and government must take keen initiative for the upliftment of [the] Irula
tribe in Attappady.'°

Other studies make grim reading. They underline the deprivation faced by the Irula.
For example, Kareem (2019, p.33) revealed that, using data collected from the Irula
community of Attappady,

Malnutrition is one of the major concern[s] and one of the most important
reasons of morbidity and mortality at Attappadi in Palakkad district of Kerala.
Despite in Attappady various projects and other developmental programmes
were implemented by government departments and various NGOs, the
particular problem still arising and also reporting the child death due to
malnutrition.!

Overall, referring to the Irula, he added,

This is a cause of great concern... we know they are very sensitive, and they
are not well communicated their problems as common people... The primary
data were collected from the Irula community of Attappady, the tribal block of
Palakkad district in Kerala. From data interpretation and the analysis of the
research, malnutrition in Attappady has several socio-cultural dimensions such
as lack of food and nutritional security, collapse of traditional system of Adivasi
people, tremendous change the agricultural system, lack of education, lack of
employability, lack of good transportation and sanitation.

On the local languages, Zvelebil (1979, p.361) notes that,

The Irulas are a tribal complex of four tribes inhabiting the lower slopes of the
northern, eastern and southern parts of the Nilgiri mountains of South India.
They speak a tribal language of their own—the érla na:ya—in four dialects; it
belongs, historically, to the Tamil-Malayalam group of South Dravidian. Two of
the tribes intermarry, so that the Irula complex forms a tribal group of three
endogamous units. The creativity of Irula-speaking tribes finds expression
mostly in music, dance, and above all, in verbal art. They have a wealth of oral
traditions characteristic for most pre-literary cultures; though modernization—
thus far mostly in the socio-economic sphere—has had its impact on the Irula-
speaking tribes, the absolute majority of the lrulas are still illiterate. Hence
storytelling, oral rendering of myths, legends and genealogies, and other forms
of verbal art are still very much alive.'?

As with IP languages elsewhere, the Irula languages are under threat. As Syam (2023,
p.151) notes,



The indigenous communities are an essential component of our country... The
transmission of all ethnic information occurs orally because they lack a written
script. However, in the modern era, the majority of their cultural knowledge is
disappearing as a result of improper communication in their ethnic Language.
Culture is the mirror of Language; if one individual lacks Culture, he or she will
definitely lose their ethnic Language. The majority of tribal languages are now
considered endangered... The majority of the ethnic Languages spoken by the
tribal people are likewise endangered...'®

In the face of this aversity, Manickam (2024, np) describes Radio Kotagiri, a significant,
recent initiative that began in 2013. It is a community radio station led by a group of
Irula journalists, with the aim of empowering Indigenous voices and promoting
sustainable development in the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve. It broadcasts in a 15-km
radius around the Kotagiri town of Panchayat in the Nilgiris district. It is notable for
broadcasting ‘a wide range of content in the Indigenous languages of Irula, Toda, and
Kota, including songs, stories, and discussions on local experiences and sustainable
development goals’.' More recently, there have been some technological advances,
such as machine learning and an automatic speech recognition system for lIrula
Languages. These may help in efforts to ensure their survival (Krishnaveni, 2025 et
al).”

Our Emerging Findings

e Our workshop participants included tribal leaders, tribal chiefs (mooppans),
school teachers, activists, retired government officials, writers, and artists. A
key theme they referred to was language as a marker of identity and
discrimination. Allied to this, they alluded to identity formation. They said
language serves as the primary identity marker for the Irula, Kurumba, and
Muduga tribes, distinguishing them from the settler population. The community
views their language as integral to their cultural heritage, fostering a strong
sense of belonging and “we-feeling.” All three communities speak distinct
languages, Irula, Muduga, and Kurumba, that lack a written script. The
community predominantly uses the Malayalam script to write messages on
WhatsApp and other social media platforms, and occasionally uses Tamil and
Kannada, the languages of the neighbouring states.

e Regarding language-based discrimination, many participants expressed that
while their language is their primary identity marker, it also becomes the
“primary source” of the discrimination they face in broader public settings. Once
tribal individuals step outside their geographic region, their language often
becomes a source of ridicule and alienation. Participants described how
younger generations feel ashamed to speak their mother tongue in public,



especially in educational or urban settings, reflecting societal biases against
tribal languages.

Many students we spoke to also reported that when they go outside of
Attappadi, their language and names become markers of distinction, and they
often get ridiculed because of their slang and names.

A further key theme in the workshop discussions was the role of education in
language preservation and erosion. Several referenced experiences of early
education in the mother tongue. Community members emphasised the need to
introduce Irula language teaching in the first and second grades to prevent its
extinction. They noted that while children naturally pick up Malayalam, the Irula
language can only be transmitted within the community.

Participants also spoke of language shift in higher education and how formal
education systems prioritise Malayalam and English, leading to a decline in the
use of Irula among students. This shift not only undermines linguistic pride but
also creates a disconnect between the younger generation and their cultural
roots. While the elders in the community acknowledge significant changes
brought by modern education and technology, they remain hopeful that their
language will survive and continue to be spoken in households “forever.”

Workshop attendees also highlighted ongoing barriers to curriculum integration.
They acknowledged the absence of structured support, such as dedicated
scripts and teaching resources, as a major hindrance to incorporating their
language into formal education. However, they viewed the introduction of new
educational programs in schools with hope and said they cooperate with
community leaders and the government to improve the educational status of
the community.

Further issues identified in the workshop were generational differences and
cultural adaptation. Participants alluded to two aspects. First, was the erosion
of linguistic knowledge. Younger members of the community are less fluent in
the Irula language compared to elders. Subtle differences in pronunciation and
vocabulary have led to misunderstandings and reduced intergenerational
transmission of linguistic and cultural knowledge. Elders often remark that the
younger generation is less interested in addressing critical regional issues, such
as land rights, and is less communally organised compared to the older
generation. Second, there is the matter of cultural adaptation. Despite the
aforementioned challenges, there are signs of linguistic adaptation in modern
contexts. For example, tribal members now use their language in digital
communication, such as on mobile phones, reflecting efforts to sustain its



relevance in contemporary settings. They also record, sing, and tell stories in
their language, uploading some of this content on social media platforms.

The next issue that workshop participants spoke of was challenges in script
development and literary representation. Notably, they alluded to the absence
of a formal written script for the Irula languages. Participants expressed
frustration with the inadequacy of the Malayalam script in capturing the phonetic
nuances of the lrula language. This limitation impedes accurate representation
and preservation of their linguistic heritage. They strongly believe that the
Malayalam script is insufficient to capture the linguistic complexities of the Irula
language fully. Participants also spoke of the emergence of tribal literature.
Tribal poets and writers are gaining recognition for their contributions to Kerala’s
literature. However, the lack of a distinct script continues to hinder their ability
to fully express cultural and linguistic meanings. In their works, especially
poetry, they often use a mix of Malayalam and lrula, which are written using the
Malayalam script. However, an associated issue was the barriers to publication
that writers faced. Authors noted systemic discrimination in the publishing
industry, where works by tribal writers are frequently rejected or undervalued.
Despite these challenges, some well-wishers from outside Attappadi have
helped tribal writers connect with publishers, enabling them to publish their
works and gain visibility.

Our data also highlight two aspects to Self-Representation and Oral Histories

o Reclaiming Narratives: Tribal members emphasised the importance of
documenting their own histories to counteract stereotypes and
misrepresentations by outsiders. For instance, they criticised narratives
that reduce the Irula identity to physical characteristics or perpetuate
historical inaccuracies. Many participants expressed that decades of
anthropological studies in the region have often done more harm than
good, leaving the community as one of the most studied yet least
benefited.

o Oral Traditions as Cultural Anchors: Rich oral histories and folklore
continue to serve as vital repositories of cultural knowledge. However,
participants stressed the urgency of documenting these narratives in
written form to ensure preservation for future generations. Elders voiced
a strong desire for the younger generation to become more aware of the
community’s history, culture, rituals, beliefs, and customs. They also
appreciated the initiatives taken by younger members to preserve and
document these traditions.



Two main issues stood out on the matter of Inter-Tribal Linguistic Relations

o Mutual Understanding: While the lrula, Kurumba, and Muduga tribes
share cultural similarities, their languages differ significantly, with limited
mutual intelligibility. This linguistic diversity underscores the need for
nuanced, community-specific approaches to language preservation.

o Cultural Cohesion and Differentiation: Language serves as both a
unifying force within the Irula community and a marker of distinction from
other tribes. This dual role highlights the intricate balance between
fostering internal cohesion and maintaining external differentiation.

Our findings also relate to Geographic and Historical Perspectives. In particular,

o Muyths of Origin: Participants shared various interpretations of the origins
of Attappadi’s name and the history of the Irula people. These narratives
reflect the community’s deep connection to their geographic and cultural
heritage.

o Historical Marginalization: Tribal members strongly disputed outsider
accounts that depict them as migrants or primitive, instead emphasising
their long-standing ties to the region and their contributions to its history.
They argued that states and their boundaries were formed later, dividing
communities that had lived together for centuries. They highlighted the
state-created division between Malayalam-speaking lrulas and Tamil-
speaking lrulas to assert that they were not migrants but an integral part
of the land long before modern state boundaries were established.

Finally, participants raised a crucial connection between literacy, land rights,
and cultural survival. They explained that because their community traditionally
relied on oral rather than written communication, settlers were able to use
documentary evidence to illegally claim Adivasi lands. Community members
firmly believe that their land loss and language decline are interconnected
processes, arguing that economic displacement caused by land grabbing has
directly undermined their ability to maintain their linguistic and cultural heritage.

In summary, our workshop data with the Irula community of Attappadi sheds
light on the complex interplay between language, identity, and cultural
preservation amidst systemic challenges and social transformations. Language
emerges as both a cornerstone of the community’s identity and a source of
vulnerability. While the Irula language fosters a strong sense of belonging and
unity within the community, it also subjects them to ridicule and alienation when



they step outside their geographic and social boundaries. This dual role

underscores the pressing need for interventions that address both linguistic
preservation and societal biases.

Our Research Publications

BLOOMSDBURY

A full account of our research findings is forthcoming in a new book

‘Indigeneity, Culture and Citizenship in Today’s India: New Perspectives on the
Bhil and Irula Peoples’ by Sarbeswar Sahoo, Paul Chaney, Reenu Punnoose and
Muhammed Haneefa (Bloomsbury Publishing, New Delhi).

Parallel findings from our work on Indigenous Peoples in Bangladesh and Nepal — as
well as South America, can be found in:
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Chaney, P.,, Sahoo, S., Punnoose, R., & Haneefa, M. (2025). Civil Society
Organisations’ Perspectives on the Contemporary Human Rights Situation of
Indigenous Peoples in Bangladesh: A Critical Analysis. International Journal on
Minority and Group Rights (published online ahead of print 2025).
hitps://doi.org/10.1163/15718115-bja10229 [Open Access]
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10.1177/00219096251357302 [Open Access]
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Civil Society, 21(1), 41-65. htips://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2024.2437579 [Open
Access]
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