
SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)  

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 7 July, 2025 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

513 

ECHOES OF THE ANCESTORS: TRIBAL ORAL TRADITIONS AND 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

_________________________________________________________________ 
1
Mr. Abishek M, 

2
Dr. Balamurugan C 

1Research Scholar in English, 2Assistant Professor of English 

Sri Ramakrishna College of Arts & Science (Autonomous), Nava India, Coimbatore. 

___________________________________________________________________ 
Article Received: 23/06/2025 

Article Accepted: 25/07/2025 

Published Online: 25/07/2025 

DOI:10.47311/IJOES.2025.18.07.526 

Abstract:  
The tribal communities of the Western Ghats—including the Irulas, 

Kurumbas, Kattunayakans, Malekudiyas, and Siddis—possess rich oral and 

performative literary traditions that serve as vital systems of knowledge, resistance, 

and identity preservation. This paper explores how their oral literature, transmitted 
through songs, myths, rituals, and storytelling, critiques mainstream assimilation, 

ecological exploitation, and political marginalization. These narratives, often 

misunderstood as mere folklore, encode ecological trauma, historical memory, and 
ethical codes grounded in coexistence with nature. Storytelling in endangered native 

languages becomes an act of resistance, preserving cultural and spiritual worldviews 

that challenge dominant narratives of development and civilization. Identity is 
performatively rooted in land, ancestry, and community, expressed through oral 

epics, chants, and rituals. Employing an interdisciplinary approach from literary 

criticism, ecological humanities, anthropology, and postcolonial studies, this study 

analyses selected narratives from Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Karnataka. It emphasizes 
oral literature’s aesthetics and its role in resisting power structures and affirming 

tribal cosmologies and belonging. 

 
 

Key words: Tribal Literature, Oral Traditions, Cultural Resistance, Ecological 
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Introduction 

The Western Ghats, A Unesco World Heritage Site, Are Not Only 
Ecologically Rich But Also Home To Diverse Tribal Communities Like The Irulas, 

Kurumbas, And Todas. These Tribes Possess Distinct Oral Literary Traditions 

Encompassing Folktales, Chants, Myths, And Ecological Metaphors That Serve As 
Repositories Of Knowledge, Resistance, And Identity. This Paper Explores How 

Such Literature Resists Cultural Assimilation, Political Marginalization, And 

Ecological Exploitation, While Affirming Tribal Identity Rooted In Land, Kinship, 
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And Ritual. Oral Narratives, Dynamic And Adaptive, Function Both As Cultural 

Memory And Political Expression. Using An Interdisciplinary, Qualitative 
Methodology, The Study Draws On Literary Analysis And Ethnographic Sources To 

Interpret Selected Tribal Texts. It Emphasizes The Need To Recognize These Oral 

Traditions As Vital Contributions To Indian Literary Discourse. By Foregrounding 
Tribal Voices, The Paper Calls For An Inclusive Literary Historiography And 

Highlights The Importance Of Indigenous Knowledge In Addressing Contemporary 

Challenges Like Environmental Degradation And Cultural Erasure. 

2. Historical And Cultural Context 

The History Of The Tribal Communities In The Western Ghats Is Marked 

By Resilience, Adaptation, And Deep-Rooted Connection With The Land, But Also 

By Systemic Marginalization And Cultural Invisibility. Understanding The 
Literature Of These Communities Requires Situating It Within A Broader Historical 

Framework Of Colonization, Forest Control Policies, Land Alienation, And The 

More Recent Incursions Of Globalization And Environmental Degradation. 

Colonial Interventions And Dispossession 

The Arrival Of British Colonial Rule In South India Drastically Altered The 

Relationship Between Tribal Communities And Their Environment. Traditional 

Forest-Dwelling Communities Such As The Kattunayakans, Kurumbas, And Irulas 
Had Long Practiced Sustainable Forest-Based Livelihoods Shifting Cultivation, 

Honey Gathering, Herbal Medicine Collection, And Animal Tracking Activities 

Rooted In Intimate Ecological Knowledge. However, Colonial Authorities Viewed 
Such Practices As “Primitive” And Unproductive. Through Forest Laws Such As 

The Indian Forest Act Of 1865 (And Later 1878 And 1927), Vast Tracts Of Forest 

Were Declared Government Property, And Tribal Access Was Severely Restricted. 
The Imposition Of Forest Bureaucracy And Scientific Forestry Marginalized 

Traditional Forest Management Systems, Turning Forest Dwellers Into Trespassers 

On Their Own Land. Simultaneously, The Colonial Ethnographic Project Labelled 

These Communities As “Tribes” Or “Aboriginals,” Reinforcing An Image Of 
Backwardness And Cultural Stagnation. The Oral Traditions Of These Communities 

Rich In Ecological Insight And Mythic Imagination Were Either Ignored Or 

Misrepresented In Colonial Texts. 

Postcolonial State And Continued Marginalization 

Independence In 1947 Did Not Substantially Improve The Conditions Of 

Tribal Communities. In Fact, Nation-Building Efforts And Developmental Project 
Such As Large Dams, Mining Operations, And Monoculture Plantation Resulted In 

Further Displacement And Cultural Erosion. The Construction Of The Idukki And 

Silent Valley Dams In Kerala And The Promotion Of Cash Crops Like Tea, 

Eucalyptus, And Rubber Across The Western Ghats Led To Widespread 
Deforestation And Loss Of Access To Ancestral Lands. 

 

The Tribal Communities Were Often Relocated Without Consent Or 
Adequate Rehabilitation. This Economic And Spatial Marginalization Was 
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Accompanied By Cultural Assimilation Pressures, Including The Imposition Of 

Mainstream Education, Language, And Religion. Consequently, Oral Traditions 
Began To Fade, As Younger Generations Were Pushed To Adopt Dominant 

Languages Like Malayalam, Kannada, And Tamil, Often At The Cost Of Their 

Indigenous Languages. 
 

These Transformations Are Not Just Historical Facts They Are Encoded In 

And Responded To In Tribal Narratives. Myths Of Exodus, Forest Loss, Or Angered 
Nature Spirits Often Reflect Real Socio-Political Traumas. Ritual Performances In 

Many Communities Continue To Reenact Ancient Struggles Over Land And 

Sovereignty, Thus Preserving A Subaltern Memory That Mainstream Historiography 

Has Largely Erased. 

Cultural And Literary Invisibility 

Tribal Literature Especially Oral Narratives Have Historically Been 

Excluded From The Indian Literary Canon, Which Has Privileged Classical Sanskrit 
Texts, Elite Vernacular Literatures, And Modern Print Literature. Tribal Oral Stories 

Were Either Considered Anthropological Curiosities Or Relegated To The Status Of 

“Folklore” Without Literary Merit. This Marginalization Reflects A Broader 

Epistemic Violence, Where Tribal Ways Of Knowing, Remembering, And 
Expressing Are Rendered Illegible Within Dominant Frameworks. 

 

Furthermore, The Lack Of Script For Many Tribal Languages Has Made 
Preservation Difficult. The Irulas And Kurumbas, For Example, Traditionally Used 

Oral Memory And Ritual Performance For Transmission. Their Stories Were Rarely 

Recorded Until The Late 20th Century, And Even Then, Mostly By Non-Tribal 
Researchers Who Often Missed Cultural Nuances Or Interpreted Them Through 

Outsider Frameworks. This Has Resulted In Partial Documentation And, In Some 

Cases, Distortion. 

Contemporary Challenges And Cultural Assertion 
Today, The Challenges Faced By Tribal Communities Are Both Old And 

New. Deforestation, Climate Change, Tourism, And Extractive Industries Continue 

To Threaten Their Lands And Livelihoods. Simultaneously, Evangelization, Political 
Appropriation, And Identity Dilution Risk Further Eroding Indigenous Belief 

Systems And Traditions. 

 
However, There Has Also Been A Growing Movement Of Cultural Self-

Representation, With Tribal Intellectuals, Artists, And Writers Reclaiming Their 

Narratives. Projects Like Oral History Documentation, Community-Based Archives, 

And Tribal Language Revitalization Programs Are Helping To Assert Indigenous 
Identities. Literature, Once Only An Oral Performance, Is Also Emerging In Written, 

Recorded, And Visual Forms, Offering New Modes Of Resistance And Resilience. 

This Historical And Cultural Backdrop Is Crucial To Understanding How Tribal 
Literature Of The Western Ghats Functions Not Just As A Cultural Artifact But As 
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A Living, Resistant Archive. Through Myth, Ritual, And Story, Tribal Communities 

Preserve Memory, Articulate Identity, And Resist The Systemic Forces That Seek 
To Silence Them. 

3. Forms Of Tribal Literature 

The Tribal Communities Of The Western Ghats Possess A Wide Range Of 
Oral And Performative Literary Forms That Are Integral To Their Cultural Identity 

And Social Cohesion. Far From Being Static Or Purely Symbolic, These Forms Are 

Dynamic, Lived, And Participatory Continually Shaped By Interaction With Nature, 
Community Memory, And Ancestral Legacy. This Section Explores The Key Genres 

And Formats Through Which Tribal Literature Is Expressed, Preserved, And 

Performed. 

3.1 Oral Traditions: Myths, Folktales, And Songs 
At The Heart Of Tribal Literature Lies The Oral Tradition. Among Tribes 

Such As The Kattunayakans, Kurumbas, Paniyas, And Irulas, Stories Are Passed 

Down From Elders To The Younger Generations Through Spoken Word, Song, And 
Ritual Narration. These Stories Often Explain The Origin Of The Tribe, The 

Sacredness Of Certain Landscapes, The Behavior Of Animals, Or The Consequences 

Of Violating Natural Or Spiritual Laws. 

 
For Example, The Kurumbas Have Myths About Forest Spirits, Who Guard 

Sacred Groves And Punish Those Who Cut Trees Without Ritual Consent. The Irulas 

Sing Narrative Songs During Funerals And Hunting Rituals That Reflect 
Cosmological Beliefs And Tribal Histories. Many Of These Tales Function As Moral 

And Ecological Instruction, Warning Against Greed, Dishonesty, And Disrespect 

Toward Nature. What Is Often Labelled As "Folklore" By Outsiders Is In Fact A 
Moral Code, A Form Of Education Rooted In Community Life. 

3.2 Ritual And Performative Literature 

Tribal Literature Is Often Performed, Not Merely Recited Or Read. Dance, 

Music, Masks, Costumes, And Drumming Are Essential Elements In The 
Performance Of Epics And Spiritual Stories. The Bhootha Aradhane (Spirit Worship) 

In Karnataka And The Theyyam Traditions Of Northern Kerala, Though Now 

Popularized For Tourism, Have Deep Tribal Roots. These Performances Are Not 
Merely Theatrical Acts—They Are Spiritual Interventions, In Which Performers 

Enter A Trance And Become Mediums For Ancestral Or Divine Voices. 

 
Ritual Chants, Often Uttered During Seasonal Festivals, Births, Marriages, 

And Deaths, Carry Sacred Language And Encoded History. These Oral 

Performances Reaffirm Kinship Ties, Mark Ecological Cycles, And Renew The 

Relationship Between Humans And The Natural World. They Also Act As Archives 
Of Collective Memory, Preserving Stories Of Resistance, Displacement, And 

Survival. 

 
Importantly, These Performances Are Collective And Participatory. Unlike 
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The Individual Authorship Seen In Mainstream Literature, Tribal Literature Is 

Owned And Shared By The Community. This Reflects A More Communal 
Epistemology, Where Knowledge And Art Are Not Commodities But Relational 

Acts. 

3.3 Proverbs, Riddles, And Everyday Speech 
In Addition To Grand Myths And Rituals, Tribal Literary Expression 

Includes Proverbs, Riddles, And Storytelling In Everyday Life. These Often Carry 

Layers Of Cultural Wisdom And Social Commentary. For Example, A Paniya 
Proverb Might Highlight The Importance Of Waiting For The Right Season To Plant, 

Blending Agricultural Insight With Ethical Patience. Riddles And Children’s Songs 

Serve Both Entertainment And Pedagogical Roles, Introducing Values And 

Ecological Understanding From An Early Age. 
 

These “Smaller” Literary Forms Are Especially Important In Daily 

Interactions, Making Them Central To The Way Identity And Resistance Are 
Communicated On A Micro-Social Level. They Also Allow For Subtle Critiques Of 

Power—Mocking Corrupt Officials, Mocking Landlords, Or Mocking Cultural 

Outsiders—Without Inviting Direct Conflict. 

3.4 Emergence Of Written And Recorded Literature 
In Recent Decades, There Has Been A Gradual Shift Toward Written And 

Digital Documentation Of Tribal Literature. This Has Occurred Due To A 

Combination Of Factors: Increased Literacy, Support From Non-Governmental 
Organizations, Tribal Activists Seeking To Preserve Their Languages, And The Rise 

Of Digital Platforms. 

 
Some Tribal Writers Have Begun Composing Poems, Memoirs, And Short 

Stories In Their Own Languages Or In Dominant Regional Languages. Notable 

Efforts Have Come From The Toda And Irula Communities In Tamil Nadu, Where 

Youth Are Engaging In Self-Representation Through Written Word. This Marks A 
Shift From Outsider-Documented Folklore To Insider-Authored Literature, With An 

Emphasis On Reclaiming Voice And Authorship. 

 
Digital Media Has Also Enabled The Recording Of Chants, Songs, And 

Performances That Were Once Considered Ephemeral. Projects Supported By 

Universities, Linguistic Departments, And Cultural Preservation Groups Have Led 
To Archiving Of Endangered Oral Traditions. While This Introduces Challenges 

Related To Interpretation And Authenticity, It Also Offers A Way To Keep 

Traditions Alive Amid Language Extinction And Cultural Disintegration. 

3.5 Linguistic Diversity And Literary Expression 
Many Of The Western Ghats Tribes Speak Languages That Are Either 

Dravidian In Origin (E.G., Irula, Toda) Or Unclassified Tribal Dialects With No 

Standardized Script. This Has Limited The Visibility Of Their Literature But Has 
Also Contributed To Its Richness. Language Itself Becomes An Act Of Resistance 
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Refusing The Erasure Caused By Linguistic Homogenization Under Dominant State 

Languages Like Tamil, Kannada, Or Malayalam. 
In Tribal Literature, Certain Words Are Untranslatable They Carry Ecological, 

Spiritual, And Emotional Meanings That Cannot Be Rendered Fully In Other 

Tongues. This Makes Tribal Literature Both Linguistically Unique And Culturally 
Embedded. 

4. Themes Of Resistance In Tribal Literature 

The Tribal Literature Of The Western Ghats Is Deeply Embedded In A 
Context Of Historical Struggle, Cultural Marginalization, And Ecological Loss. 

While Often Framed As Folklore Or Cultural Tradition By Outsiders, These 

Narratives Are In Fact Rich Sites Of Resistance Not Necessarily Through Overt 

Political Protest, But Through Symbolic Storytelling, Myth-Making, And Ritual 
Performance That Assert Tribal Worldviews In The Face Of Erasure. Resistance In 

Tribal Literature Is Not Merely Reactive; It Is Proactive, Strategic, And Embedded 

In Narrative, Language, And Cosmology. This Section Explores How Resistance 
Manifests In Tribal Literature Through Various Interwoven Themes. 

4.1 Resistance To Cultural Assimilation 

Tribal Communities In The Western Ghats Have Long Faced Pressures To 

Assimilate Into Dominant Social, Religious, And Linguistic Systems. However, 
Their Stories Resist This Absorption By Reaffirming Tribal Identity, Values, And 

Cosmologies. Through Creation Myths, Ancestral Tales, And Clan Histories, 

Communities Such As The Kurumbas, Kattunayakans, And Irulas Preserve And 
Promote Worldviews That Challenge Mainstream Hierarchies And Definitions Of 

“Civilization.” 

 
For Instance, Many Origin Myths Explicitly Contrast Tribal Ancestors With 

Outsiders Who Brought Destruction, Greed, Or Disease. These Narratives Often 

Elevate Tribal Ancestors As First Dwellers Or Forest Protectors, Subtly Countering 

Dominant Narratives That Frame Them As Backward Or Dependent On Modern 
Systems. These Stories Become Cultural Assertions Of Indigeneity, Reminding The 

Community And Outsiders Of Their Original Relationship With The Land. 

 
Songs Performed During Festivals And Rituals, Often In Native Dialects, 

Further Reinforce Group Identity. The Use Of Tribal Languages, Even If 

Endangered, Functions As A Form Of Resistance To Linguistic Homogenization. 
Each Act Of Storytelling, Chanting, Or Ritual Singing Reclaims Space For Tribal 

Voices In A Landscape Dominated By National, Regional, And Religious Narratives. 

4.2 Resistance To Political And Social Marginalization 

Tribal Literature Also Addresses, Albeit Allegorically, The Injustices Of 
Political And Social Exclusion. Stories May Reference Unjust Rulers, Exploitative 

Outsiders, Or Forest Spirits That Punish Those Who Disrespect Tribal Boundaries. 

In These Tales, Resistance Is Enacted Not Through Direct Political Rebellion, But 
Through Spiritual And Symbolic Justice. 
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For Example, In Many Irula And Kattunayakan Tales, Outsiders (E.G., Landlords, 

Forest Officers, Traders) Who Exploit The Land Or Disrespect Tribal Customs 
Suffer Curses Or Misfortunes. These Narrative Patterns Act As Symbolic 

Correctives, Turning The Tables On Real-World Power Structures. By Encoding 

Justice In Myth, The Community Affirms Its Own Moral Order And Questions The 
Legitimacy Of Imposed Systems. 

 

Other Tales Revolve Around The Wisdom And Cunning Of Tribal Heroes, 
Who Outwit More Powerful Outsiders, Thus Asserting Tribal Intelligence And 

Sovereignty In Contexts Where They Are Often Treated As Naïve Or Inferior. These 

Trickster Figures Become Symbols Of Subversive Resistance, Using Wit Rather 

Than Confrontation To Challenge Hierarchies. 

4.3 Ecological Resistance: Forest As Sanctuary And Spirit 

Perhaps The Most Powerful Theme Of Resistance In Tribal Literature Is Ecological. 

For The Tribal Communities Of The Western Ghats, The Forest Is Not Just A 
Resource But A Sacred, Animate Space Inhabited By Spirits, Ancestors, And Divine 

Forces. In This Worldview, Any Exploitation Of The Land Is Not Merely Economic 

Violence But Cosmic Transgression. 

 
Narratives Abound In Which Logging, Mining, Or Destruction Of Sacred 

Groves Results In Ecological Imbalance, Illness, Or Divine Retribution. Such Stories 

Encode Traditional Ecological Knowledge As Well As Spiritual Resistance To 
Capitalist Exploitation. The Forest Is Cast Not As A Passive Victim, But As An 

Active Agent Of Resistance One That Protects Itself Through Supernatural Means. 

For Example, In Kurumba Mythology, The Forest Goddess Is Both Nurturing And 
Wrathful She Blesses Those Who Live In Harmony But Punishes Those Who Seek 

Domination. These Stories Serve To Legitimize Tribal Resistance To Development 

Projects, Asserting That The Land Has Its Own Rights And Powers. 

 
Moreover, Tribal Chants And Rituals Often Coincide With Ecological 

Events Harvests, Animal Migrations, Changes In Seasons Emphasizing Cyclical, 

Reciprocal Relationships With Nature, As Opposed To Linear Extraction-Based 
Models. In This Sense, Tribal Literature Acts As An Environmental Manifesto, 

Affirming The Tribe’s Ecological Ethics And Resisting The Commodification Of 

Nature. 

4.4 Resistance Through Women’s Voices And Gender Roles 

Tribal Literature Often Presents A More Balanced, If Not Matriarchal, 

Perspective On Gender Roles, Compared To The Patriarchal Structures Of 

Mainstream Society. Women Appear As Wise Healers, Spirit Mediums, Hunters, 
And Land Protectors In Many Tribal Tales. In Communities Like The Paniyas And 

Todas, Women Have Ritual And Narrative Roles That Affirm Their Central Place In 

Social And Ecological Life. 
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Stories About Female Deities Or Human Women Who Transform Into 

Powerful Forest Spirits Reflect Both The Sacralization Of Femininity And 
Resistance To Gender Subjugation. These Figures Protect Their Communities, 

Avenge Injustice, And Often Embody The Voice Of The Forest Itself. In This Way, 

Tribal Literature Subtly Critiques Not Only Cultural And Political Domination, But 
Also Gendered Hierarchies Introduced Or Intensified By Outside Religions And 

Institutions. 

Such Narratives Become A Dual Form Of Resistance: Asserting Both Tribal And 
Female Agency In A World That Often Denies Both. 

4.5 Ritual As Performative Resistance 

Rituals And Performative Storytelling Such As The Theyyam Dances In 

Kerala Or Shamanic Chants Among The Kurumbas Are Not Just Cultural Displays, 
But Acts Of Resistance In Motion. They Reaffirm Tribal Worldviews, Challenge 

State-Religious Orthodoxy, And Maintain Sacred Relationships With The Land. 

In These Performances, The Boundaries Between Story And Action Blur. The 
Storyteller Or Performer May Become A Medium Through Which Ancestral Or 

Divine Resistance Is Channelled. This Collapse Of Subject And Spirit, Story And 

Struggle, Is A Powerful Form Of Resistance That Eludes The Rational, Linear 

Frameworks Of Modern Governance Or Academic Categorization. Resistance In 
Tribal Literature Is Multi-Layered And Deeply Encoded Symbolic, Spiritual, 

Ecological, Linguistic, And Gendered. It Does Not Always Take The Form Of Overt 

Protest But Is Embedded In The Rhythms, Metaphors, And Performance Styles Of 
The Communities Themselves. By Reclaiming And Continuing These Traditions, 

Tribal Communities Of The Western Ghats Continue To Speak Back To Power, 

Asserting Not Only Their Survival But Their Sovereignty, Cosmology, And Moral 
Vision. 

5. Identity Assertion In Tribal Narratives 

While Resistance In Tribal Literature Often Responds To External Threats, 

An Equally Powerful And Enduring Theme Is The Affirmation Of Identity. For The 
Tribal Communities Of The Western Ghats, Literature Is Not Only A Site Of 

Defiance But Also A Medium Through Which Collective Identity Rooted In 

Ancestry, Land, Ritual, And Memory Is Affirmed, Performed, And Transmitted. In 
An Age Of Homogenizing Globalization And Cultural Assimilation, Tribal 

Narratives Play A Vital Role In Maintaining The Distinctiveness Of Indigenous 

Worldviews, Values, And Social Structures. 

5.1 Identity Rooted In Land And Sacred Geography 

In Tribal Narratives, Identity Is Inseparable From Land And Geography. The 

Forest Is Not Just A Setting For Stories; It Is A Central Character, A Source Of 

Identity, And Often A Divine Presence. Many Tribal Myths Begin By Explaining 
How A Mountain, River, Or Grove Came Into Being Often As The Result Of A 

Divine Act, A Sacrifice, Or An Ancestral Journey. These Narratives Imbue The Land 

With Spiritual And Historical Meaning, Making It A Living Archive Of Tribal 
Memory. 



SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)  

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 7 July, 2025 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

521 

For Instance, The Irulas And Kurumbas Have Origin Stories Tied To Specific 

Hillocks Or Groves, Which Are Considered Sacred. These Sacred Spaces Are 
Integral To The Tribe’s Sense Of Self; They Are Totemic Landscapes That 

Symbolize Clan History, Ecological Wisdom, And Spiritual Responsibility. Even 

When Displaced From Their Ancestral Land, Tribal Communities Maintain 
Emotional And Ritual Links To These Spaces, Often Returning To Perform 

Ceremonies Or Commemorate Myths. In Doing So, They Assert A Territorial 

Identity Rooted Not In Land Ownership, But In Ancestral Belonging. 

5.2 Oral Narratives As Cultural Genealogy 

Oral Literature Also Functions As A Form Of Cultural Genealogy, Mapping 

Lineage, Clan Structures, And Historical Memory. Many Tribal Communities Lack 

Written Historical Records, But Maintain Intricate Oral Histories That Trace 
Ancestry, Migrations, Inter-Clan Marriages, And Pivotal Events Like Wars, 

Famines, Or Spiritual Revelations. 

 
These Stories Are Not Only About The Past; They Shape The Present. They 

Help The Younger Generation Understand Their Place Within The Community And 

The Wider Cosmology. For Example, Initiation Rituals Or Coming-Of-Age 

Ceremonies Often Include Storytelling Sessions Where Elders Recount Clan Myths 
And Heroic Tales. This Passing Down Of Stories Is A Crucial Rite Of Identity 

Transmission, Affirming A Person’s Role In The Community And The 

Responsibilities That Come With It. 
 

Such Practices Directly Counter The Alienation That Tribal Youth Often 

Face In Modern Educational Systems, Where Their Histories And Languages Are 
Ignored. In Asserting Their Cultural Identity Through Narrative, Tribal Communities 

Offer Alternative Histories That Challenge Dominant Narratives Of Civilization And 

Development. 

5.3 Language As Identity 
Language Is One Of The Most Profound Carriers Of Identity, And Tribal 

Narratives Are Deeply Intertwined With Endangered Tribal Languages. The Western 

Ghats Is Home To Several Tribal Dialects Many Without Standardized Scripts Or 
Formal Recognition Which Exist Primarily In Oral Form. These Languages Often 

Contain Ecological And Spiritual Terms That Are Untranslatable Into Mainstream 

Languages Like Tamil, Malayalam, Or Kannada. 
 

Each Oral Narrative Performed In A Tribal Tongue Is Therefore An Act Of 

Linguistic Identity. It Affirms The Value And Vitality Of A Language That May Be 

Endangered But Remains Alive In Story, Ritual, And Song. Even When Younger 
Generations Are Educated In State Languages, The Continued Use Of Native 

Languages In Oral Traditions Keeps Cultural Identity Alive. 

 
Furthermore, Many Tribal Languages Use Metaphor, Rhythm, And 



SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)  

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 7 July, 2025 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

522 

Repetition In Ways That Encode Community Values Hospitality, Respect For Elders, 

Harmony With Nature. These Stylistic Choices Are Not Merely Aesthetic; They Are 
Deeply Cultural, Reflecting A Worldview That Privileges Relationship And 

Interconnectedness. 

5.4 Totemism And Animal Symbolism As Identity Markers 
Animal Totems Are Another Important Feature Of Tribal Identity In The 

Western Ghats. Many Tribes, Such As The Paniyas And Kurumbas, Associate 

Themselves With Specific Animal’s Tigers, Snakes, Elephants Not Just As Symbols, 
But As Ancestral Or Spiritual Relatives. These Animals Often Appear In Origin 

Myths And Are Considered Protectors Or Reincarnations Of Ancestors. 

 

Narratives Involving Totem Animals Reinforce Community Boundaries And 
Obligations. For Instance, A Tribe That Considers The Tiger As Its Totem May Have 

Taboos Against Hunting Or Harming Tigers. This Is Not Just Ecological Respect It 

Is Identity-Based Ethics, And Stories That Reinforce These Codes Are A Form Of 
Both Moral And Cultural Affirmation. 

These Animal-Linked Identities Serve To Distinguish Tribal Communities Not Just 

From Outsiders, But From One Another. They Reflect Complex Systems Of Clan 

Affiliation, Spiritual Belief, And Ecological Integration That Resist The Flattening 
Pressures Of Mainstream Identity Categories Like Caste, Religion, Or Ethnicity. 

5.5 Storytelling As Everyday Identity Practice 

Finally, Storytelling Itself Is A Daily Act Of Identity. Whether Through 
Lullabies, Proverbs, Seasonal Songs, Or Public Performances, Tribal Communities 

Engage In Storytelling As A Way Of Remembering Who They Are. These Practices 

Are Not Confined To Festivals Or Rituals; They Are Part Of Everyday Life Told 
While Farming, Gathering Honey, Cooking, Or Sitting By The Fire. 

 

The Continued Practice Of Storytelling, Especially In Intergenerational 

Spaces, Affirms A Living, Breathing Identity That Cannot Be Erased By 
Displacement Or Marginalization. In This Way, Tribal Literature Becomes A Mode 

Of Cultural Continuity, Resisting The Forgetting That So Often Accompanies 

Economic Hardship, Land Loss, And Linguistic Assimilation. 

6. Ecology And Environmental Justice In Tribal Literature 

The Tribal Literature Of The Western Ghats Is Inextricably Linked To The 

Region’s Unique Ecological Landscape. For The Tribes Who Inhabit This Biodiverse 
And Ecologically Sensitive Mountain Range, The Forest Is More Than A Resource 

It Is A Spiritual Entity, A Life-Giver, And A Repository Of Ancestral Memory. 

Unlike Modern Environmental Discourses, Which Often Separate Humans From 

Nature Or Frame Nature As A Commodity, Tribal Narratives Offer An Integrated 
Ecological Worldview In Which Land, Water, Plants, Animals, And Spirits Exist In 

Reciprocal Relationship With Human Communities. This Section Explores How 

Tribal Literature Functions As A Form Of Environmental Ethics And Ecological 
Justice, Often In Resistance To Extractive And Destructive External Forces. 
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6.1 The Forest As Sacred Space 

One Of The Defining Ecological Motifs In Tribal Narratives Is The 
Sacralization Of The Forest. Stories Often Portray Forests Not Merely As Settings, 

But As Animate And Conscious Spaces Guarded By Deities, Ancestral Spirits, Or 

Powerful Non-Human Entities. These Forests Are Seen As Living Beings With 
Agency, Capable Of Responding To Human Action Rewarding Harmony And 

Punishing Exploitation. 

 
For Example, In Kattunayakan Oral Traditions, Specific Groves Are 

Believed To Be Inhabited By Guardian Spirits (Called Vanadevatas) Who Protect 

The Community And Must Be Honoured Through Rituals And Offerings. 

Destruction Of These Groves Is Believed To Invite Misfortune, Illness, Or Crop 
Failure. Such Stories Embed Ecological Stewardship In Spiritual Obligation, Making 

Sustainable Living A Sacred Duty Rather Than A Utilitarian Concern. 

 
This Stands In Sharp Contrast With Modern Environmental Policies That 

Treat Forests As “Natural Resources” To Be Regulated, Exploited, Or Conserved, 

Often Excluding Tribal People From Decision-Making. In This Context, Tribal 

Literature Becomes A Form Of Ecological Counter-Narrative Insisting That The 
Forest Is Not To Be Managed, But To Be Respected And Related To. 

6.2 Ecological Memory And Environmental History 

Tribal Stories Act As Ecological Memory Systems, Preserving Ancestral 
Knowledge Of Environmental Shifts, Species Behavior, And Climate Patterns. Irula 

Myths, For Example, Recount Ecological Collapse Following Violations Of Nature’s 

Codes, Offering Moral Lessons On Sustainability. These Narratives Pass Down 
Intergenerational Wisdom, Rooted In Observation And Respect For Nature. In The 

Anthropocene, Where Dominant Histories Often Overlook Local Insights, Such 

Stories Provide Vital Alternative Environmental Histories Based On Relational 

Ethics And Lived Ecological Experience. 

6.3 Resistance To Ecological Exploitation 

Many Tribal Narratives Serve As Symbolic Critiques Of Ecological 

Exploitation, Particularly In Relation To Deforestation, Mining, Plantation 
Agriculture, And Large-Scale Development Projects. While Tribal Communities 

Rarely Have Institutional Power To Resist Such Incursions, Their Literature Encodes 

Modes Of Protest And Warning. 
 

These Critiques Often Take The Form Of Allegorical Stories, In Which 

Greedy Outsiders (Traders, Kings, Or Officials) Disrupt Sacred Landscapes And 

Suffer Supernatural Consequences. In One Kurumba Tale, For Example, A Foreign 
Merchant Cuts Down A Sacred Tree And Is Haunted By Spirits Until He Makes 

Reparations. Such Narratives Not Only Affirm Tribal Moral Codes But Also Offer 

Environmental Justice Through Myth Where Justice May Be Denied By The State, 
It Is Administered By Nature Itself. 
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By Embedding Ecological Resistance In Myth, These Stories Endure Across 

Generations, Even When Legal Avenues For Protest Are Denied. In This Sense, 
Tribal Literature Becomes A Sustainable Form Of Ecological Dissent, Expressing 

Solidarity With The Forest And Opposition To Its Commodification. 

6.4 Human-Nature Reciprocity And Eco Centric Ethics 
A Key Philosophical Aspect Of Tribal Literature Is Its Ecocentric Ethic One 

That Does Not Place Humans At The Center Of The Universe, But As One Part Of 

A Reciprocal Web Of Life. In These Narratives, Animals Speak, Trees Have 
Emotions, Rivers Remember, And Spirits Dwell In Stones. This Animistic 

Worldview Challenges Anthropocentric Ideologies And Offers A Radically 

Inclusive Conception Of Personhood. 

 
The Ethical Systems Embedded In Such Literature Emphasize Balance, 

Gratitude, And Humility. For Instance, Hunters In Many Communities Offer Chants 

Or Gifts To The Forest Before Taking A Life, Acknowledging The Cost And 
Requesting Forgiveness. Harvesting Rituals Are Timed To Natural Cycles, With 

Taboos On Overexploitation. These Practices Are Not Mere Superstition, But Deeply 

Ecological Behaviors, Rooted In Long-Term Sustainability. 

Such Narratives And Rituals Amount To An Alternative Environmental Philosophy 
Not Of Conservation Imposed From Outside, But Of Coexistence Enacted From 

Within. 

6.5 Environmental Justice Through Storytelling 
In Contemporary Contexts, As Tribal Communities Confront Displacement 

Due To Hydropower Projects, Eco-Tourism, Or Forest “Conservation” Efforts, 

Storytelling Becomes A Powerful Tool For Asserting Environmental Justice. Oral 
Histories Documenting Displacement, Ecological Loss, And Spiritual Trauma Now 

Circulate Through Audio Archives, Films, And Community Publications. 

 

These Stories Do More Than Preserve Culture; They Challenge Dominant 
Narratives Of Development And Insist On Justice Not Only For People, But For The 

Forest Itself. When Tribal Elders Speak Of A Lake That Dried Up After A Road Was 

Built, Or A Hill That Stopped “Speaking” After A Mining Blast, They Are Invoking 
An Ecological Consciousness That Demands Ethical Reckoning. 

Through Storytelling, Tribal Communities In The Western Ghats Assert That 

Environmental Justice Must Include Spiritual, Cultural, And Ecological Dimensions 
Not Just Legal Or Economic Ones. 

7. Conclusion And Recommendations 

Tribal literature of the Western Ghats is a living archive of resistance, 

identity, and ecological wisdom. This study highlights how oral narratives challenge 
dominant ideas of development and civilization through myths, chants, and 

ecological symbolism. Resistance emerges through language preservation, sacred 

geographies, and collective memory. These stories promote an eco-centric 
philosophy rooted in sustainability. Tribal identity is dynamic and enacted through 



SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)  

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 7 July, 2025 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

525 

ritual and storytelling, deeply connected to land and nature—urging urgent action 

against deforestation and cultural loss. 

Recommendations 

1. Documentation and Archiving 
Government and academic institutions must collaborate with tribal communities to 
record, translate, and archive oral traditions with cultural sensitivity and community 

consent. Such efforts must prioritize tribal authorship and agency, rather than 

outsider interpretations. 

2. Inclusion in Curriculum 
Tribal literature and environmental philosophy should be integrated into school and 

university curricula especially in states where these tribes reside. This would promote 

recognition, respect, and preservation of indigenous knowledge systems. 

3. Support for Tribal Writers and Performers 
Cultural bodies and NGOs should support tribal artists, storytellers, and writers by 

providing platforms for performance and publication in tribal languages and regional 
scripts. Literary festivals, digital archives, and anthologies can amplify these voices. 

4. Policy Reorientation Toward Indigenous Knowledge 
Environmental and cultural policy must be informed by indigenous ecological ethics, 

treating tribal knowledge as valid and essential, not as folklore or superstition. 
Consultation with tribal elders and spiritual leaders should be institutionalized in 

development and conservation projects. 

5. Promotion of Intergenerational Transmission 
Programs to encourage elder-young interaction within tribal communities through 

storytelling workshops, language preservation initiatives, and ritual education are 

critical to the survival of oral literature. 
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