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Human culture is a central concept in anthropology, covering the range of phenomena 
that are communicated through social learning in human societies. The word is used in a 
general sense as the evolved ability to categorize and represent experiences with symbols 
and to act imaginatively and creatively. The aspects of human behavior such as language 
and social practices such as kinship and marriage are found in all human societies. 
Rituals, customs, tradition, and practices, habits and behaviors all become the expressions 
through which culture and cultural resistance are practiced. In Anthropology a tribe is a 
human social group practicing certain indigenous cultural and social traditions. The 
concept is often contrasted with other social groups’ concepts, such as nations, states and 
forms of kinship. The social, cultural and political significance of the rituals in the Tribal 
culture is great that these rituals are seemingly kept the ecological, political and social 
balance together for centuries. The novel Kocharethi, the first novel by the first tribal 
novelist of South India maps the story of the Malayaraya tribe in Kerala. Merging history 
with culture, the novel portrays the struggles of the tribal community: from challenges of 
preserving myths, rituals, social customs, and belief systems to the possession and 
dispossession of land. This paper entitled Cultural Troves in Tribal Literature: A Study of 
Kocharethi by Narayan tries to trace elements of culture and practices of Malayaraya 
tribal community thereby identifying and acknowledging the role they play in 
maintaining the social and cultural equilibrium. For this reason, this paper has decided to 
use the words “tribe” and “tribal cultural heritage” in a respectful manner and specifies 
the name of the clan by which members of any particular community refer to themselves.   
KEYWORDS: Culture, Ritual, Tribal, Marriage, Indigenous.  

Culture is used to denote the complex networks of practices and collected knowledge and 
ideas that are transmitted through social interaction and exist in specific human groups or 
cultural groups using the plural form. Some aspects of human behavior, such as language, 
social practices such as kinship and marriage, expressive forms such as art, music, dance, 
ritual, and religion, and technologies such as cooking, shelter, and clothing are said to be 
cultural universals, found in all human societies.   

India is named unity in diversities strategically built majestic palaces, tortuously 
carved architecture, colonial edifices, voluminous bazaars, hymns and chants from the 
temples in the peaceful bank of rivers, the fascinating monasteries in the forlorn snow 
clad Himalayas, the Lamas welcoming people with the warmth of their smiles, everything 
truly represents cultural heritage of India. The country coined the phrase, Vasudhaivaka 
Kudumbakam, the philosophy that instructs an understanding that the whole world is one 
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family. It gives feels of home to some of the most ancient civilizations and the largest 
population of ethnic Tribes. The South, North, West and Northeast have their distinct 
traditions, and almost every state has carved out its own cultural and subcultural niche. 
There is hardly any culture in the world as varied and unique as Indian culture.  

Kocharethi is the first fictional attempt to reconstruct the exact history of the 
Adivasi’s culture and negotiation with the forces of modernity in Kerala. Narayan 
provides a vivid and realistic account of the primal ways of life of the Adivasi’s and their 
move towards citizenship in Independent India. He draws heavily from Adivasi oral 
cultural traditions to underscore the earthy tensions of an agrarian society that they lived 
in close communion with nature and slowly distanced itself from it. The novel grades an 
essential point in the documentation of a unique life system and cultural heritages of 
Tribals that is highlighting history of Indian Tribal communities.    

The title of the novel Kocharethi itself proclaims the cultural identity of the 
womenfolk of the Malayarayar community. 'Mala' is the Malayalam word for 'hill' and 
'arayar' means 'ruler,' so that the combined word or the Tribe Malayarayars denote that 
the people who are the Tribal clans living in the slopes of Western Ghats. The notion of 
culture broadly identifies those patterns of human knowledge that directly refer to the 
shared beliefs of social formations and traits of racial, religious or social groups. The 
Malayarayar community is living in deep communion with nature. Rituals are inseparably 
intertwined with their life. The division of the entire society into specific clans is a 
distinctive feature of the Tribal community, Malayarayar community is one among them.   

The Tribals of Kerala are never considered as 'Malayalis.’ They are unique in 
itself their lifestyles and languages which are significantly different from that of the 
dominant mainstream. Narayan’s Kocharethi is the first novel in Malayalam by an 
Adivasi writer. Narayan, himself a Malayaraya, he attempted to depict the historical and 
mythical spheres of the Tribal experience which entwined with his life situations. 
Kocharethi, one of the Tribal books of environmental literature, it is undoubtedly a 
significant work that explores the relationship between the human and natural world. The 
novel is a distinctive effort where the novelist discusses the elements of Tribal cultural 
heritages, rituals and customs and gives subtle hints about the advancement of indigenous 
knowledge about their surroundings, land and water; and above all a need for 
concentrated effort to preserve it. Kocharethi mainly deals with the story of Malayarayar 
Tribe in Kerala and their livelihood.   

Rituals and customs are entrenched in the cultural ethos of ethnic groups and are 
passed on from one generation to the next t. These unique set of rituals making the birth 
of ceremonies for marriage customs, and funeral services which assimilates the individual 
to the social fabric of that community. Eettappera is another hut near the ancestral home 
for the women spend days during their menstrual period and delivery time. Social taboos 
related to the days of menstruation were highly noticeable among them. The severity of 
the restrictions increased if it was the house of a  
'velichappadu’, as it was clear in the case of Ittyadi’s family in the novel.In the novel 
there is an elaborate description of the 'eettappera’ and its functions:  “The 'eettappera’ 
was close to the house a one-room structure to which a woman withdraw when she was 
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menstruating or withdraw to give birth. A menstruating woman confined herself to that 
room for seven days; during those days” (Narayan, 2011, p. 34).  

Endogamy was promoted among the Malayarayar community. The family names 
of the community were achieved from some tree or rock near the house stood. Marriage 
was usually regulated through clan exogamy or illam it is taken up as a sacred bonding 
system for them. Ittyadi gives details of the number of illams among the Malayarayar 
community:  

...Valayillam, Poothaniyillam, Modalakkattillam,and Nellippullillam. 
There was a fifth one. . . Chokkayillam.. Vala and llipulli are related; 
likewise Poothani and Modalakkattu. Someone belonging to Modalakkattu 
can marry from either Valayillam or Nellipulli illam. Poothani and 
Nellipulli can marry from Vala..   

... If a person commits some terrible crime he becomes outcaste. 
Chokkayillakar are those who were cast out of their original clan. 
(Narayan, 2011, p. 15-16).   

Marriage between Murappennu and Muracherukkan (Cross-cousin) are common 
in this community. In the past, 'Thalikettukalyanam' or tying of the 'thali’ around the neck 
was performed on the ninth day of the first menstruation, it is considered fixing of 
marriages early. In the novel,  
Kunjadichan and Pappy were married because Pappy was Kunjadichan’s 'Murappennu’ 
(cousin).  

In the Tribal society when a girl becomes “theendari” her thirandukalyanam is celebrated 
on the seventh day of her menstrual period.  

During the pregnancy period also the Tribals had to observe different customs and 
rituals. It is the right of the Ammai (Aunty) and her sister-in-law should come with a 
basket of sweetmeats and brought the women home in the seventh month. All the 
responsibilities of the first childbirth were tolerated by the girl's family. This was known 
as 'pettinukonduvaral’. The delivery had taken place in the ettappera and a vayattatti 
(midwife) is there in every village will assist the childbirth. Some herbs are usually 
dipping into the oil and smearing it thickly all over the body of the pregnant woman to 
make the delivery as early as possible and easily. Apart from medicinal herbs and plants 
toddy also needed for the delivery because “Mundiamma would not eat food on the day. 
She helped deliver a child. But she welcomed a bowl of toddy” (Narayan, 2011, p. 37). 
After the childbirth, some gifts are given to the midwife for providing good treatment 
“some cut tobacco, betel leaf and are nut” (Narayan, 2011, p. 38). On the seventh day of 
the childbirth, a good meal will be served to the vayattatti with a new Mundu. On the day 
of the 'Chooroonu’, a ritual when the child was given rice for the first time, some special 
gifts would be given to her and no money was given to her for her service.   

The death of Kadutha gives us the clear picture of funeral rites among the Malayarayrs.  
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According to custom the eldest son has to be performed funeral rites. Cooking fires 
wouldn’t be lit in the house where a death had occurred. The children, nephew and 
nieces, who were observing 'pula' as death related pollution. . Kadutha’s eldest daughter 
Kochutti swept out the house in a northerly direction. Kadutha’s relatives and children 
together bathed the corpse and placed it on a plantain leaf in the front of the yard near the 
door with the head facing the east. A wick could be lit and placed near the dead. Friends 
and relatives spread the pieces of cloth they had brought on the corpse.  From birth to 
death each occasion of Tribes lives is inherently tied with rituals. Most of these rituals are 
connected with nature and religion allows them to stay united forever.  

Tribals not only survived in the dense forest areas of Kerala, but they lead a 
healthy and fruitful life condition. These people had precious knowledge of medicine and 
these treatments were a part of their cultural identity. The Arayars had their own 
knowledge on the system of treatment which was fully centered on religion and nature. 
When Ittyadi’s wife Chirutha suffered from intense fever and fits, it was his father 
Valiyamundan, who was both a 'mantravadi' and a 'velichapadu’, who treated her as a 
doctor.  

Kochuraman represents the next generation of Adivasis with a more sophisticated 
and knowledgeable method of offering medication. He had detached all tries to religion 
that the traditional form of medication carried along with it often he made a new type 
medication which suited to the ill. It is clear in the novel nowhere in the chapters 
Kochuraman resorts to using incantations for curing disease. He focuses his attention 
only on the use of various herbs and other natural products like the fat of animals to cure 
wounds, sprains, diarrhea, and migraine. When Kunjipennu happened to face a dangerous 
rash on being poisoned, Ittiyadi tried unsuccessfully to heal her with ash, incantations, 
and a fowl sacrificed to Puliambulli. But he failed to cure the poison affected on her. His 
failure marks a moment that the traditional practices call for a change and Kochuraman’s 
entry into the scene heralds this change. Kochuraman is a typical Adivasi 'Vaidyan’ who 
knows many herbs and knowledge on different medication to cure most of the common 
diseases.   

Kochupilla Asan is the gentle representative of human-being in the novel. He 
attempted Adivasis to wean from their primitive way of culture and made an identity 
through the process of educational enlightenment. He established a school under the 
name Saraswathi Vilasam Kalari, which was made of bamboo, its sides were thatched, 
waist high and the floor had been beaten and smeared with cow dung. Many of them 
didn’t know the meaning of the word Kalari. Aashan tells a story about the origin and 
place of Arayars in the context of Ramayana and Mahabharatha by mentioning the story 
of character Arethi. It made clear that Arayars are not ordinary people. Aashan taught 
them about hygiene, social contact, worship, and he raised Arayars to the world of letters.   

The Malayarayars lived on the slopes of the hills, cultivating paddy on the cleared 
and somewhat level land which they called 'kollan hill’. The main problem they faced 
was the lack of irrigation, which meant that they had completely depended on seasonal 
rain. The rocky land allowed only a maximum of two successive crops. Then the left of 
the land was not suited for cultivation. So that they often engaged to clear another area of 
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the forest for further cultivation. The community depended heavily on food crops such as 
tapioca, yam and wild tubers. Other means of securing food where hunting and fishing.   

However, the focus of the novel is exploring the realistic correlation between the 
emergence of an Adivasi identity and their cultural consciousness. Nowadays it is being 
an issue fraught with political ramifications. It is obvious that Narayan does not wish to 
load his narrative with disturbing questions, through differing discernments and 
valuations are available all through the novel. The studied silence gives the picture that 
Narayan maintains on the pressing issues before the Adivasis the result of the policies 
followed by the colonial administration and the governments that came after it- could 
give one the impression that he is too indifferent to such issues. But a closer reading 
shows that as a creative writer, Narayan prefers the role of one who discerns, detects, 
observes and represents, rather than intervenes directly.   

Spirituality and religious practices of the Tribals also find a good place in 
Narayan’s portraying of the Tribal cultural heritages and customs. The life-circle of 
Malayarayar community is totally depended upon forest and nature. Their system of 
treatments, ritualistic performances are also centered on nature and religion. So 
'velichapad’ was considered as the curator (vaidyan) of the entire diseases. They believed 
that the root cause of every disease and natural calamities would be the fury of the deities. 
The velichapad Valiyamundan takes initiate to perform many rituals to cure the diseases. 
In the case of Chirutha,mother of Kunjippennu suffered fever velichapad gave 
consecrated thread for her to wear to get over a problem. When that did not work, he 
went into a trance.  

Narayan also gives a vivid description of the Tribals’ way of living and their 
ritualistic performances which are a part of their cultural identity. In the novel, 
Kochuraman starts to build a house. The foundation of the house is built with stones and 
rocks which were collected from forest. All the materials used in the house building 
making the Tribal huts are more eco-friendly and their dwellings are also a part of their 
mother forest.  

Religion is an important aspect in determining the ethnic identity of a particular 
group. Narayan in this novel states that the Tribes have a religion of their own and it is 
the 'Tribal Religion.' Another remarkable feature of Tribal culture is the peculiarity of 
Tribal rituals related to Tribal worship, ritualistic performance and folkloric elements. 
Narayan layout the framework of how Tribal rituals related to their religious practices. 
Each family has their own family deities and clan deities, 'Paradevathamar,’ they are 
preserving as part of their belief. It is the duty bestowed upon the eldest son to serve the 
offering to the deities. When Valiamundan became bedridden  
“Ittyadi  performed  the  ceremony  of  showering  grain  and  rice  and  receive 
 the  

'Vechasryamoothikal’, the deities that protected the clan, from his father” (Narayan, 
2011, p. 2).   
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The glean details of Tribal culture that would otherwise be inaccessible to most 
outsiders. In order to give offerings of pooja to the deities they had to prepare many 
things additionally:  
“Thendu, a mixture of dry rice and bran rolled length wise and wrapped in a leaf and 
roasted, rice pancakes, beaten rice, puffed rice, roasted rice flour, tapering ends of banana 
leaves, finely cut bits of palm leaves" (Narayan, 2011, p. 57). 'Kolthiri Kaithiri Pandam’ 
is another inseparable thing then dry pieces of bamboo shaped into rods with one end 
sharpened to a point. The other end was wound up with pieces of old cloth. Separate rods 
are also prepared to be for each of the idols.  

All the pooja offerings were cooked and eaten by those come for the ceremony. 
“When everything was over the Parikarmy broke a coconut with three eyelets and divided 
the water equally. The Karmi put bits of thulasi leaves into the two halves and tried to 
read the future in the zodiacal sign, the good and the bad that was in store for them” 
(Narayan, 2011, p. 59). Their religious rituals are simple and the cultural. Tribal 
community’s way of offering pooja are too simple way. But economic ethos of Tribal 
gods is different from mainstream hegemonic deities.   

The most significant feature of the Malayaraya is that form of worship was 
attached with their day to day lives. They have a combined vision of life and 
compartmentalization in terms of nature and culture was unknown to them. They had no 
idea of institutionalized kind of religion and deities as we know now. Man and God were 
integral to each other. Malayarayars believed that the gods kept close watch over them ill 
protect them from whatever harm they have. Natural calamities are considered as the sign 
of the anger of ancestral spirits for wrongs done. Tribals thought that even the uttering of 
lies could bring such wrath. The gods were invested within human qualities like anger or 
sadness. God even had changed fortunes with increase or decrease in their power over the 
lives of men.   

Myths and rituals are part of social life are marked by culture. They are at once 
material and symbolic and transfer between the individual and the collective. They are 
strong binding forces and most often the performance of rituals is ensured through 
ideological and spiritual inculcation. They serve to create a specific sense of identity to an 
individual who is belonging to which particular family, community, or language group. A 
wide range of signs within a particular community or group perpetuates its unity and 
continuity, and the cultural universe of worship translates social kinship into ritual 
kinship.  

Affirmation of the self through articulation of oral practices is the only way for 
the tribals to feel whole, to feel alive, and to retain the sense of pride and dignity. In 
Narayan's own words:  
“We wanted to tell the world that we have our own distinctive way of life. Our own value 
system. We are not demons lacking in humanity but a strong, hardworking and self-
reliant community”  
(Narayan 209). He adds “We want to be understood... and allowed to live with dignity” 
(Narayan, 2011, p. 208).  
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Conclusion  
Tribals are pictorial kaleidoscope of cultural diversities, dotted by constant 

integration of migrating people time and again. Tribal’s cultural heritages are ancient and 
it is an amalgamation of different languages, music, dance, folk traditions, rites and 
rituals, lifestyles, performing arts, festivals and fairs, literature and paintings, clothes and 
cuisines. A country as diverse as India is manifested in the diversity of its culture. A 
combination of these factors has emerged into an exclusive aestheticism of Indian culture.  
So Tribals will be described and disclosed the minute aspects of celebrating life with 
divinely and elite pearls from their cultural trove. 
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