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Abstract:  

The theme of the paper in an analysis of the tribes of Tamil Nadu, and their settlements. They 

are scattered from Kanyakumari district through various areas in the Western Ghats, through 

the Nilgris has prominent tribes. They are the Kanis are Tirunelveli and Kanyakumari. Thodas, 

Kotas, Irulas, Paniyans of Nilgris. Malayalis of Kalrayan hills, Irulas of Jawadh hills. Their life 

style, customs believes are analysed to give a full picture of the tribal community in Tamil 

Nadu. 
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Introduction: 

 India is a natural abode of hundreds of tribal communities. The people of India are 

divided and sub- divided into a number of heterogeneous communities with separate linguistic 

base and cultural identity. India is also characterized by having the second largest tribal 

population in the world. The tribal groups also belong to various ethnic categories on the basis 

of geographical, racial, linguistic and economic conditions. 

From time immemorial tribal communities constitute an important segment of Indian 

society. Among the citizens of India, these communities are kept under weaker section because 

they are socio - economically and educationally backward classes. In many corners of the 

country most of the primitive tribes still profess their traditional occupations such as food 

gathering, hunting, fishing and primitive type of agriculture. High hills, deep valley evergreen 

forest, untouched natural resources, invaluable minerals embedded in the earth, abode of simple 

people, happy, unconcerned about the next day, moving about freely like gentle breeze, 

unbound, unfettered by the dictates of modern world. They are the tribals of India. The tribals 

in India live in the forest hills and naturally isolated regions known as a rule by different names 

meaning either the people of forests or hill or original inhabitants of a country. These people 

are known by different names. The popular names are Vanajati (castes of forests), Vanavasi 

(inhabitants of forests), Pahari (hill dwellers), Adimjati (original communities), Adivasi (first 

settlers) and Fanjate (folk people). Among all these names the term ‘Adivasi’ is the one 

extensively used. 

The international Encyclopaedia of social science defines the word “tribe” as follows. 

The word “tribe” is taken to denote a primary aggregate of peoples living in primitive or 

barbarous conditions under a headman or chief. According to Bogardos, “The tribal group was 
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based on the need for protection, on ties of blood relationship and on the strength of common 

religion. Piddington defines that ‘a tribe’ is ‘a group of people speaking a common dialect, 

inhabiting a common territory and displaying certain homogeneity in their culture. 

Various Tribes of Tamil Nadu:  

               Tamil Nadu, one of the major States of the Southern Zone in India, consists of 

important tribal groups. According to the Census of 2001, the Scheduled Tribe population in 

Tamil Nadu is 651321 (328917 males and 322404 females) constituting 1.04 percent of the 

total population. There are thirty six Scheduled Tribes among whom the Todas, Kotas, 

Kurumbas, Irulas, Kattunayakans and Paniyans are the approved primitive tribes and Malayali 

and Kanikkars are also important tribes in Tamil Nadu. Among the six primitive tribes, Todas, 

Kotas, Paniyans and Kurumbas are exclusively living in the Nilgiri district. Irulas and 

Kattunayakans are spread throughout Tamil Nadu. The Kannikkaran or the Kanis are living in 

Kanyakumari District and Ambasamudram and Shenkottah taluks of Tirunelveli District. 

Todas 

The Todas are the original inhabitants of the Nilgiris hills and they are one of the most 

picturesque tribes of Tamil Nadu. They are known by several names like Tudavans, Toras and 

Todar. The typical Toda man is above medium height, well proportioned and stalwart, with 

lepotorhine nose, regular features, and perfect teeth. The nose is sometimes distinctly rounded 

in profile. The Todas with the host of tribes and amid a crowd of them gathered together at  a 

funeral, and there will be no difficulty in picking out individuals, whose features would find 

for them a ready place among the Todas. The principal characteristic, which distinguishes the 

Todas from the other tribes of the Nilgiris, is the development of the pilous (hairy) system. The 

women are lighter in colour than the men, and the colour of the body has been aptly described 

as of a cafe-an-lait tint. The skin of the female children and young adults is often of a warm 

copper hue. Some of the young women, with their raven-black hair dressed in glossy ringlets 

and bright glistening eyes are distinctly good –looking, but both good looks and complexion 

are short-lived and the women speedily degenerate into uncomely hags. Their language is an 

independent language of the Dravidian family.  

Kotas 

Kotas of Kothar or Kov by self- designation are an ethnic group who are indigenous to 

the Nilgiris mountain range in Tamil Nadu. Kotas and Todas have been subjected to intense 

anthropological, linguistic and genetic analysis since the early 19th century. Since the British 

colonial period, they have availed themselves of educational facilities. A native report suggests 

that “It is probable that, after the migration of the Kotas to the hills, anthropology was at work, 

and they got into them an admixture of Toda blood.” 

The Kotas have inhabited seven villages, among which six are Kotagiri, Kil Kotagiri, 

Todanad, Sholur, Kethi and Kunda are on the Nilgiris plateau, and one is at Gudalur at the 

north-west base of these hills. They are looked down as being unclean feeders, and eaters of 

carrion; a custom which is to them no filthier than that of eating game when it is high, or using 
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the same tooth-brush week after week, is to a European. They have been described as a very 

carnivorous race, which have a great carving for flesh and will devour animal food of every 

kind without any squeamish scruples as to how the animal came by its death.  The carcasses of 

a bullock which has died of disease, or the remains of a deer half devoured by a tiger are equally 

acceptable to the Kotas. The Kotas speak the Kota language or Ko-v-Ma-nt and it is closely 

related to Toda language. It was identified as an independent Dravidian language.  

Kurumbas 

The Kurumbas, who live in the mid-ranges of the Nilgiris or “Blue- Mountains”, 

entertain a confusing and mysterious identity. Several factors add to the popularity of this tribal 

people. Like the mountain ranges, the word “Kurumba” is found in the adjoining States of 

Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Kerala. The tribes themselves are sometimes called “Kurumba” 

and sometimes confused with other tribes of similar names like Kuruman. The Kurumbas are 

generally believed to be the descendents of the Pallavas whose rule was at its grandest in the 

7th century A.D. Losing power to the Kongus and the Chalukyas, the Pallavas were finally 

driven out and dispersed by the Chola king Adondai. They settled in a scattered settlement in 

the Nilgiris and Wayanad, Coorg and Mysore. The tribe is divided into several groups. In the 

many ethnographic accounts on the tribe the numbers vary from as few as three to as many as 

seven. The various groups are the jen, mulla (thron), betta or vetta (hill), urali, (Ur, a village), 

ten(honey), Tac’Chanadan Muppan (carpenter headman) and alu or palu. The most populous 

among the Kurumbas are the Alu Kurumbas. 

Irulas 

The Irulas are one of the major tribal groups of Tamil Nadu, who are known by several 

names like Irular, Iruligaru, Iruliga, Iruvan, Villiar and Kadu Poojari. The name Irulas was 

derived from the Tamil word Irul which would mean darkness or night. They may be called so 

because of the colour of their skin (dark) or the place (jungles) they inhabit and hunt. The terms 

Irulas, Kasabas, Uralis and Villiyans of Velliyans are used in different regions of the State to 

denote the same tribe. The anthropologists call them by different names such as Iraligar, 

Iruligas, Ten Vanniyas (South Arcot), Venupallis (South Arcot), Pujaris (Priests), Chenchu 

(West of North Arcot) and Aravayenadis (North Arcot). They are “dark sinned, narrow chests, 

thin bodies and flabby muscles, reminding in their general aspects of the Yenadis of Nellore”. 

Irulas were basically forest dwellers, hunters and food gatherers who possess 

remarkable skill in catching animals, particularly snakes. Presently, the Irulas way of life has 

changed radically form previous generation. No longer they live in forests but are settled in 

small family units on the borders of different caste villages. Due to proximity of these villages, 

the Irulas have adopted the life styles of the castes around which they live. They are becoming 

part of the caste system and are ranked above the Scheduled Castes. 

Kattunayakan 

Kattunayakan is a primitive tribal group of the Southern States of India. They live 

mainly in the States of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. The word 
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Kattunayakan means king of the jungle in Tamil. The Kattunayankan are one of the earliest 

known inhabitants of the Western Ghats, who are engaged in the collection and gathering of 

forest produce, mainly wild honey and wax. The members of this community are short, black 

skinned, and have protruding foreheads. Their language is a mixture of all Dravidian language. 

Paniyans 

The word ‘Paniyan’ originated from the Malayalam word ‘Panikkar’ (meaning 

labourers), and agriculture labour was the original occupation of this tribe. The Paniyans 

resemble African Negroes in their features like short, dark-skinned and broad nosed with wavy 

or curly hair and thick lips. There are many speculations regarding the lineage of this tribe. 

Popular legends traces their ancestry to survivors wrecked on the ‘Malabar Coast’. However, 

their origin is still debatable. They speak a dialect of Malayalam, with a mixture of Tamil, 

Kannada and Tulu words. They are socially isolated and usually shy to talk to strangers. 

Malayalis 

The origin of the Malayalis is shrouded in mystery. It is understood that they are hill 

people who might have migrated to the hills in Trichy, Salem and South Arcot districts. There 

are different theories as to their origin. According to Edgar Thurston, the Malayali cannot be 

considered as ancient hill tribe nor do they claim like the Todas of the Nilgiris as an ancient 

hill tribe. They are Tamil speaking people, migrated from the plains to the hills during 

comparatively recent times. In another explanation, it is stated that the Pacha-Malayali or the 

present inhabitants of the Pachamalai hills were originally residing in the plains and lowland 

villages. Due to severe drought, famine and fire accidents, they ascended and settled down on 

the hills and resumed their old occupation, cultivation. Since they resorted to the hills to earn 

a livelihood, they came to be known as Malayalis. They are a fine manly race and are 

‘extremely mild and simple, and well built and strong’.  

Kanis 

The Kanis are the original inhabitants residing in the dense forest areas from time 

immemorial. They are proud to be called ‘adivasis’, which denotes primitive settlers of the 

land. According to Thangiah, the word “Kan”means “forest”and the Kanikkaran is the jungle 

folk; they are called ‘Kanis after Kan’. Another opinion is that “Kani”means a propertied land. 

As Kanikkarans occupy land tracts in mountains, they are called the Kanikkars and are the 

owners of the land tracts. The term Kani means hereditary proprietor of land. The Kanis in 

Kanyakumari District are divided into four categories namely, Malaya Rajan, Natta Rajan, 

Kadala Rajan and Ootta Rajan. Though are Kanis are living in the forest, they have their own 

life style, traditions, beliefs and rituals to suit with the environment. 

Social Customs 

In Olden days, child marriage was prevalent among them. But now they say, they get 

their children married only after 18 years. The girls are married generally around 18 years and 

the boys above 20 years of age. There are different forms of marriages – i) Monogamy (One 

wife), ii).Polygamy (one husband with some wife), iii).Polyandry (one wife with same 
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husband), iv) Polygamy polyandry(some husband with some wives).  Widow-remarriage is 

permitted and they are considered as good as virgin. When she declines to remarry, she is not 

compelled. Though polygamy is sanctioned by custom, it is not prevalent among some of the 

tribes. Polygamy might have prevailed in the hill areas till a couple of decades ago but now it 

is very rare. Similarly, ostracism was practiced until 1960’s, but it is not only getting out of 

date but also almost extinct. If a woman conceives before marriage, instead of ostracize, she is 

married to the person who is responsible for the conception. Divorce is an easy process, sought 

by both men and women. 

Food Quest: 

The Todas are pure vegetarians, but a few villages eat fish. Besides, buffalo milk is used to 

make butter, buttermilk, yogurt, cheese and they are consumed. Rice is the staple food and it 

is taken with dairy products and curries. The Kurumba ancestors gathered honey and cultivated 

small patches of ragi, saami and other grains for food and survival. They eat fish, chicken and 

flesh of animals. Moreover, chewing tobacco and drinking alcohol irrespective of gender are 

popular. Rice is the staple food for Paniyans. They are non-vegetarian and relish fish, crab and 

prawns in their meals. After having food they smoke cigarettes and chew tobacco regularly. 

The Kanis were once nomadic agriculturists. Tapioca and fish are their staple food. They use 

vegetarian and non-vegetarian dishes. 

Conclusion: 

Though the tribes of Tamil Nadu are modernized, to a great extent they have not given up their 

basic cultural complexes their primitive system of marriage customs, pattern of worship 

believes are existing among them. They stand as the genesis of Tamil culture in the sense, that 

many of the references about the cultural norms of the Tamils in early literature and inscriptions 

can be culled out from the social life and customs of the tribes.   
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