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Chthulucene

Sensibility Demonstrated
by Malayali Tribe of the

Eastern Ghats of
Tamil Nadu

Dr. S. J. Kala
Ms. Sajoe Monica.

Note: This paper is largely an outcome of the
Research Project sponsored by the Indian Council
of Social Science Research (ICSSR). However,
the responsibility for the facts stated, opinions
expressed, and the conclusions drawn is entirely
that of the authors.

Abstract:

the Malayali tribe that aids in protecting the earth.

Key words: Malayali tribe, Chthulucene, Tribal

Culture, Eastern Ghats, Kalvarayan Hills, Kolli Hills,
: encourages them to turn their attention to the tribal

India known for its diversity encompasses : community that advocates inclusive living in the
people with a multitude of cultures and traditions : face of modernity. Realising the mev1tab111t¥, mmany
that are unique to them. The tribal population of India governmental'and non—governmgr}tal organisations
accounts to 8.6% of the total population according have stepped in uncover the traditions of the tribes.

Javadi Hills, Shevroy Hills, Pachaimalai Hills

: to the census of 2021. The tribes native to India
. also exhibit variegate and distinct characteristics
¢ that define them. Most of the Indian tribes inhabit
: regions that serve as ecological reserves like
. forests and mountainous regions. Their life amidst
nature instills in them the value of respecting and
: protecting nature. They follow their own set of
: practices that bringout their exclusiveness. The

The increasing and alarming need to preserve :

planet earth from depletion, directs scientists : environment friendly and sustainable lifestyle of the

and scholars of environmental studies to turn to : tribal community has drawn the attention of many,

traditional methods of conservation. This paper especially researches in the recent times. Their

focusses on exploring Donna J. Harraway’s lifestyle bears testimony to the peaceful existence of

Chthulucene concerns evident in the Malayali tribes human beings and the non-human entities of nature.
who inhabit the hills of Kalvarayan Hills, Kolli Hills, :
Javadi Hills, Shevroy Hills and Pachaimalai Hillsin :
the Eastern Ghats of Tamil Nadu. It attempts to delve :
into the interconnectedness with nature and shared :
kinship exhibited by the Malayali tribe. It also aims :
to analyse the oral traditions that are inclusive of the :
species other than human beings. The study seeks :
to unveil the sustainable traditions and culture of :
: natural resources. People have developed the

Tribal lifestyle is being widely explored by
naturalists, ecologists and environmental scientists.
The undisclosed and rich culture and traditions of
Indian tribes are also observed by sociologists and
anthropologists. The increasing attention towards
tribal community and their practices can be seen
as an impact of frequent and intense natural
disasters and pressing need for conservation of

understanding that traditional ways of living is the
key for sustainable livelihood. This understanding
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ICSSR (Indian Council for Social Science :
Research), a governmental organisation has :
undertaken to facilitate enhanced and enriched :
study on the tribes of India t'hrougha “Specialcall : o T unveil the struggles of the tribe due to
for Studies of the Culture, History and Geography :
of the Scheduled Tribes of India.” In accordance :
with this call, the project titled “Resuscitating the : ) ) )
Tribal Heritage of the Malayali Tribes in the Eastern : ° To examine the myths of the tribe and their
Ghats of Tamil Nadu” was sanctioned. As part of the :
project, field visits were undertaken on three hills :
namely Kalvarayan Hills, Kolli Hills and Jawadi :
Hills of the Eastern Ghats by the Project Team to :

uncover the practices and art forms of the Malayali e To bring to limelight the sustainable way of life

Tribes.
Chthulucene

chthulucene proposed by the American Critic
Donna J. Harraway. The Malayali tribes strongly
believe the symbiosis of organisms where every
organism is dependent on the other as well as earth
for its survival. They also advocate self-regulation

high regard for it.
Donna ]J. Harraway coined the term

being in realising their position on earth.
Objectives

Donna Harraway’s chthulucene points out the :

importance of co-habiting earth. The concept of co- givesrise to the exploration of chthulucene concerns

habitation forms an integral part of the way of living
of the Malayali tribes of the Eastern Ghats of Tamil :
: its wrath through calamities. It is a representation

* Tobring out the elements of chthulucene evident : of pre-apocalyptic earth that can be saved from

in the Malayali Tribes of the Eastern Ghats of : the destruction by decentring the position of

: man. Harraway suggests that chthulucene has
. moved beyond anthropocene that priorities man

Nadu. The objectives of the study are:

Tamil Nadu

* To explore the interconnectedness of human
and non-human entities evident in the Malayali
Tribes of Tamil Nadu.

increased modernisation and their efforts to
combat them.

significance through Harraway’s chthulucene

* To analyse the necessity of understanding
tribal lifestyle for the betterment of the human
civilisation.

followed by the tribe.

. . : Origin of the Malayali Tribes
A close observation of the lifestyle of the :

Malayali Tribes of the Eastern Ghats of Tamil :

Nadu revealed their striking practices that place the : Southern part of the Indian sub-continent. They

ecosystem at the centre. Their life revolves around :@ are spread along the hills of the Eastern Ghats

the idea that they are a small part of nature and ° stretching across the districts of Vellore, Namakkal,

that nature consists of other beings that also play : Salem, Kallakurichi, Dindigul and Perambalur. It

their roles respectively for a harmonious living :
on this Planet Earth. The ideals of the Malayali :

Tribes of the Eastern Ghats resonate the idea of : Shevroy hills, Pachaimalai hills and Javadi hills.

: The Malayali tribes continue to hold on to their
: heritage in the face of development. The origin
. of their name is a blend of two words ‘malai’ that
. translates to mountains and ‘ali’ that refers to rulers.

: The history of the Malayali tribe is distinct from the

of non-human beings as the earth possesses the : other tribes found in India. They are not the native

ability to maintain its balance. Their view of earth : jyhabitants of the hills. Rather, they have migrated

as an extension of the God they worship reveal their to these hills across a period of two centuries.

. These settled tribes understand the soul of nature

. due to their direct interaction and proximity with

‘chthulucene’ a neologism that represents the : npatyre. There are a number of narratives stating

present condition of earth and its inhabitants. The : {}eir time of settlement regarding which Edgar
:[erm chthuluclene is c}erived from the Greek words Ty 15ton documents their settlements as ... the
khthqn anfi kainos’ that outline the struggles (_)f : Malaiyalis originally belonged to the Vellala Caste
living in a highly adulterated earth. Chthulucene is : of cultivators and emigrated from the sacred city
the view of life beyond the existing conceptions of : of Kanchipuram (Conjeevaram) to the hills about
it. It attempts at dethroning the central position of : ton senerations aco. when Muhammadan rule was
human being and establishing an environment in : do Ifinate n Sou’i;he,rn India” (407). There are also
which all the beings occupy equal position. It also : i : .

essentially highlights the responsibilities of human : other narratives about the settlement of the tribe

. comprising legends legend associated with the tribal
. settlement in each of these hills.

Malayali tribes are prominently found in the

is a discontinuous range of hills and consists of the
five prominent hills of Kalvarayan hills, Kolli hills,

The multifaceted nature of the Malayali tribes

that can be observed in them. Chthulucene offers the
present condition of the earth in which it exhibits
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and capitalocene that focusses on capitalism.

human beings and asserts the equal involvement

and collaboration of all the elements of nature both : o The Malayali tribes celebrate Pongal the harvest

living and non-living.
Oneness with Nature

. promulgate companionship. They have myths that
Chthulucene disperses the hierarchy established by :
: They are as stated herein:

The life of the Malayali tribes is closely knitted
with nature and they see themselves as a part of :
it throughout ages. The primary occupation of :

the tribe spread across the Eastern Ghats of Tamil : « They cleared a part of the hill to cultivate crops

Nadu is agriculture. They follow the traditional :
methods of farming that results in healthy and
organic food. Hard physical labour and their millet- :

based dietary practices are said to be the hallmarks . . :
of the commendable health that the previous : According to the testimony of the members of

generations of the Malayali tribe are attributed with. :
However, the present generation have deficiency :

due to their greatly altered lifestyle adopted from : . .
: * Thisreveals that the Malayali tribe advocates the

modernisation.

The Malayali tribes not only lead a peaceful
life and nature but also find solutions to their :

avoid over exploitation.
Interconnectedness and Kinship

consider animals and resources of earth as God.

festival of Tamil Nadu for ten days thanking the
animals and earth that have been of help in the
successful cultivation and harvest.

* The tribal community has always respected the
boundary of nature.

like Little millet (Panicum sumatrense), Finger
millet (Eleusine coracana), the tubers and
vegetables essential for their survival.

the tribe, they treat other animals, plants and
resources as they treat themselves and other
human beings.

human affinity towards earth and elements of it.
Harraway’s conception of kinship does not

everyday struggles in it. Herbs that grow in and only represent the connect among different species

around their habitation serve as medicines for the : butalso between human beings. She points out that

ailments. They use it to treat common sickness like : cO-existenceand co-operation of human beings can

cold, headache, pains in leg and hands and also : aid in the betterment of human species. She calls

to treat grave accidents like insect bites and snake : human interconnectedness as the art of living on

bites. The medicinal herbs of the hills are also under : earth owing to the benefits that can be achieved

threat as these alternative medicines have been : the through it. Harraway’s concept of interrelation

commercialised. The members of the tribe have : throws light on the need for human beings to shed

thorough knowledge about the uses of the herbs and : their differences to build a strong community that

the ways of extracting them. Their undue reverence : can sustain the changes that grip and threaten

for nature makes them careful in using them only : earth’s bio-diversity. Her conception of kinship is

for their need and not otherwise. They consciously : reflected in the Malayali tribes as:

: * Malayali tribes have an approximate of 250

The life of the Malayali tribe entangled with

kinship stated by Harraway. She puts forth that :
the non-human entities also become agents. In line :
with the sustenance of earth Harraway uses the
term “companionship” to establish relationship :
between two entities. The term signifies that both :
the entities are interdependent and acquire equal :
positions. Harraway also highlights the association :
of human being with other beings through the :
term companion species: ““Companion species’ :
* The parents of the bride or groom do not invite
companion animal and not just because one must :
include such organic beings as rice, bees, tulips, and
intestinal flora, all of whom make life for humans :

is a bigger and more heterogenous category than

what it is - and vice versa” (15). The Malayali : , p customary that the family treats them with

tribe through their traditional and religious beliefs :

divisions among themselves. It can be equated
to the caste system of ancient Indian society.

nature also paves way to the understanding of : ° They live in harmony despite these divisions

and come together to help and take part in the
celebrations of one family.

* Marriage, a celebration, exhibits the strong bond
among the members of the tribe. When a girl or
boy from the village is betrothed and the date of
marriage is fixed, the people of the village come
together to help the family. They split the work
among themselves covering the preparations to
be made, inviting guests and rituals to take place.

the guest instead the villagers are divided and
they invite guests with betel leaf & areca nut
symbolising auspiciousness for the wedding.

food when the other people help them with
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the marriage. On the day of marriage, “Palakai :
kadaisal”a dish made of jackfruitis served tothe :

guests in appreciation of their arrival.

The communal harmony of the tribe asserts the
need and inevitability of kinship for the functioning :

of ecology.
Chthonic Elements

are precisely not sky gods, not a foundation for

the earth and the seas.”

of human being. They instil fear in the minds of
humans that nature is not always altruistic but it has
elements that can wreak vengeance against injustice.

Malayali tribes are as follows:

the region.

(Goddess Kali).

* There is a small hill of the eighteen Siddhars
located near Kootaru. The eighteen Siddhars
gathered and made a figure out of the mud of
the forest. They breathed life into the figure and
made it dance. This figure called ‘pavai” helped
them to get rid of the varied forms of evil. This
figure is known by named like Kolli Paavai.

The continuity of the ecosystem of earth is * The earliest name was “Kolli Paavai” which

fostered by Harraway’s chthulucene. chthonic
entities described by Harraway finds a prominent :
place in it. She defines that, “The chthonic ones :

: ¢ They also have the belief that the “Kolli Paavai”
the Olympiad, not friends to the Anthropocene :

or Capitalocene and definitely not finished. The :
Earth bound can take heart - as well as action” :

(53 Harraway). She states that the scientific origin of : . . .
chthonic ones remain obscure and biological details Multispecies Storytelling
are not clearly listed. Chthonic ones usually havea : ; ! -
dreadful appearance and they are a part of the earth Trouble, points out the existence of symchthonic

or underworld. They avenge the injustice done to

nature and its orders. Harraway points out that : symphony and chthonic ones. It consists of the

chthonic elements play a vital role in maintaining :
the balance of nature. It is derived from the Greek :
work “chthonois” which translates to ‘of in or under :
: themes of these stories encompass the epic elements

Chthonic elements as described by Harraway : and are often based on the lives of Gods and kings.

do not only belong to the myths of the past but they Harraway presents symchthonic stories not only

are essential components of human civilisation. The : as the epic story of valour and prosperity of the

chthonic entities range from animals with grotesque
outlook and traits to furies and fairies that represent :
nature. Chthonic entities represent the untamed :
and unexplored side of nature beyond the reach :
it. Symchthonic stories encourage the intermingling
. of different species that eventually pave for the
. multispecies story telling.

She lays bare the fact that chthonic ones in the :
contemporary times are not isolated from everyday :

: through her ideology of multispecies storytelling.

life of individuals and that they are together inthe : g . torms it multispecies as she opposes the
earth Wlt}}[ Fhem. ;H}ethmytg? of Chthorﬁi elements human-centric narratives of modern society. Her
are Iige§eg iflfn mo:‘. fo ein dlgenous% rii.:across : emphasis on indigenous storytelling underscores
WOPG IR ALIETENTIOMMS and names. 1e eHES are e inclusiveness of people belonging to indigenous
represented as recursive as the transcend time and  : culture. She addresses it as an inspiring, comforting
tinue to exist in the future. The chthonic : R Y :
may contrtie o SISt T Fhe Tuire. T ChToNC : aswellas inducing power that has impacted society.
elements of chthulucene that can be observed in the : Her multispecies storytelling can therefore be
: i y

: considered as the myths of the tribal community

* TheMalayali tribes of the Kolli hills believeinthe = .. 1 40y species of the earth.

existence of “kolli paavai”. It is believed to have :

been created by the siddhars who are found in : ' - :
. states that, “...myth is able to integrate material

. . . . : from everyday life and can link present action to
;[élsz ;eigﬁiihioiuifizrﬁsi Z;E(;tlﬁ:i Qmmmmzﬂ : circumstances situated in mythical time” (19 Qtd in
& : Meletinsky). Renaissance critics considered myths

contributes to the name of the hills and the
inhabitants of the hills believe it as the Goddess
guarding the boundaries.

made by the Siddhars is hidden in the forest and
will resurface when they are faced with a threat
to their existence.

Harraway in her prominent work Staying with
stories. The symchthonic story is a blend of
musicality of a symphony as well as the myth of

the chthonic elements. Music and dance play a vital
role in the narration of symchthonic stories. The

past but also as the mirror of the present condition
of the earth. The dynamic nature of symchthonic
narrative stresses on the ongoing intensity of the
depleting resources of earth and the role of people in

Harraway sets out to reimagine history

Franz Boaz, a pioneer of modern anthropology
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as manifestation of moral that guides human beings. :
Myths can also be understood as the representation :
of history of acommunity. As integral components of :

* The people of the Malayali tribe believe that their

culture, storytelling channelises the understanding
of human beings about the riches of the earth.

Malayali tribe as a community have established  :
themselves through their rich oral tradition. They :

have their own myths that cover a wide range of
subjects like their migration, struggles of settlement,
prosperity of land, flora and fauna, lifestyle of
harmony. Here are a few of them:

* The origin of Arapaleeswarar temple of Kolli :
hills exists in the form of oral tradition. It is :

consecrated by the eighteen Siddhars of the Kolli :  traditions has unfolded the close association of the

: Malayali tribes with other forms of life. Exploration
: of Donna ]. Harraway has revealed the belief of
. the Malayali tribes that shared kinship leads to the

* The origin of the tower of Arapaleeswarar temple unition with the natural world. A close probe into

remains a mystery to the people as there areno the chthonic entities that guard natural resources has

account of it. They believe that it was a miracle : brought to limelight the essentiality of preserving

. and protecting nature from depletion. Exploring into
. . . : the symchthonic stories that binds chthonic elements

There is yet another myth associated with the : and art forms has divulged the rich oral tradition
: of the tribes. Harraway’s is concept of multispecies

* Once people were working in ‘Kollakaadu” : storytelling an extension of symchthonic stories has

the part of the forest which is burnt down to : peen helpful in bringing to the fore their significant

clear the land for agriculture. This method was : yoe in discerning the religious practices and beliefs
. of the Malayali tribes that are also intertwined with
: nature. The chthulucene concerns evident in the
: Malayali tribes of the Eastern Ghats of Tamil Nadu
fosters requisite action to be taken by the people for
: creating a sustainable posterity.

: Works Cited:

the hidden “Linga”. The people of the Malayali 1. Edgar, Thurston. Castes and Tribes of Southern

tribe prayed to Lord Shiva and constructed a :

temple for Arapaleeswarar. Initially it was built 2. Haraway, Donna J. Staying With the Trouble:

hills. It is also believed that the Arapaleeswarar
temple is built by Rishis who experienced the
powers and divinity of God.

from the God himself.

temple that King Valvil Ori, a generous king:

followed to increase the productivity and quality
of crops. They removed the weeds and tilled
the soil using shovel after burning down. Blood
oozed out from the soil when a farmer’s spade
hit the ground. The people of the Malayali tribe
stopped tilling and slowly dug the soil to find

as a tiled hut.

* Realising the power of “Linga”, Valvil Ori

erected the Arapaleeswarar temple when he 3. ---. The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs,

visited the hill.

* The other prominent myth highlighting the
religious practice of the Malayali tribe is the myth :
of Meenpillai Aaru. There was a stream called :
Meenpillai Aaru below the Arapaleeswarar :
temple in the earlier times. People prayed to Lord :
Arapaleeswarar and adorned the fish there with
nose rings as offerings to God for granting their :

prayers.

* The fish were considered sacred and people
never caught those fish. However, unaware of :
the sanctity associated with ita man once caught :

fish from the stream and cooked it but the fish in

the curry disappeared when he came back after
bath.

God in Arapaleeswarar temple brought back the
fish to life and it swam back to the stream.

Respecting the religious beliefs of the Malayali

: tribe, Harraway’s idea of myth is explored.
: Nevertheless, in Harraway’s point of view, the
beliefs of the people when viewed with the scientific
: reasoning has a potential to reveal the relevance of

it in present society.
The study on Malayali tribe and their cultural

India. Vol.4. Hardpress Publishing, 2016.

Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Duke UP,
2016.

People, and Significant Otherness. Prickly
Paradigm Press, 2007.

4. Meletinsky, Eleazar M. The Poetics of Myth.
Routledge, 2013.
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