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ABSTRACT 

STUDY OF A TRIBAL SOCIETY IN KERALA: 

IN SEARCH OF A HOLISTIC WORLD-VIEW 

Over the last four decades, the idea and process of development has been undergoing 

immense change. This has been reflected in the emergence of several new terms - Sustainable 

development, Eco-development, Integrated development, Human-centered development etc. 

Currently, the idea of Sustainable Development is in vogue. These are projected as 

responding to the changing needs and as reinforcing the flexibility and dynamism of the 

concept of development. 

But parallely, there are academic studies which challange these claims. These studies 

consider that such changes are only in name, and are at best a survival strategy for an 

obsolete idea. In fact, based on case studies, it has been argued that these are efforts to 

sustain a development process which is basically unsustainable. The basic problems of 

development, despite its different forms and styles, seem to be emerging out of the very 

paradigm of development. This is therefore not solvable unless the concept of development 

itself is changed. In fact the resource management' strategies of appropriate, integrated, and 

holistic versions are only replacing the issues and further complicating them, rather than 

solving them. Thus, devaluing nature and humans into resources ' and managing ' them 

in terms of 	human resource management ',` planetary management' etc. in integrated , 

holistic , sustainable , participatory ways or a suitable combination of all of the above have 

become rituals for a development discourse. These strategies have moreover dehumanized 

individuals, both physically and culturally, and damaged the entire life process. The 

widespread extent of this damage has led to a steady erosion of people's self confidence, trust 



in society, and ability to participate in the natural world order. 

Critiques of various forms of development have also put forward new visions. 'Deep 

Ecology', `Gaia Theory', 1Mo-regional vision', etc., are the prominent critiques among 

them. The world view latent in and emerging out of different ecological movements such 

as `Chipko movement', 'Save Narmada Campaign', etc., is also an expression ofthe need 

for a different outlook. 

Mahatma Gandhi, through his life and works, contributed and exemplified a radical 

critique of development. The inherent violent nature of modern civilisation ' and its 

dehumanising power were clearly brought out by him. 

Another vision is of Saha-Astitwa as a guiding principle to work and evolve in 

complementary togetherness, providing perfect harmony within the individual and in all inter-

relationships. It relates one with all in a mutually meaningful manner with the entire natural 

order. 

In this thesis an effort is made to explore deeper into this issue of development and 

its criticisims through the concept of Saha-Astitwa. 

The values and ways of life of the tribal and traditional societies, especially of the 

tropics are projected as the models for ecologically sustainable societies. It is believed that 

these societies consider nature as beyond a mere resource base, and do not separate humans 

from nature, but rather consider them as a part of it. 

Therefore it was necessary to explore the concept of Saha-Astitwa in the context of a 

tribal society, and to study the influence of development processes on this society In India, 

which is undergoing rapid changes, Kerala is projected as a 'model of development'. 

Hence the tribal societya in Attapady valley , situated in the Western Ghats of Kerala was 

taken up for the study. The study was aimed at exploration of traditional tribal ways and its 



response to formal development programs. 

The study examined the interactions between an existing tribal society and modern 

development. The results of this study substantiated the view that modern development can 

"conquer" older cultures. The high value in which vernacular societies are held by ecological 

visionaries seems to be misplaced. The anthropocentric, technocratic model of development 

has been able to appropriate the older culture of the tribal society. 

This points to a need for an entirely different set of institutional and behavioural 

frameworks, and the need for individuals to recognize and accept their relationships to each 

other as the fundamental basis of living. 
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